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A view of planet Earth from space, with a sunburst behind it. The planet is divided vertically into five different strips. On each strip, the landmass and water are different colours, with some looking green in tone, some looking brown and some red. Whilst these sections form what seems to be a complete planet, they are slightly misaligned, giving a disjointed feel. These different sections represent alternate versions of Earth in parallel universes.
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1


Kay crawls up from under his hill, up through the claggy earth.


For the last thousand years, the land around his hill has been dry. Drainage and farming and modern miracles kept the water away. He remembers. Now the ground is waterlogged, as it was when he was first buried. Before the fens were drained. He starts to wonder why, but then he gets a worm in his eye, which is the sort of foul development that drives the thoughts from your head. He makes a small, disgusted sound and wipes the worm away.


This part’s always disagreeable, the brute scramble up towards daylight. He burrows through clay, grabs at roots, until the earth falls away and he’s looking up at a vaguely yellow sky. He gets his head out first, and then an elbow, before taking a break to catch his breath. The air doesn’t taste particularly good. The sun is baking down on his face. It must be midsummer.


He has another go at getting free. The earth’s pulling down on his legs, but the slippery mud slickens his chainmail and provides lubrication. Finally there’s an almighty squelch, and he feels the earth let go. His leg comes free. His hips get past the roots. When he’s out to his knees he almost slips, falls back into the strange hollow that he’s climbed out of, but he manages to stop himself. He gets his shins above ground, and then he’s up, kneeling in the sun, panting in the heat. Wearing a coat of mail and a green wool cloak, both rimed with muddy afterbirth. His dreadlocks are matted with earth.


Sure enough, his little burial hill is surrounded by bog. The waters have risen. This is how it was when he was buried, before the tree grew from his stomach.


He gulps down air, trying to fill his lungs, but the air feels heavier than it ought to feel. It doesn’t look like there’s anyone here to wake him up this time. In the old days there were bands of horsemen, sometimes even a king, in person, when the need was dire. Then it became army lorries, or circles of druids in white shifts, slightly surprised that their dancing had actually achieved something. More recently, a man in a raincoat, checking his wristwatch, with a flying machine roaring on the grass behind him. Nothing today. It must be one of the more organic ones, where the earth itself decides to shake his shoulder. Something shifting in the spirit of the realm. Or maybe the birds in the sky have held a parliament and voted to dig him up. He looks around. No sign of any birds, either.


‘Bad, then,’ he mutters, to nobody.


Kay drags himself to his feet. First thing to do is to find his sword and shield. They usually get regurgitated somewhere nearby, though there’s no exact science to it. He’s not sure that the earth fully understands its obligations. The covenant with Merlin was fairly specific. Make this warrior whole again and surrender him back to the realm of the living, whenever Britain is in peril. Return him with his sword and shield and other tools of war, untarnished. When peril is bested, let him return to your bosom and sleep, until peril calls him forth again.


It couldn’t have been much clearer. But mud is mud. Mud struggles with written instructions. There were bound to be some misunderstandings.


There’s something new across the bog. He squints at it, because the sun is bright and reflecting off the metal parts. An ugly cluster of low buildings, with pipes running everywhere like a mass of serpents. In the centre is a silver tower shaped like a bullet. A fortress? Bigger, though, than Arthur’s fortress at Caer Moelydd ever was.


‘Didn’t used to be there,’ he says to himself.


It seems like a good place to start, if he’s going to figure out why he’s back.


He heads downhill, the earth squishing underfoot. His sword might be in the bog somewhere, hilt protruding from the wet earth. Hopefully he’ll just stumble onto it. That’s usually how this works, the various ancient forces of the realm conspiring to make things easier for him. That was always one of the perks of being in Arthur’s warband. You’d blunder into the forest and you’d happen upon a talking raven who could tell you where to find what you were questing for. How else would idiots like Bors and Gawain have achieved anything, if they hadn’t had assistance from white hinds and river spirits, guiding them on their way? Not that they ever showed any gratitude.


Across the bog, the mess of buildings glistens. Strange that whoever built this thing built it so close to his old hill. But it’s no stranger than white hinds or talking ravens. Riding through the old forests, you could never shake the feeling that there was a quest around the corner, put there by some greater power, whether that power was the Christ King or the Saxon gods or some older goddess of the trees. Arthur never seemed to notice. It seemed natural to him that things of import should occur in his proximity. If anyone else noticed, they knew better than to mention it. Only Kay would bring it up occasionally and earn himself a scowl from Merlin or a jibe from Lancelot.


There’s a thought to make him angry. Lancelot on his white horse, sneering. Whispering in Arthur’s ear. Look, sire, a brown Nubian covered in brown filth, and no browner for it. It’s a good thought for fuelling you through a bog. He imagines Lancelot in the distance, goading him. He imagines pulling Lancelot down from his horse and punching him in the jaw. Drowning him in the mud. That’s a nice thought for getting you through a bog, too.


The mud isn’t so bad, at first. He wades through it with barely a grimace. It’s no worse than Agincourt, or the Somme. At least there’s no bullets flying, no hot shell fragments raining down or French coursers charging at him. The only problem is the mail, which weighs him down. And Christ, it’s a hot day. Summers never used to be this hot, he’s sure of it. It’s a day for resting in the shade, not wearing mail, or wading. If it gets any thicker he’ll be right back underground again, slowly choking, lungs filling with mud. And what would happen then? He’s died in forty different ways over the years, from Saxon spearheads and Byzantine fire and Japanese inhospitality, but he’s never drowned in mud before. That would be a new one to add to the list.


He can’t help but notice that there’s something odd about this mud. It has a slickness to it, a purple sheen, that reflects the sunlight more than mud really ought to. He’s up to his knees in it, now. No sword yet. He casts his eyes around, throws up his hands in hopelessness.


‘Nimue?’ he asks. It’s worth a shot. ‘Bit of help, maybe?’


No answer. No pale arm shoots skywards from the oily waters, holding aloft a gleaming sword. That only works for Arthur’s Caliburn, apparently. Not common swords like his that soil themselves with blood now and again.


It’s made him careless, coming back from the dead. He’d never have walked blithely across a moor in the old days. Suicide. He’s used to being pampered now, cars and helicopters and warm beds whenever he’s above ground. He’s forgotten the basics. If he does drown here then it will be his own fault and no-one else’s. No wonder Nimue isn’t helping. She’s probably got more important things to do in another lake somewhere. More important than helping errant knights find their bloody swords.


He’s thinking of wading back when a sound breaks out across the moor, a modern sound. There’s still a part of his mind that thinks of old-fashioned explanations first. It’s a beast that needs slaying, or else a signal horn. But no, it’s a klaxon, a warning siren. Coming from the mass of buildings. That piques his interest. If it sounds like peril, it’s probably peril. Onwards, then. Through the heat.


After five minutes of trudging, he reaches a wire fence. Cruel razors coiled on top of it to make the passage even more unpleasant, and thorny bushes planted thickly on the other side. Slim chance of cutting through it all, without his sword. But there are some signs on the fence which he reads out slowly, sounding out the words with dry lips. The first sign says, SECURE FRACKING FACILITY. Some kind of fortified brothel? They didn’t have secure facilities for that sort of thing, the last time he was up and about. Times change. The second sign is more interesting. It says, THIS SITE IS PROTECTED BY SAXONS. There’s red heraldry of a nasal helmet, which doesn’t look like any helmet that he ever saw on a Saxon head. In the corner of the notice are the words SAXON PMC. PROTECTION YOU CAN RELY ON.


He is confused by this sign. How can there be Saxons guarding places again? Have they overthrown the Normans, finally? Have more Saxons come from Saxony, as invaders? Perhaps that’s it. Invaders have overrun Britain’s shores, and it’s his job to stop them. Classic peril. The sort of thing he used to be good at, a long time ago. Pushing Saxons back into the sea. If he finds Saxons in this place then he will kill them. Then maybe he can go back to sleep.


First, he must pass the fence. He has climbed the walls of Antioch and stormed the beaches of Normandy, so a wire fence shouldn’t pose much difficulty. Except he is slick with mud, and there are no footholds, and the whole process takes much longer than it ought to. He falls into the mud more than once, caking himself further. The razor wire cuts his hands and face, and would tear the flesh of his body too, if not for his mail. He gets caught halfway over, his cloak snagged and his mail hooked; hanging at a strange and painful angle, over the fence but unable to get down, no matter how hard he strains.


This is a fine situation. He imagines Bors and Gawain standing at the foot of the fence, laughing up at him. The klaxon is still blaring out over the marsh. But now he hears raised voices as well, people shouting from the silver tower and the ugly buildings.


And then he hears gunshots. Stuttering fire, like the guns he learnt how to use in the last big war. They’ve probably built better and deadlier guns since then. He misses the days when Saxons only carried axes and round shields. Maybe a longbow, at worst. But he’s not picky. He’ll kill anything that needs killing if it means he can get back to his slumber afterwards, undisturbed.


They’re not aiming at him, yet. Someone else here, then, some other reason for a gunfight. But it would still be prudent to get down off this fence. There’s some distance to the towers, with wet ground in between. Makes him think of Flanders, back in the first big terrible war with the Germans, when he used to sneak across the blighted fields and drop down into the foe’s trenches. Do some old-fashioned slaughter with sword and club and bayonet in the black of night. One time he got tangled on the way over and couldn’t get free. Was still there at dawn, exposed and helpless in the open. Had his throat blown open by a German sniper. He’s not keen to let that happen again.


He reaches back with bloody hands to try and unsnag himself. His mail is caught in two or three places, the wire having hooked through the iron links, and it’s the devil to get it unhooked again. This is where Bors or Gawain would have got hopelessly stuck, thrashing and roaring until they were tangled even worse. They’d have to wait for some passing fay to take pity on them and help them down, make some terrible pact in exchange for their freedom. But he’s always had a bit more patience than them. He works with careful fingers.


The last link of mail can’t hold his whole weight by itself. It breaks, with a tiny clink, and suddenly he’s free. He drops five or six feet and lands in the bushes, banging his jaw on something hard and wooden.


There are faeries dancing in his eyes, for a moment. Angels singing in his ears. When he’s done groaning he turns over, clutching his face. Then he starts laughing to himself. He landed on his shield. It’s here waiting for him, lying face down in the mud. The earth knew to put it in his path. That must mean he’s going in the right direction.


He picks it up and brushes the mud off it. The shield is solid oak and iron rimmed. It is painted with the face of Herne, the Horned God, a crude drawing that might be a tree or a stag’s head, depending on how you look at it. White, on a green field. In the centre is an iron boss for breaking people’s noses. He lashes it to his forearm and feels better for it. Then he stands and heads towards the peril.


The earth is drier on this side of the fence. Soon he can walk, rather than wade. Then he begins to run. Around the silver tower and the ugly buildings there’s a great mass of pipes and tanks and walkways, none of which he understands the purpose of. The tower looms over everything, gleaming in the sun. He’s struck by the size of it. He always is, with these new things that people build. The gunfire is coming from within, so he ventures into the maze. Ducking under scaffolds, stepping over cables, moving warily between rows of machinery. It all hums with the movement of something, some fluid or energy. The air feels prickly, charged with strange potential. He has no sense of what this place is. A mine? A power mill? He doesn’t know why people would choose to come here and shoot at one another, but that’s the kind of detail he can figure out later. Maybe once the Saxons are dead.


He’s close to the fighting now. Beneath the wail of the siren and the patter of gunfire he can hear shouts, footfalls, the clatter of men running with war gear. But he can’t see anything, yet. There is a metal staircase, the colour of lemons, leading up over a row of tanks. He’s about to climb it when another three shots ring out. A bullet tears through the air above him, through the place where his breast would have been if he’d started climbing three seconds earlier. It leaves a dent in a tank behind him, and a question worms its way into his mind. Not a Bors or Gawain question, but a Merlin question. What is in these tanks? Does it marry well with bullets? He somehow doubts it.


This question is still in his mind when a small person dives down the staircase and lands in front of him. They land like somebody who throws themselves down staircases on a fairly regular basis and knows how to do it without breaking an ankle. Then they draw themselves up and stare at him, panting for breath.


They look like a woman, but that doesn’t stop them from being a Saxon. They are wearing black and khaki: thick boots and a heavy backpack. Head covered by a knitted hat in rainbow colours, with only holes for their mouth and eyes. They are not the eyes of someone who was expecting to run into a man in chainmail. They aren’t carrying a gun, as far as he can tell. More than anything, they look exhausted.


‘All right,’ he says. ‘You in peril?’


‘What?’ asks the woman.


She’s speaking English, the bastard horse-trading language that people have been speaking since the Normans arrived. It still sounds new and vulgar to him, ringing strangely in his ears, but Merlin’s magic makes it so that they can understand each other. Part of the covenant. The gift of tongues. Give him knowledge of the words which are spoken by the people in the realm, so that he will not be a stranger in his own land. He wouldn’t be much use otherwise, going around speaking old Brythonic, not knowing a bloody word that anyone was saying.


‘Sort of seems like you’re in peril,’ he says.


There’s another patter of gunshots, closer this time, up from where this woman came. More bullets slam against the tank behind them.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ asks the woman.


‘Never mind that,’ he says. ‘Go on, I’ll try and keep ’em busy.’


‘I . . . ’ says the woman.


‘Head for the tree on the hill, if you can,’ says Kay.


She seems to think about this for a few moments, while she catches her breath. Then she nods and starts running, down the alleyway between the pipes. Towards the fence, he hopes.


Which leaves him at the bottom of the yellow staircase. He can hear boots on metal, from somewhere up above. If he doesn’t move quickly, he’ll have some Saxon shooting down at him from the top of the stairs. Mustn’t stop and think too much about it.


He raises his shield, putting his shoulder into it, his head low, his body sideways. Then he creeps up the stairs. One step at a time.


There’s not much he can do with just his shield. Even his sword wouldn’t help enormously. Ancient warriors risen from the very ground with their arms untarnished are less useful than they used to be, when there are men doing wicked things with automatic rifles. If Merlin foresaw everything that would come to pass, why didn’t he account for guns? It was only about a hundred years ago that Kay learnt how to use them, after five hundred of refusing to touch them. But he doesn’t have one now. His right hand feels strange being empty of a weapon, just clenching and unclenching at his side.


Over the tanks are metal walkways, branching off in different directions. He’s almost beneath the silver tower now. When he peers over the rim of his shield he can see movement at the other end of the walkway. Men carrying rifles, wearing strange war gear, sunglasses and camouflage vests that stand out against their surroundings. The wrong colour for fighting in a place like this. He decides that these must be the Saxons. There’s a lot of them. Almost too many. Why is this place important enough to merit this many guards? More useless questions. If they get past him they’ll be down the stairs, in the alleyway, with a straight shot at the fleeing woman. That’s all that matters.


The Saxons must have seen him. A shield is not just for protection. It’s also for drawing attention. The face of Herne is painted white, and the iron boss will gleam in this bright sun. It’s not much of a plan, but it’s better than doing nothing. He plants the shield at the top of the stairs, driving the rim down between two bands of the metal walkway. Then he kneels behind it, lowering his head. Bracing himself.


A few inches of oak can’t stop a bullet. Not even a few inches of oak with the Horned God painted on the front. The greater part of its power in the old days was in scaring people, making them think twice about fighting someone who was under Herne’s protection. These modern Saxons won’t even know what the symbol means.


But it had other uses, as well. There were several warriors in Arthur’s court who wanted to cover all their bases. They didn’t want to put all their eggs in the heavenly basket of the Christ King. Merlin accommodated that. He led them into the woods at night. Passed around mushrooms for them to eat, powders for them to place under their tongues. He took them far from Caer Moelydd, to places that weren’t on any of his maps. He introduced them to the fay folk, to the minor gods of the earth, to people with strange powers. And he did things to their arms and armour. Drew up magic from the ground and poured it into their shields, imbuing them with strange properties. Powered by the earth. There might be enough magic left in the ground for the old charms to still do their job.


But a lead bullet, chemically propelled, pays as much attention to old fay magic as it might pay to a veil of cobwebs. It punches through his shield and hits him in the right thigh, breaking straight through a ring of mail and carrying it into the wound.


He’s been shot before, but it’s never any less painful than it was the first time. He stumbles, he screams through his teeth, without opening his mouth. He almost falls backwards down the stairs but steadies himself upon the planted shield. Dear Christ, it hurts, though.


The woman is getting further away. That’s what matters. He’s keeping the Saxons distracted. All he needs to do is stay where he is.


He learnt a few hundred years ago that sometimes the most useful thing he can do is to just let himself get killed. Merlin’s covenant with the earth didn’t grant him the strength of an ox, it didn’t make his flesh repellent to arrows or bullets. It just allows him to return from the dead. So death, for him, means less than it might do for others. And somebody has to be the first one over the walls, the first one through the breach, the first one out of the landing craft and up the beach. Should that be somebody who can only die once, whose family would miss them? Or should it be someone who can die a thousand times, whose wife and family died a long time ago? There’s no question, when you think of it like that.


Bullets are landing all around him now. Perhaps the magic has kicked in, and the bullets are curving away, flying off sideways at strange trajectories. Or perhaps the Saxons are just terrible shots. He can’t be certain, because he still can’t see them from behind his shield. Until one of them has the sense to get some height, climbing the stairs up to the silver tower and standing on a balcony. Kay sees him over the rim. The Saxon lowers himself to a crouch, bringing his rifle up to his shoulder like a good crossbowman, and taking careful aim down the length of the barrel. Kay feels as though they share a moment of understanding before the Saxon pulls the trigger.
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Death feels like God snapping his fingers. It’s always the same. The old sorcery flies out of him like a raven bursting free of a pie, and the spell is broken. His bones remember their age and turn accordingly to dust.


There is always the briefest of moments, while his skin is still curling into parchment, when he can feel the morbid wrongness of it. Like opening a musty tomb and seeing the shrivelled thing inside of it and knowing that he is trespassing somewhere haunted. Except that the shrivelled thing is him. He is a living fossil, and then he is nothing, grains of sand in the wind, a bad smell lost in the many bad smells of war.


Then it gets worse. This is his least favourite part of the whole process, where he isn’t sure where he is or what is happening. Nothing but darkness, and the sense of being bodiless but still falling through a space between worlds, between death and rebirth. He’s always worried that he’ll get stuck here forever if he isn’t careful. But he never lingers in the darkness for long. Half a moment, and he is mercifully drawn back into the world. In the earth again, in the mud beneath his tree. Not knowing quite how long it’s been.


There’s a period of uncertainty. Is he flesh again, or is he still putrid clay, a cludge of wet earth, recongealing? He opens his eyes, wriggles his fingers, feels his leg and shoulder remade, the bone and sinew knitted back together. Not painful, but peculiar. Then he climbs up out of the soil, scrambling, more quickly this time, elbowing his way towards the light. His mail is repaired. How can the earth remake a coat of mail? How can it remake him? Questions that don’t bear thinking about.


He gets his head and shoulders above the ground, again. It’s still a hot day. Whether it’s the same hot day is a different question. Decades might have passed.


But he can hear the sirens. He can still hear gunshots in the distance. When he climbs up further from the mud he can see that the fleeing woman has followed his advice. She’s wading towards him, across the bog.


‘Oh, now you . . . ’ Kay says, to the earth. His shield is now lying helpfully at the base of the tree. His sword is buried in the roots, waiting for him to draw it out. Sometimes the earth has a sense of humour.


Once he’s out he straps his shield back onto his arm and wraps his hand around the hilt of his sword. It slides cleanly out from the tree, leaving a narrow slit behind. He uses his cloak to wipe the sap from the blade. It’s not a great kingly sword like Caliburn, with garnets cloisonned into the pommel; the blade is not emblazoned with the word of God; the crossguard isn’t inlaid with silver or fashioned like the True Cross. It’s just a well-balanced sword in the Roman style, good for spilling guts; a bit weighty in the hilt because he likes to be able to turn it round and break people’s collarbones with the blunt end of it. It’s served him well, over the centuries. There are swords to be wielded by kings and then there are swords to be wielded for kings, with which to do their dirty work. His is the latter.


The woman is close now, wading as quickly as she can. The Saxons are following her, tiny figures in the distance, moving slowly and uncertainly through the bog. But their rifles are still sputtering, and the air is live with the crack and sting of bullets.


‘Come on!’ he shouts.


She finds firm footing and hurries up the hill, collapsing back against it near the top. One of her boots has gone missing. She pulls off her hat to catch her breath more easily. She is young, angry, mostly bone and hollow, with skin almost as brown as his. Black hair plastered to her forehead. She looks him up and down with narrowed eyes.


‘Yeah, me again,’ he says.


‘How . . . ?’ she asks, catching her breath.


‘I get around,’ he says. ‘You need any help?’


She shakes her head. Pulling her backpack around to one side and reaching into it, to pull something out. Kay doesn’t know what it is. A small device, a modern thing with buttons. Too big to be a cigarette lighter, too small to be a radio. Or is it? He doesn’t know what radios look like these days. There’s a kind of screen built into it, a little glowing box.


‘I think I’m all right,’ she says.


She presses a button on her little device, and something across the bog explodes.


Kay has seen castles crumble and warships explode on the ocean. He was riding with Fairfax when the church at Torrington was blown to ruins, and they were both carried clear from their saddles. He was at the Somme when the Lochnagar mine went up. None of it has quite prepared him for this explosion, which briefly rattles God’s creation and sends a plume of fire half a mile into the sky.


A hot wind picks him up and slams him into his own tree. Across the bog, the ugly pipes burst open. The storage tanks explode one after the other like thundering dominos, with angry orange blooms. And then the silver tower itself pitches sideways and erupts in fire. But this is a strange explosion. A rainbow fireball of blue and green and orange, which sends lightning coursing through the black smoke. Kay doesn’t have time to figure out what that might mean before the bog itself catches fire, a sheet of flame spreading outwards with terrifying speed. Squinting into the inferno, Kay can just about make out some Saxons burning, like ants caught in a hearth.


The fire creeps all the way to the foot of their hill, spreading across the slickened water. It continues out towards the sea behind them, but it does not climb the hill and bother them. Old magic. Deep roots. His tree has been around for too long to be concerned by this sort of thing. Or so he hopes, anyway. It’s never had to fend off a fire like this before.


The woman’s eyes are wide and panicked. She is swearing to herself. ‘It wasn’t supposed to do that,’ she says.


‘What was it supposed to do?’ he asks her.


But either she doesn’t hear him or she doesn’t want to answer. She buries her head in her hands, then brings her scarf up over her nose to guard against the fumes. Kay brings his cloak around to do the same. He puts his shield beside her, face down, and perches on top of it. Keeping her company.


They sit together for a while, coughing and watching the bog burn, because there isn’t much else to be done until the fire dies down. When the woman looks up again, her eyes are red from smoke or tears or both.


‘So, again,’ she says. ‘Who are you?’


‘My name’s Kay,’ he replies. ‘What’s yours?’


‘Mariam,’ she says. ‘Why did you help me?’


‘I help people who are in peril. You looked like you were in peril.’


She looks strangely at him. ‘Wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.’


Kay nods his head at the inferno. ‘Clearly,’ he says.


‘Thanks anyway.’


The smoke is rising in a great black column from where the silver tower used to be. Lightning courses through it in sudden bursts, every now and again. Thunder echoes across the moor. The earth is still shaking. Kay gets the sense now that the tower was for digging or drilling. Burrowing deep into the bowels of Britain and bringing something up. His bowels would be quaking too, if something like this happened to them.


‘Are you with the Army of Saint George, or something?’ asks Mariam.


Kay shakes his head. ‘I don’t know what that is.’


‘I was gonna say,’ says Mariam. ‘You don’t look the type. Apart from the shield, and everything.’


‘How do you mean?’ he asks.


‘Never seen a black knight before,’ she replies.


‘You’d be surprised how many people say that.’


Mariam is confused. ‘So, what are you? Are you up from Manchester? The communists? Who are you with?’


He doesn’t understand the question. ‘I’m with you,’ he says. ‘On a hill.’


‘ . . . Okay,’ she says.


‘Are there lots of people in peril, nowadays?’ he asks.


She looks incredulous. ‘What, have you been living under a rock?’


‘Under a hill,’ he says, patting the earth.


Mariam is staring at him as if he is mad. He’s grown used to that, over the years. He’s had worse. He remembers how Queen Victoria looked at him the first time she saw him, saw his skin.


Lightning arcs through the smoke. Then there’s a new sound from across the bog. It sounds like a writhing beast again, something ancient and terrible. It’s probably another modern sound. Metal twisting, or gas burning. Something succumbing to the fire.


‘Yeah,’ says Mariam, eventually. ‘Yeah, there’s a lot of people in peril.’


‘I see,’ he says.


‘Are you . . . going to try and help them?’ she asks.


‘Well, I’ll see what I can do,’ he says. He smiles at her. Then he frowns.


There is something moving in the inferno. The smoke is twisting into something tangible. It’s a shape, it’s a thing, crawling. And Kay knows exactly what it is. He stands up and straps his shield back onto his forearm.


It’s been more than a thousand years since he saw a dragon.


It’s a big one too, an adult female, the kind that were always the hardest to kill; the kind that used to rule over bull dragons like queens surrounded by fools. It would take Arthur’s whole household to slay a dragon like that, all forty of his best warriors, with a thousand-strong levy of common fighting men, spearmen and archers, and all the war machines and incantations that Merlin could devise.


Or it would take Caliburn, Arthur’s sword, which could cut through anything. Caliburn which has slept beneath the water for all this time, so that fools can’t get their hands upon its hilt. He hopes it can stay sleeping there for a little while longer.


The dragon doesn’t see them across the flaming bog. It coils itself on the ground, wreathed harmlessly in fire. It sniffs the air. It knows that something isn’t right in the realm. And before Kay can think about how he’s going to kill it, the dragon leaps upwards, beating the smoke down with its wings. With a few good strokes it’s high in the air, trailing its long body behind it, rising on the column of heat from the burning tower. And then it’s gone, high above the smoke. Far too high for him to see where it is going.


‘What the fuck was that?’ asks Mariam, in a quiet voice.


‘I think it’s the reason I’m back,’ says Kay.
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Lancelot wanted to be buried next to Galehaut, on the Holy Island, off the coast of Brynaich. They talked about it more than once, in the old days. They liked the idea that their trees might grow together, bound into one great oak. Intertwined for all eternity.


That’s not what happened, in the end. You can’t always control where you get buried. He ended up in the tangled heart of Windsor forest, when it was bigger and wilder and less penetrable to interlopers. Now it’s a deer park, bare and manicured. His ancient oak stands alone, set apart from younger trees, overlooked by statues of dead kings.


It’s not ideal. But it’s an easy commute into central London.


He climbs upward, reluctantly. Lethargically. Only motivated by the off chance of a cigarette and some decent Scotch. Maybe he’ll have time to visit a day spa, this time. Get some sort of deep pore cleanse. Sleeping in the London soil does nothing for his complexion.


He wishes he could stay dead for longer stretches of time without anybody bothering him. Just a few centuries of being mud and not having to worry about anything. Small chance of that. There’s a filing cabinet somewhere in the city with dossiers on all of the secret places in the realm, all the buried dragons and sleeping knights. They know where to find him, when they want him to do something for them.


Marlowe’s already here, standing on the grass. Wearing his hat and his long grey raincoat, even in this hot weather. He updates his wardrobe once every hundred years or so. It used to be doublets and pantaloons. Then it became tailcoats and powdered wigs. Since the First World War it’s been brogues, briefcase, three-piece suit. Now he’s smoking a cigarette and checking his wristwatch. There’s some kind of new-fangled flying machine waiting on the grass behind him.


Lancelot wipes the muck from his face and sighs from deep in his throat.


‘Dear Christ,’ he says. ‘What do you want now?’


‘Woken up on the wrong side of the tree, have we?’ asks Marlowe. ‘“What power art thou, who from below, hast made me rise unwillingly and slow . . . ”’


‘Don’t start. What do you want?’


‘England’s in peril.’


Lancelot levels a muddy finger across the park. ‘It’s not the Falklands again, is it? I should have thought I was perfectly clear about that last time. The Falklands aren’t part of England, and they never have been. They’re well outside my purview.’


Marlowe smokes, patiently. ‘It’s not the Falklands.’


‘What is it, then?’


‘All in good time.’


‘It had better be some serious bloody peril. That’s all I’m saying.’


Marlowe smiles thinly and walks towards him, offering him a cigarette. ‘Let’s get you into some fresh clothes. Then I’ll explain.’


Lancelot mumbles his thanks. He takes the cigarette and pinches it between his lips. Marlowe stands close and lights it for him, smelling of hair cream and something else as well. The faintest whiff of brimstone.


Marlowe enjoys a different kind of immortality, achieved by different means. No magic acorns or slumbering under trees. He sold his soul on the dotted line, joined an exclusive members’ club. Eternal life. But not eternal youth. He used to be gorgeous, in the old days. Marlowe the playwright, man about London, spying for the Crown. Getting into barfights. Dabbling in the dark arts and rousing ancient warriors from their slumber. They used to have fun.


But now Marlowe is older and careworn, crushed under centuries of manilla envelopes. He has the permanent aura of cheap tobacco and lunchtime pints. There’s still something haggardly endearing about him, though, like a hound that’s getting too old to hunt. The tired old spook. Last of a dying breed.


‘All right,’ says Lancelot. ‘Christ, I need a drink.’


‘I thought you might.’


They walk towards the flying contraption, over the yellow grass. Lancelot can’t help but notice that the park is somewhat less verdant than it used to be. The trees look mostly dead. No indication of any deer. And it’s far too warm. Like Kenya or India, where he went in the time of Queen Victoria. Not like England at all.


Still, if England’s less cold and dreary than it used to be, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. He remembers in the old days when they planted apple trees on the Holy Island and the apples froze in the cold. Galehaut tried to eat them anyway. It might be warm enough to grow them now. Eat them by the handful, looking out to sea. Warm sun on his face.


The flying machine has something in common with the helicopters that he saw in the 1980s, the last time he was up. Except it’s smaller, clearer, more fragile. He gets the sense that it’s not meant for military use. Just a glass orb with two seats and four propeller arms.


‘What precisely is this thing?’ he asks.


‘Oh,’ says Marlowe, disparagingly. ‘They call them “quad-pods”. Latest thing from Dubai. Think of it like a flying taxi.’


‘Not a patch on my old Spitfire.’


‘Times change, old boy.’


Once they’re sat down and strapped in, the canopy rolls shut and the rotors start spinning. Marlowe swipes a finger across the control pad until he finds the right destination, then taps on it twice. The quad-pod springs upwards, blowing dead leaves away in the downdraught from its propellers, spiriting them high above Windsor. Then it turns and bears them towards London.


‘It flies itself?’ asks Lancelot.


‘It does.’


‘Disconcerting.’


‘It’s perfectly safe.’


They suck on their cigarettes, filling the pod with smoke. Marlowe in his raincoat, Lancelot in his muddy chainmail. Neither willing to admit before the other that smoking in here might be a bad idea. Both trying not to cough. Until an alert pops up on the canopy: a female voice tells them, in Chinese and then in English, that no smoking is permitted. Marlowe loses the game of courage and stubs out his cigarette against the armrest of his chair. Lancelot takes a last drag on his before following suit.


‘Ghastly machine,’ says Lancelot.


‘I know.’


They follow the old course of the Devil’s Highway, across the Thames. Then the city stretches out below them, far bigger than it used to be. Lancelot’s nose wrinkles. He has fond memories of Marlowe’s London. Thatched roofs and cobbled streets, theatres and alehouses. Back-alley encounters. Amorous evenings boating on the Thames. And then there was London in the last big war, with Galehaut, when they both came up to fight the Germans. Pubs and music halls and red double-decker buses. Matching scarves, in the cold months. Kissing secretly in dark air-raid shelters. The thought of that makes him smile. But beneath those Londons is the old Londinium, which he always hated. Festering and joyless. Tribes and gangs and Jutes and Saxons fighting over Roman ruins. Kay and Arthur crawled up from its gutters, which is more than enough reason to hold it in contempt.


‘A lot’s changed since you were last up,’ says Marlowe. ‘I’m not sure where to start. You might find that it’s a bit damper than it used to be.’


They start to lose altitude around Belgravia. The pod takes them lower, for its own inscrutable reasons. Giving them a better view of the streets below. Lancelot has to lean forward, frowning through the canopy, to try and make sense of it all.


It looks more like Venice than London. The river has swelled its banks enormously, flooding Chiswick and Shepherd’s Bush. Half the city drowned with floodwater, glistening in the sun. The underground railways and the air-raid shelters must be lakes and rivers now, below the earth. The dark places where he kissed Galehaut in the last war. He can’t imagine what could have caused this, except the wrath of some angry sea god. But it wouldn’t surprise him in the slightest to learn that Britain had angered a sea god since the last time he was up and about. Nothing surprises him any more. Not wars or revolutions or plagues or famines. He just comes up and does what Marlowe tells him to do, in the hope of going back to sleep as soon as possible. He’ll probably keep doing that until Judgement Day. If it hasn’t come already.


Even the dry parts of the city look pretty miserable. Hyde Park has been turned into some sort of camp, with rows and rows of white tents. The streets around it are cordoned off with barriers and roadblocks. Barbed wire and men with guns. From their little pod they can see crowds of people being pushed back. Clouds of smoke drifting on the breeze like mustard gas at the Somme. Smaller flying machines are buzzing like hornets, firing things down at the crowd. Getting things thrown up at them in return. Their quad-pod drifts overhead, too high to worry about stray bricks.


‘All getting a bit fruity, is it?’ Lancelot asks.


‘That’s one way of putting it,’ says Marlowe. ‘Hard to find room for everybody when the water’s this high. We’ve had to abandon Parliament, Whitehall. So government business is being done from the City, for the time being.’


‘No change there, then.’


‘We’re moving it all offshore fairly soon, but I won’t bore you with the details.’


Their pod gets away from the fighting, heading east, over the monstrous Thames again. Past Westminster Palace, which is drowned and crumbling in the floodwater. Lancelot frowns.


‘We’re not going to the Department?’


‘Ah, no,’ says Marlowe. He clears his throat. ‘As I said, there have been one or two changes.’


‘Such as?’


‘Well, the whole sector’s been privatised. Musty old intelligence agencies broken up and sold to US private equity firms. That sort of thing. The services previously provided by the Department are now rendered by a transatlantic corporation called GX5.’


‘What does it stand for?’


Marlowe sniffs with a dark kind of mirth. ‘Why should it stand for anything, Lance?’


They draw closer to the banking district, which looks like an upended drawer of glass knives. Skyscrapers rising from the floodwater and piercing heaven, far larger and more hideous than anything he saw the last time he was up and about. Jagged, ugly things. They have skybridges built between them and pods like theirs buzzing back and forth. It must make things easier, in this new London, if you don’t have to go below sea level.


One of the larger buildings has a roof garden, green and artificial. Their pod touches down on the grass, just next to the tennis courts. Once the rotors have spun down, the canopy opens, and they climb out onto the roof.


‘Hideous,’ says Lancelot.


‘Oh, it’s not that bad,’ says Marlowe. ‘The bar’s this way.’


They walk over the fake grass, past the fake shrubs, to a penthouse bar that rises from the roof. Televisions showing an indeterminable sport. Old racquets and boat oars mounted on the walls. Nobody here apart from the bartender, cleaning glasses. He doesn’t seem fazed by the mud and chainmail. If there are government functions up here then the bartender has probably seen stranger things.


Marlowe puts down his briefcase and slides into one of the bar stools. ‘There’s a changing room, over there,’ he says. ‘Take your time.’
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Lancelot always tears off the mail and tunic as soon as he can, whenever he comes up. Would be much more convenient if the magic worked differently and the earth revised his wardrobe every now and again, as the centuries wore on. But Merlin didn’t think of that, did he? There was a man with no conception of fashion.


Now he dumps his old war gear in the corner of the shower room, a heavy heap of iron and linen that he won’t be needing again. Marlowe has arranged for a washbag and change of clothes to be left here for him. Soft white towels folded neatly on one of the benches. When he’s peeled the muddy hose and braies from his legs he strides into the shower and turns it on. Scouring the mud from his flesh. Washing it out of his hair. Scrubbing it from under his fingernails. Hot showers are one of the few pleasures in this endless nightmare.


Whisky, motorcycles, good bars with loud music. Italian coffee. Cashmere. Hotels with good soap. They make all the rest of it slightly more tolerable. All the endless war and death and horror. He’d much rather be dead and consigned to oblivion, but he exempted himself from death a long time ago. If he blows his brains out, or drowns himself, or leaps off a tall building, he just ends up under his tree again. He’s tried it before, a few times.


If he does have to keep coming up, he’ll keep enjoying life’s little indulgences as often as he can.


When he feels passably human again, he strides out of the shower and stares at himself dripping in the washroom mirrors, admiring himself from different angles. That’s another small mercy. If he has to keep coming back until the end of time, then at least he can do it in this body. Firm buttocks. Broad shoulders. Sharp cheekbones. Curls of blond hair. Still handsome enough that he could get RAF officers to sleep with him in the last big war.


He finds various lotions and rubs them into his skin, until he smells of grapefruit and mandarin. Then he goes through the clothes that Marlowe has picked out for him. Grey boxer shorts. White linen suit. Green pastel shirt. Brown leather loafers to wear on his feet. All very much to his taste.


He’s grateful for Marlowe. Not just for the shirts and shoes. There was a long time before Marlowe where everything was gloom and horror. One war after another, charging around on horseback. Mud and murder and mad kings. Henries and Edwards and Richards, and all the others. It all felt pointless, endless, hopeless. Eternal warriors, questing about aimlessly, all longing for oblivion. Then Marlowe came along and brought some structure to their afterlives. No more of this fruitless questing about; he gave them useful things to do. Stealth work. Spy work. Gave them all a sense of purpose again. The intelligent application of extraordinary assets. Made them feel as if they were actually helping. Making the realm a better place.


When he’s finished pampering himself, Lancelot joins Marlowe back at the bar. Marlowe has ordered three double whiskies and knocked one back already, nursing the other while he watches the news on the big television screens behind the bar.


‘Feeling better?’ asks Marlowe.


‘Somewhat,’ says Lancelot. ‘Thank you.’


They clink their glasses together, and Lancelot takes his first grateful sip. But the whisky tastes cheap, unsophisticated, cloyingly sweet. He frowns. ‘Is this American?’


‘I’m afraid so,’ says Marlowe. ‘We’re having some trouble getting the good stuff down from Scotland since they declared independence.’


‘Things must be worse than I thought.’


‘I’ve still got a bottle of the old Terrantez knocking around,’ says Marlowe, smiling. ‘The 1704. We can crack it open once you’ve finished this job.’


Lancelot sighs. The thought of good Madeira wine makes the world seem like a kinder, better place for half a moment. Then he starts listening to the news.




Efforts are continuing to refloat Hull and reclaim land in the Gulf of Peterborough. It’s hoped that these areas will be suitable for resettlement within the next fifteen years, if sea levels don’t rise further. The Chinese trade commissioner is demanding extra security for the Essex International Development Zone, or Beijing will have no choice but to land troops and protect their assets. Another arctic methane ‘super pocket’ has been detected, in Siberia. It will be released from the permafrost within two years if global emissions aren’t significantly reduced. An explosion at a Lancashire fracking facility may be the work of FETA, the Feminist Environmentalist Transgressive Alliance, a dangerous group of extremist eco-terrorists. The government will be expanding their anti-terrorism contracts in the north of England with Saxon and other private military companies. Residents of Greater Manchester are reminded to make their way south of the Mersey, to avoid being caught up in efforts to retake the city from socialist insurgents. Finally, construction has been completed on the Avalon platform, in the Bristol Channel. A state-of-the-art offshore facility for oil extraction, civil defence and strategic coordination. The government will start relocating there within the week. It’s expected to boost the economy by several billion pounds.





‘Christ,’ says Lancelot, knocking back his drink.


‘Hm,’ says Marlowe. ‘Another?’


‘Please.’


Marlowe nods at the bartender, then reaches down for his briefcase and lays it out on the bar. He pops it open, retrieving a manila folder sealed with red tape.


‘Urgh,’ says Lancelot, quietly. ‘Can’t it wait?’


It’s a plea for something else. A different conversation, an evening off, before he has to pick up his sword. But Marlowe isn’t sympathetic. He slides the folder across the bar.


‘Afraid not, old thing,’ says Marlowe. ‘My people are keen that it gets done quickly.’


Lancelot doesn’t open the folder just yet. He stares down at it, wishing that it would go away. It’s never been quite clear to him who Marlowe’s ‘people’ are. It’s not just the people in government, the people in the halls of power. Marlowe has different masters, older masters, who expect their due. But it hardly matters, does it? They tell Marlowe what needs doing. Marlowe passes it down to him, and Kay, and the others. They get it done. They get to feel like they’re doing something useful. That’s how it’s been for three hundred years or so. Funny time to start questioning things now.


It could be anything, inside the folder. Marlowe uses his Arthurian assets for ordinary cloak-and-dagger work, not just for the weird stuff. It could be a war in Asia that needs winning. Somebody in South America whose throat needs slitting. An ancient monster in Wales or Ireland, risen from its slumber, which needs quietly vanquishing. It could be a week before he’s back under his tree, or it could be three years.


New drinks are put down in front of them. Lancelot takes a measured sip, scowling at the taste. The only way to take control of this situation would be to go back outside and throw himself over the edge of the roof. But then he’d wake up under his tree again. He’d only have to crawl back up. Take another shower. Marlowe would still be here, at the bar, with his folder.


‘If I’d known it was going to be like this,’ he says, eventually, ‘I never would have agreed to it.’


‘Well,’ says Marlowe. He clears his throat and pats Lancelot lightly on the shoulder. ‘Chin up, old boy.’


Lancelot waits until he’s sure that no further counselling is forthcoming. Then he sighs. He picks up the folder and starts tearing the tape.


‘What is it, wetwork?’ he asks.


‘More in your line than usual, actually,’ says Marlowe. ‘These were taken in Lancashire, yesterday.’


The envelope contains two black-and-white photographs and a dossier that he can’t be bothered to read. The photographs show an industrial facility, which seems to have exploded. In the first photo there’s an old queen dragon, huge and mighty, writhing up out of the ground with flames around her. The second photo is of a man with a shield. Lancelot barely glances at the dragon photo before casting it aside. He’s much more interested in the photo of Kay.


Kay, Arthur’s brother. Kay, who didn’t give him refuge when he needed it. Kay, who rode north against him with wild fury in his eyes.


‘Old friend of yours,’ says Marlowe.


‘Hardly,’ says Lancelot. ‘Did you reactivate him? Before me?’


Marlowe smiles. ‘No, he appears to have sprung up of his own accord. And now he’s making a nuisance of himself.’


Lancelot scoffs. ‘Doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.’


‘We’re rather more concerned with the dragon, of course. Last spotted over Burnley, heading east. But it’s proving somewhat difficult to track. Not showing up on radar.’


‘No, well, it won’t,’ says Lancelot, picking up the other photograph again. He knows all too well that dragons are not real creatures. They are manifestations of magic, entities from a different realm. Bursting through from the Otherworld in a monstrous form. They don’t usually appear for no reason. Usually they need a bit of help, from this side of the veil.


‘Dragons don’t just pop up out of nowhere,’ he says. ‘It takes a lot of magic to bring them into the world. Blood magic, or earth magic. What was this place, before it exploded?’


‘Just a fracking site,’ says Marlowe. ‘Taking oil out of the ground. But then there’s these terrorists, FETA, who probably caused the explosion. A group of highly spirited young women with far too much time on their hands. They might be dabbling in some amateur hocus-pocus.’


‘That’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it?’


Marlowe scowls. ‘Oh, you’d be amazed how many women are turning to paganism nowadays, Beltane and Samhain and all the rest of it. It’s all got even worse since the flower-power years. Can’t just burn them at the stake any more, of course. This is an age of tolerance and free speech. Look where it gets us.’


Lancelot raises an eyebrow but says nothing. It’s at times like this that Marlowe really does look like an old man grumbling into his whisky. But he never did like women very much, especially women who used magic. That strange breed of Elizabethan gentleman who studied the dark arts but would burn anyone else for doing the same.


‘I haven’t seen a wyrm this big since that mess at Passchendaele,’ he says. ‘The blood sacrifice. It takes more than petty witchcraft to summon a big queen dragon like this.’


‘Do you think you can do it?’ asks Marlowe. ‘Slay the beast?’


‘There’s only one sword that can kill a dragon like this one,’ he says. ‘I’ll have to go and get it.’


‘You know where it is?’ asks Marlowe, smiling significantly.


‘Yes. And I’m not telling you.’


Marlowe sighs. ‘If only I knew where it was, I could look after it properly. Lock it away in the vaults, keep it from falling into the wrong hands. Only bring it out in situations like this.’


‘It’s very well protected already,’ he says. ‘Even with the sword I’ll still need some assistance. RAF support, that sort of thing.’


Marlowe pinches the bridge of his nose. ‘Well. As I said, there’ve been some changes on that front. The defence sector’s been privatised.’


‘Which means?’


‘The armed forces of the United Kingdom have been broken up and sold to foreign multinationals, in the spirit of free enterprise.’


Lancelot blinks, parsing this news into terms he can better understand. ‘You’ve replaced Britain’s professional army with hired mercenaries.’


‘They prefer to be known as private military companies, but that’s the essence of it.’


‘Marvellous,’ says Lancelot. ‘We tried the same thing in my day.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘Hired an awful lot of Angles and Saxons to guard our borders for us, after the legions packed up and left.’


‘And how did that turn out?’


‘Not particularly well, as it happens.’


‘Indeed.’ Marlowe clears his throat. ‘There are some ongoing contractual disputes.’


‘Any other changes I should know about?’


‘Well, let’s see. Wales and Cornwall have declared independence, along with Scotland, although we refuse to recognise them. Most of the north has organised itself into a kind of socialist bloc. And we’ve sold Essex to the Chinese.’


Lancelot finishes his drink with a shrug. ‘I never much liked Essex, anyway.’


Marlowe smiles a thin smile. ‘In any case, our forces will be at your disposal. Such as they are.’


‘There might be a certain amount of collateral damage. Bridges, infrastructure.’


‘As long as it’s north of Stoke, you’d actually be accelerating several government initiatives.’


Lancelot nods, happy with the terms of engagement. ‘What about Kay?’ he asks.


‘Talk to him, if you get the opportunity. Try to bring him back into the fold. Get him on side.’


‘And if he refuses?’


‘I thought I’d leave that up to you,’ says Marlowe, smiling. ‘Then . . . come back here for debriefing?’


Marlowe reaches over and places a hand on Lancelot’s knee. Lancelot looks down at the hand, and then back up again. Marlowe might look old and gaunt nowadays, but there’s still a gleam in his eyes. Some of that old mischief. It’s easy to smile back at him.


‘Filthy old man,’ he says.


Marlowe chuckles. Squeezing his knee. ‘You’d better be going. Time passeth swift away, and all that.’


‘I’ll get my things.’


He goes back outside to the roof garden. The plants are artificial, but the old magic can be surprisingly accommodating, when it wants to be. His sword and shield have materialised in a plastic topiary bush. If he doesn’t pick them up here then they’ll keep appearing in his path until he trips over them. He knows that from experience. So he takes up his sword from the soil, drawing it halfway from its scabbard and running an eye along the blade before sliding it back. A long and light and balanced blade, good for piercing chainmail and killing enemies who move slowly on their feet. It will be useless against a dragon, though. For the dragon he will need Caliburn, the Hard-Cleaver, which cuts through almost anything. But first he has to go and get it.


He girths the sword onto himself, sword belt fastened tightly under his suit jacket, slung down over one hip. Shield lashed to his arm, golden lion on a field of blue. Ready to slay dragons. He comes back inside, striking a pose at the threshold to the bar.


‘How do I look?’


‘Divine,’ says Marlowe. ‘Crusader chic.’


Lancelot smiles. ‘Perfect.’


‘Try to come back in one piece.’


‘I always do.’


He walks towards the flying machine, leaving Marlowe at the bar. Thoughts of Caliburn and dragons fly quickly from his head, replaced by thoughts of Galehaut, and apples, and warm gardens.
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There are flying machines in the night sky, of a kind that Kay hasn’t seen before. Small and murderous things that scour the blackened moor with hungry searchlights, hanging in the firmament and buzzing like hornets. Surely too small for anybody to be piloting them.


He could never have imagined machines like these in the old days. But there was a time when he couldn’t have imagined plate armour or gunpowder, either. He’s been doing this for long enough now that he’s grown to expect new marvels whenever he comes up. Horseless carriages, music boxes, telephones. Machine guns. He saw helicopters in Malaya, the last time he was up. Those were new and ungainly machines. These whirligigs must be their deadlier grandchildren. He’s never surprised anymore by the new means that men dream up for killing one another. Or the new reasons.


Memories of Malaya threaten to surge up, and he forces them back down.


Beneath the whirligigs the Saxons are searching on foot, spread out in wide ranks through the darkness. All that Kay can see of them is the glare from their helmet lights.


Kay and Mariam have to move like ghosts. He’s done plenty of this sort of thing over the years, stealth and shadow work, but it’s been a good five centuries since he’s had to do it on English soil. Mariam seems good at it, knowing when it’s safe to run, when it’s better to crawl, when it’s best to settle in the reeds and wait. Good fieldcraft. He wonders where she learnt it, and why she had to. How old she is. When she chose this life.


It’s a poor time to ask any of those questions. She might ask him his age in return, and he’d have to say, ‘Well, I was born in the year when the harvests failed, and old King Vortigern was burnt in his keep’. He can never quite remember which year that was, in new money. Nor does he know which year this is. How long has he been under? Long enough for the realm to change beyond recognition. This used to be his land, his manor. His little scrap of Britain, handed to him by Arthur, to hold against the Angles. He used to know every hill and dale. Now he can barely tell north from south. The Rhypol was once a narrow river, but it’s become some sort of monstrous tidal loch, with soaking wetlands all around it. So they must go east, inland across the flooded plain. Mariam leads the way, and he must follow.


You can get into trouble, following people. He followed Arthur for almost all his life, and look where that got him. He followed one king all the way to Palestine. Now here he is following Mariam, because it seemed like she was in peril. He’d like to ask more questions about who she is and who she fights for, but the questions can wait until they’re somewhere safe. He’d rather not get overheard and killed again. Twice in one day would be a new record. He’d never live it down, if Gawain or Caradoc found out.


New sounds in the dark sky, heavy wingbeats and a huge indignant roar. The kind of noise that echoes back from heaven, even as it shakes the marrow in your bones. Then there’s the drone of the flying machines converging, red lights blinking overhead, spotlights arcing wildly. A brief snap of the dragon’s tail lit up against the darkness. One of the whirligigs starts to spin, batted out of the sky. Kay hears the plaintive sound of an engine in distress, the shattering crunch of the machine crashing down to earth. It makes him wince.


The Saxons panic, breaking ranks, firing upwards with their machine rifles. Not scouring the reeds any more for errant knights.


‘Now’s our chance,’ says Mariam. ‘Let’s go.’


She’s right. But he lingers for a moment. Long enough to see the dragon swooping low to toast some distant Saxons, long body snaking through the air. Where did she come from? She’s not some shrivelled little wyrmling, or a firedrake the size of a horse. She could have laid cities to ruin in the old days. Somebody somewhere must be messing with some serious magic to conjure up a beast of her size. He thinks of the place they have just left, the silver tower, the strange explosion.


He has questions for Mariam which he cannot ask her now. So he follows her into the night, away from the gunfire, away from the Saxons being roasted behind him. Arthur would call him cowardly, slinking away like this. Perhaps Arthur would be right. But there’s no sense facing a big wyrm like that with just his sword and shield. Bors or Gawain would charge over there and get the fat cooked off their bones, putting valour before wisdom. See dragon, slay dragon. He’s not foolish enough to do as they would do. He will choose his moment, muster allies. Wake up some of the other lads, if it comes to that. Get Caliburn, if he must. Face her again when he has a chance of triumph.


Eventually the ground stops squelching and becomes firmer. They go through hedges, across farmland that’s been left fallow, through fields of rotting cabbages. After two or three fields there’s a dense copse of trees with thick undergrowth. Beneath the bracken the ground is suddenly harder. Concrete, not soil. There was a fence here, with wire and mouldy posts, but it’s fallen down to ankle height. He almost trips over it.


Squared off by the fallen fence is a structure, a metal box, hard to identify in the dark. Some machine for farming, left here abandoned in the trees? He’s still wondering what it might be when Mariam climbs up onto it and opens a rusty hatch.


‘You first,’ she says.


He feels all the old fears. Maybe the box is something evil, a portal to the fay realm. Or maybe it’s just empty, and Mariam is going to lock him in and leave him behind. He’s starved to death before. It wasn’t an experience he’d care to repeat.


He decides to trust her, for the time being. It’s easier to be free with your trust when death isn’t permanent. He gets his shield off his arm and hides it in the undergrowth. Then he climbs up after her, feeling for handholds in the dark. The hatch plunges downwards into deeper darkness, but his feet find the first rung of a ladder. So he follows it down, into a dark place which smells of rust and mould and neglect. Eventually there’s a concrete floor, covered by an inch of water. He stands not knowing how big the space is, or whether there is anyone down here with him.


The hatch screams shut again. He can hear Mariam’s footfalls, one boot and one damp sock, following him down the ladder. Then he can feel her beside him in the darkness. She moves further into the space, rummaging with something. There’s a promising hum. A dim orange light flickers to life.


Kay squints at the place. A tiny rectangular room with white walls, ventilators in the ceiling, instrument cases on the wall. There is a bunkbed, a cluttered desk, a dartboard, a mouldy canvas chair. A notice nailed to one wall says ROYAL OBSERVER CORPS and has a list of instructions beneath it: REPORT EXPLOSIONS AND MAINTAIN DIARY.


‘What is this place?’ he asks.


‘They . . . built them in the fifties,’ she says. Looking through a rucksack. ‘For the Cold War. People forgot about them. Should be safe to hide here for a while. PMCs don’t know about them, as far as we can tell.’


‘All right,’ says Kay. ‘Who’s we?’


‘You don’t need to know that,’ she says. She finds what she’s looking for and pulls a pistol out of the bag, pointing it at his chest. She knows how to hold it, how to work the action. It’s not too different from one of the guns he was issued in the last war. This is the first time he’s seen her clearly, bathed in the amber light of the bunker. She looks like a roe deer that’s been dragged through a hedge backwards, layers of rugged outdoor clothing padding out a narrow frame. Parka, dark green trousers, muddy boot on one foot, filthy sock on the other. When she pulls off her woolly hat she looks young and angry, her hair plastered against her forehead. Her mouth curled into a snarl.


‘Seriously, though, who the fuck are you?’ she asks.


‘I thought I explained,’ he says. He’s not putting his hands up. He fell out of the habit centuries ago. ‘I’m Kay. I help people who are in peril.’


‘Bullshit,’ she says. ‘Who are you with?’


‘Nobody.’


‘So you just turned up out of nowhere at exactly the right moment and saved me from some Saxon mugs who couldn’t shoot straight? Seems awfully fucking convenient.’


‘Pretty much,’ he says. ‘A lot of convenient things happen to me. You get used to it.’


‘That must be nice,’ she says. ‘Here’s what I think this is. I think you’re a plant.’


Kay screws up his face at her, genuinely baffled. ‘What? No, I’m not . . . I mean, I grow back under a tree, so I might be part plant. I’m not exactly sure how it works, to be honest. But the tree grew out of me, when I died. I’m more mud than plant, if anything.’


‘Just, shut up!’ says Mariam. She looks as confused as he feels. ‘Now I’m supposed to take you back to my people so you can spy on us for Saxon. Is that about right?’


‘I told you. I help people who are in peril. You looked like you were in peril.’


‘How did you get here, then?’


‘You wouldn’t believe me.’


She moves nearer, holding the gun closer to his chest. ‘Try me.’


‘All right,’ he says. It can’t hurt at this point. He breathes out, thinking of where to begin. ‘I’m an old warrior. From long ago. Arthur’s time.’


She pulls a face at him. ‘What, King Arthur?’


‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘King Arthur. Didn’t you see the dragon, back there?’


‘I don’t know what I saw,’ she says. Eyes wild. ‘It was just a hallucination, or the fumes, or something. Now tell me why you’re here. Tell me the truth.’


‘I don’t know why, exactly,’ he says. Trying to do just what she asked, and tell her the whole truth. ‘I’ve been sleeping under a hill. Like in the legends. Back in the old days we all ate these things, these resurrection stones, that Merlin had done his magic on. And they took root, inside us, so that when we died they’d still be there, and they’d grow into trees. So the idea was, whenever Britain was in peril, we’d come back from the dead and sort things out. That was my tree, up on the hill. That’s where I was buried. And now I climb up from under it whenever things go south. Whenever people need help. So maybe it was the dragon, or maybe it was you, but . . . that’s why I’m here. I’m here to help.’


There’s a long silence in the little bunker, apart from the buzz of the generator that’s keeping the lightbulb on. Mariam’s eyes are white and unblinking.


‘You’re right,’ says Mariam. ‘I don’t believe you.’


‘I told you that you wouldn’t.’


‘You’re fucking mental.’


‘Probably,’ says Kay. ‘But I swear, by the blood of Christ, I’m telling the truth.’


‘All right, then,’ she says. She’s clearly reached a decision. ‘Prove it.’


‘How?’


‘Come back from the dead,’ she says.


She pulls the trigger.


Twice in one day. New record.
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Falling through darkness for another brief infinity, confused and terrified. Time is meaningless. It could be years or hours or seconds.


His last body will be turning to dust in the bunker, but he never needs to worry about that. The old body dies, and a new one is made. The tree just remoulds him every time from the clay and earth. He saw a printing press once, in Queen Anne’s war. Churning out paper from dead trees. It made him wonder about himself. Maybe that’s how the tree works, and he’s just a crude copy of the original. Something churned out of the ground. No soul in his breast. Some kind of tree ogre. Not a pleasant thing to think about.


He never asked for any of this. He wanted to be buried in Mamucium, next to his wife. Beside the ruins of their home. Lie beside her in the earth and sleep, or join her, up in heaven. That would still be his strong preference, if anyone offered him the choice. But he sold his soul to the wrong gods. Died in the wrong place. Ate Merlin’s resurrection stone and sealed his fate. Now all he has to look forward to is more of this nonsense, until the end of days. Forever coming back, over and over and over again.


At least this time he has something to prove. He’s ready to climb up from under his tree and find his way back to Mariam. See the look on her face. But he finds it tougher than usual to piece himself back together. His flesh and bones seem to pause for longer as soft mud. He feels the hardness of bark, the creaking of timber, before he feels the familiar litheness of flesh and sinew. He catches a glimpse of his hand in front of his face, in the light coming down through the soil. It doesn’t look quite right.


There’s something gone wrong with the printing press this time, he can tell. Something caught in the wheels. That’s never happened before, not once in the last thousand years. But then he’s never been remade from the earth twice in one day before. Maybe the tree needs time to recover. Needs time to draw magic up from the ground and gather the raw stuff to mould him back together. That might be it. Or it might be the fire and the oil and the devastation. Maybe the land is poisoned. Maybe a floating ember has set his tree on fire. He starts to panic, clawing his way up through the soil. Keener than usual to get free.


And then he’s up there, kneeling at the foot of his tree, catching his breath. All in one piece, as far as he can tell. The bog is still burning in the darkness, a lake of fire with few safe paths across it. He can see the ruins of the fracking place, still belching out smoke against an orange night. He hears the roar of the dragon in the distance, further away than it was before.


His hand looks normal when he raises it in front of his face. A bit stiffer, maybe, when he flexes his grip.


It takes him a moment to notice the ache at the centre of his chest. He reaches up and presses his hand against his mail, probing through the links with his fingers. No wetness of blood or sharp stab of pain, just a dull twinge. But it’s in the same place where Mariam just shot him.


He freezes. That’s never happened before.


Normally he comes back brand new. He’s been beheaded, burnt to a crisp, and he never came back with any scars. So why now?


Probably nothing. Just faerie pain. The bullet’s ghost, still lingering. Sometimes wounds stick in the mind long after they’ve healed on the body. He learnt that a long time ago. Yes, that’ll be it. All in his head. It’ll wear off, in time.


He can’t check now, anyway. Can’t shrug off his mail here in the darkness and check his chest for gunshot wounds. He has to get back to Mariam. He has something to prove. His sword is gone from his hip, as usual, but he’s sure it will turn up somewhere. Like it always does.
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It’s a struggle getting back to the bunker without Mariam’s help, but eventually he finds the copse of trees again. He climbs up onto the metal box and knocks on the hatch.


His old body has turned to mulch by the time he climbs down, wasting away to nothing. Just a few leaves left floating in the floodwater and an earthy smell. Mariam is staring at him in wide-eyed terror, holding a string of beads tightly in her right hand.


‘Have you got any food?’ he asks. ‘Haven’t eaten since 1952.’


It gives her something to do. She starts nodding, slowly. Then she gets two cans of baked beans down from a store cupboard and opens one for him.


He says a short prayer and then gratefully devours his food. Mariam mumbles a prayer as well. He’s heard that language before, beneath the walls of Antioch and a few times since. Safir and Palamedes used to speak it back in the old days. Strange that he can understand it better now, with Merlin’s gift of tongues. Strange to hear a young woman like Mariam giving thanks to God, when most young people had stopped doing that the last time he was up and about. He doesn’t try to understand it all. He just thanks God for his beans.


Mariam isn’t eating. She just sits on the old desk and stares at him. The gun sits next to her, where she can reach it.


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘What was that thing, back there?’


‘That was a dragon,’ he says, between beans.


‘Are dragons real?’


‘That one was. Looked pretty lairy, as well.’


Mariam stares at the floor, nodding. Lots of people get nauseous when you tell them that dragons exist. He sighs and tries to explain.


‘They’re not real in the same way that me and you are real. Or a horse, or a cow, or any other beast. But when you get some spare magic released into the world, then the magic doesn’t like being idle, so it takes the form of something. If it’s only a little bit of magic then it’ll just be a gnome or gremlin or something. If it’s a lot of magic, you get dragons popping up.’


‘Okay,’ says Mariam, scratching her arm. Eyes still downcast towards the floor. Talk of magic doesn’t seem to be making her feel better. ‘Why was there . . . why did magic get released?’


‘That’s a good question,’ he says. ‘What was that place back there? Before you blew it up?’


‘The fracking site? It’s . . . they use it to get gas out of the earth. They blow stuff up, deep underground, and the gas gets released. Then they pipe it up so they can burn it.’


‘Like a mine?’ he asks.


‘Yeah.’


He squints at his beans. Strange things can happen, with mines and caves and tunnels. Especially if they’re left abandoned. A crack can form between this world and the Otherworld. Smaller monstrosities can squeeze their way through. But he’s never known a big queen dragon to slither through a faerie hole like that. They’re proud creatures; it would be beneath their dignity.


‘They weren’t doing anything else down there?’ he asks. ‘Nothing . . . nefarious?’


She shrugs. ‘Well, not unless you count drilling for gas, and using it to fuel bomber planes, and polluting the atmosphere, and destroying the ecosystem.’


He can’t help frowning at her. ‘What?’


‘Climate breakdown? Global warming? Ever heard of it?’


‘’Fraid not.’


She stares at him for a long moment, weighing him up. Eyes moving over his muddy chainmail. Then she buries her head in her hands. ‘You really have been under a hill, haven’t you?’


‘’Fraid so,’ he says.


‘Did you actually just come back from the dead?’


‘You saw the body.’


‘Fuck.’


‘Yeah, I know.’


‘I’m having trouble processing this.’


‘Sorry.’


‘I’ve had a really long day. And I’m very freaked out right now.’


‘I don’t blame you.’


Mariam starts breathing deeply into her hands. He waits for her to calm down. There’s a reason that he doesn’t normally tell people who he is. Usually he has some alias or another. The last few times he was up and about, the Department gave him a cover story, made up all the paperwork for him. Sergeant Knight or Mr K. Spared him from having to explain himself to people. It might make things easier if he went down to London again and found Marlowe. Report in, like a good soldier. But he swore he wouldn’t work for Marlowe again. Not after Malaya.


A few minutes pass before Mariam lifts her head, staring thoughtfully at the wet floor.


‘So,’ she says, ‘your whole deal is that you sleep under a tree, and you come back from the dead to help people out whenever England’s gone to shit?’


‘That’s about the size of it, yeah,’ he says.


‘Why?’ asks Mariam.


It takes Kay a moment to understand what she’s asking. He blinks at her. ‘Why what?’


‘Why do you bother coming back and saving people? What do you get out of it?’


He opens his mouth to say something about honour and duty and sacred oaths, but it dies in his throat. That hasn’t rung true for a while, really. He’s not sure he can say it with a straight face any more.


‘Honestly, I just want to go back to sleep,’ he says. ‘Sooner I deal with the latest mess, sooner I can get back underground.’


Mariam starts nodding to herself. He’s finally said something that makes sense. Now she picks up her can of beans and eats a forkful. He takes that as a good sign.


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Well England’s definitely gone to shit. So, good thing you’re here, I guess.’


‘Would you mind bringing me up to speed?’ he asks. ‘There wasn’t a war on, last time I was up and about. Well, there was, but it was far away. Not here in Britain.’


She breathes out, wondering where to start. Then she begins. It’s the same old story, for the most part. Rich people trying to make themselves richer. Poor people getting sick of it. Rich people blaming it on foreigners. Britain cutting itself off from the world, turning on itself like the hungry serpent that eats its own tail. The people are starving. The people are angry. New enemies have to be found, to put in front of their anger. He nods as she goes along. None of it surprises him in the slightest.


She tells him other things as well. Corruption in the air, and the world getting warmer. The ice melting in the far north and the waters rising. People flooded out of their homes. It doesn’t make much sense to him, but the strangest thing is that it rings a distant bell. Didn’t Merlin used to talk about something like that, every now and again? One of his half-baked prognostications, casting chicken bones and licking moss and staring strangely at cave walls. Men of great wealth will burn oil and tarnish the sky, until the seas rise and drown us all. Everyone thought it was more of his usual bollocks. Look out, lads, Merl’s been on the mushrooms again. But maybe it wasn’t. He got other things right, after all. Steam trains. Egg whisks.


‘Are there any more of these fracking places?’ he asks. ‘Anywhere else where they’re doing the same thing?’


She is sitting on one of the bunks now, with her socks up on the stained old covers. Hugging her knees. Giving him a strange look. ‘Yeah, loads. Why?’


‘Whatever they were doing there, it had something to do with magic,’ he says. ‘And when people start messing around with magic, it’s usually my job to try and stop them.’


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Well, they have fracking sites and oil rigs all over the place, but the biggest one’s down south, in the Somerset flood zone. The Avalon platform.’


The name sends a chill through him. Ynys Afallon is the Isle of Apples, the land of strange plenty which sits in the Otherworld beyond the mists of time. Avalon is where his brother lies sleeping, waiting to return. Mariam can’t be speaking of the same place. It must be some modern thing that has borrowed the name, some clanking place of steel and smoke and industry. But he can sense the shadow of something else, like a sea serpent lurking beneath the surface.


‘Tell me about it,’ he says.


She sits up straighter. Cautiously excited, now. ‘Well it’s the same kind of place, but worse. It’s everything that’s wrong with the world, all in one place. All the pollution, all the corruption . . . it’s a hotel and an oil rig and twelve other things at once. All the CEOs and the media men, all of the rich tossers, they think they can just sit out the end of the world in their big, air-conditioned luxury fortress while everyone else overheats or starves to death.’


‘Doesn’t sound good,’ he says.


‘We – the group I work with –’ she says, ‘we want to blow it up. Or, not blow it up, but find a way of taking it out, without hurting the planet. Do you . . . maybe want to try and help?’


She’s trusting him, now. He doesn’t take that lightly. And helping her might be the thing he’s here to do, the quickest way back to sleeping under his hill. If a big queen dragon came from this small fracking place, and the Avalon rig is bigger, worse, more powerful . . .


He destroyed places like that in the last big war, steelworks and iron foundries and secret bunkers where the enemy was brewing strange horrors. He sees no reason why he shouldn’t do the same thing now. And he’d find it hard to say no, at this point. There’s a delicate hope in Mariam’s eyes.


‘Why do you need my help?’ he asks. ‘You’re pretty good at blowing things up, as far as I can tell.’


She winces, embarrassed. ‘I didn’t actually want to blow it up,’ she says. ‘I just wanted to put it out of action. I put the charges in the wrong place.’


‘Seems like it went pretty well to me. Whole place was up in flames.’


‘Exactly,’ she says. ‘That just releases more . . . argh. You don’t get it. I just made things worse.’


Kay looks at her, this tired young warrior being hard on herself, feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders. Now who does that remind him of? It makes him smile. Maybe that’s why he’s followed her this far.


He’d like to try and tell her some of what he’s thinking, but he’s never been very good at speaking his private thoughts. Dredging up his feelings and airing them like dead fish. He’d rather fight the Saxons again, at Badon Hill. But she looks like she needs consoling, so he clears his throat and tries his best.


‘You said you’re on the side that tries to make things better,’ he says.


‘Tries to.’ It’s muffled against her knees.


‘Well,’ he says, ‘there’ve been plenty of times where I felt like I was just making things worse. But as long as I’m trying to make things better, I think that’s what matters, in the end.’


She stays still for a long moment, head buried in her hands. Then she looks up at him, over her knees.


‘The whole world’s in a mess,’ she says, ‘and I don’t know how to fix it. But that’s what you do, you fix things? You help people?’


‘I try to.’


She nods to herself for a while. Then she clears her throat. ‘Will you help me?’


‘I’ll do my best.’


Mariam sighs and closes her eyes. The first time he’s seen her relax, even for a moment, since they met. Like she’s passed something on to him, a heavy pack that was weighing her down. And now that she’s passed it on to him, she can rest. But there’s still a wariness in her eyes. She stifles a yawn, tries to hide it, tries to show him that she’s still in charge. The gun is still on the desk, beside her.


He’s still wearing his swordbelt, and his coat of mail. So he does what he would have done in the old days, if he was a guest in someone’s hall, to show that there aren’t any warlike thoughts in his mind. He ungirths his sword belt and puts it on the counter. He unlaces the leather strips around his wrists. Then he bends over forwards and starts shrugging off his mail. It’s not the most dignified display. You have to stick your arse in the air and roll your shoulders, grunting like a pig. But then, that’s why he’s doing it. Disarming himself, making a fool of himself. Getting it tangled around his head and his hair and bunched in his armpits, until he’s firmly stuck. He hears her laughing, and grins against the mail.


‘Could you tug on the sleeve?’ he asks. ‘Easier with two.’


There’s a moment’s pause. Then he feels her taking a strong grip on the loose sleeve. Nearly pulling him over onto the bed, until he braces himself. And then the mail unbunches and comes free, slinking down over his head with its own weight. It leaves him twenty pounds lighter, with chafed ears, standing in just his hose and his linen tunic, feeling like he’s about to float away towards the ceiling without the iron weighing him down. There’s still that strange pain in the centre of his chest, but he’ll worry about that later.


Mariam has collapsed back against the bed, still clutching the sleeve of his mail. Looking up at him with a different expression. No longer wary. Almost curious. He feels her gaze pass over his ancient clothing, which must look strange to her. Thoughts moving through her head. Here they both are, covered in soot and grime from the burning marsh. But he can feel the eyes of God on the back of his neck, looking down at him from heaven. He imagines Hildwyn looking down at him as well, through the smoke and the earth and the ceiling of the bunker. And he clears his throat, pulling the sleeve of mail away from Mariam’s grasp. Bending to gather up the rest.


‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘That’s what we used to have squires for.’


She frowns at him. ‘What’s a squire?’


‘A servant,’ he says. ‘Not that you—’


‘I’m not going to be your servant for you,’ she says.


‘Wouldn’t dream of asking,’ he says. ‘I’ll take the top bunk.’


He heaves his mail onto the countertop and spreads it out so that it won’t get tangled overnight. Mariam stands up behind him and gets something out of one of the cupboards. When he turns around to face her, she’s holding his sword. She offers it to him uncertainly, by the hilt.


‘When you turned to dust, or whatever . . . it just fell on the floor. Like it knew you were coming back.’


Well. That tells him everything he needs to know.
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They agree to try and sleep. Kay clambers up into the top bunk, shaking the whole bedframe and feeling slightly ridiculous. Mariam stays on the bottom bunk with the gun under her pillow. She switches off the light, plunging them into abject darkness.


He waits long enough that he thinks she must be asleep. Then he gathers his tunic to his waist and reaches up inside it, to the place where his chest still aches. His fingers brush against something hard. The linen is crusted to his chest.


‘What?’ he mouths to himself.


When he peels it away there’s a strange stickiness, not blood but something else. Like dry honey. He rubs it between his fingers. Feels around for a hole or wound, but doesn’t find anything.


Easier to check it in the morning, when there’s light. So he lies staring at the dark ceiling inches from his face. Not knowing what to think.


Hopefully he won’t die overnight. Even if he did, he’d only end up back under his hill. No harm would come to him. You have to have faith, in magic. It’s strange and unknowable, but it’s also strong. Everlasting. Drawn from the ground itself. It’s survived for this long, through all the wars and changes in the realm. There’s no reason it should stop working now. That’s a nice enough thought to lull him off to sleep.


He’s not actually sure if he needs sleep when he’s up and about. It’s always a strange experience. Never restful or restorative. He can never lie down for forty winks without it being bloody prophetic. This time he finds himself in a forest. Not a modern forest, trimmed back and ornamental. This is ancient woodland, the kind that can hardly be found any more in the waking world. Ghostly elms and foreboding oaks. Snaking branches drenched in moss. Thick green carpets of liverwort and saxifrage. The trees are close, and the light is strange. The air has a damp and fetid quality, a fungal must. Mushrooms climbing halfway up the tree trunks and thriving in the damp crannies between the roots. They seem to mark his path, leading him forward through a wide deer trail.


It seems churlish not to follow. Foolish to stray from the path. There might be other things in this forest, long gone from the waking world. Beasts and phantoms. Kay watches the shadows, wary of movement. This remade body is still human. Even in a dream, it has hackles that can rise. It tells him to fear things that lurk the darkness.


When he sees a figure looming through the trees, he feels a stab of fear. His pulse climbs to a thunder in his ears, then climbs back down again. He knows who this is. Not that it makes him feel much better.
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