



[image: Cover Image]






CHASING EMBERS


Screams rose from the nearby cars. Engines revved as drivers tried to force their way out of the gridlock. Those who could opened their doors and tumbled into the road, fleeing. Ben watched them go. At least they had earned a tale for their grandkids … Sooner or later, people would talk about what they’d seen: cars that moved of their own volition, a man who rose unscathed from a bike crash and a giant creature that appeared from nowhere. They’d hold up their camera phones to show others strange clips, smeared, shaky images that could’ve been anything, the audience gasping and shaking their heads. Some would call helplines. Others seek counselling. Tomorrow, the National Enquirer would see a surge of new material. Hell, it might even trend on Twitter. And nothing at all would change. In a world immunised by Hollywood movies, miracles were often confused with madness. No one accepted the truth any more …
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For my family, who believed




PART ONE


Questing Beast








It is curious to note the old sea-margins of human thought! Each subsiding century reveals some new mystery; we build where monsters used to hide themselves.


Longfellow










ONE


East Village, New York


Once upon a time, there was a happy-ever-after. Or at least a shot at one.


Red Ben Garston sat at the bar, cradling his JD and Coke and trying to ignore the whispers of the past. The whiskey, however, was fanning the flames. Rain wept against the window, pouring down the large square of dirty glass that looked out on the blurred and hurrying pedestrians, the tall grey buildings and sleek yellow taxicabs. The TV in the corner, balanced on a shelf over the bar’s few damp customers, was only a muffled drone. Ben watched the evening news to a background of murmured chatter and soft rock music. Economic slump to the Eagles. War in Iran to the Boss. The jukebox wasn’t nearly loud enough, and that was part of the problem. Ben could still hear himself think.


Once upon a time, once upon a time …


He took a swig and placed the tumbler on the bar before him, calling out for another. The bartender arrived, a young man in apron and glasses. The man arched an evaluating eyebrow, then sighed, poured and left the whole bottle. Ben could drink his weight in gold, but Legends had yet to see him fall down drunk, so the staff were generally tolerant. 7 East 7th Street was neither as well appointed nor as popular as some of the bars in the neighbourhood, verging on the dive side of affairs, but it was quiet on weekdays around dusk, and Red Ben drank here for that very reason. He didn’t like strangers. Didn’t like attention. He just wanted somewhere to sit, drink and forget about the past.


Still Rose was on his mind, just as she always was.


The TV over the bar droned on. The drought in Africa limped across the screen, some report about worsening conditions and hijacked aid trucks. Strange storms that spat lightning but never any rain. What was up with the weather these days, anyway? Then the usual tableau of sand, flies and starving children, their bellies bloated by hunger, their eyes dulled by need. Technicolor pixelated death.


Immunised by the ceaseless barrage of doom-laden media, Ben looked away, scanning the customers who shared the place with him: a man slouched further along the bar, three sat in a gloomy booth, one umming and ahhing over the jukebox at the back of the room, all of them nondescript in damp raincoats and washed-out faces. Ghosts of New York, drowning their sorrows. Ben wanted to belong among them, but he knew he would always stand out, a broad-shouldered beast of a man, the tumbler almost a thimble in his hand. His leather jacket was beaten and frayed. Red stubble covered his jaw, rising via scruffy sideburns to an unkempt pyre on his head. He liked to think there was a pinch of Josh Homme about him – Josh Homme on steroids – maybe a dash of Cagney. Who was he kidding? These days, he suspected he looked more like the other customers than he’d care to admit, let alone a rock star. Drink and despair had diluted his looks. No wonder Rose didn’t want to see him. And in the end his general appearance, a man in his early thirties, was only a clever lie. His true age travelled in his eyes, caves that glimmered green in their depths and held a thousand secrets …


That lie had always been the problem. Since his return to New York from a six-week assignment in Spain, his former lover wouldn’t answer his calls or reply to his emails. When he called round her Brooklyn apartment, only silence answered the buzzer on the ground floor. Sure, he’d hardly been the mild-mannered Englishman, leaving her high and dry, dropping everything to run off on the De Luca job. And it wasn’t as if he needed the money. He’d been around a long time. He got bored. He got restless. He went into his cave, as Rose would’ve put it. The jobs were a way of keeping in shape, and of course, his choice of clientele meant that no one was going to ask too many questions. Now he was paying the price for this diversion. A week back in the city and Rose was another ghost to him.


But once upon a time, once upon a time, when you didn’t ask questions and I could pretend, we were madly in love.


Outside, the rain lashing the window, and inside, the rain lashing his heart. April in Insomniac City was a lonely place to be. Ben took another slug of Jack, swallowed another bittersweet memory.


A motorbike growled up outside the bar. The customers turned to look. Exhaust fumes mingled with the scent of liquor as the door swung wide and the rain blew in – with it, a man. The door creaked shut. The man was dressed completely in black, his riding leathers shiny and wet. His boots pounded on the floorboards, then silenced as he stopped and surveyed the bar. His helmet visor was down, obscuring his face. A plume of feathers bristled along the top of the fibreglass dome, trailing down between his bullish shoulders. The bizarre gear marked him out as a Hell’s Angel or a member of some other freeway cult. The long, narrow object strapped to his back, its cross-end poking up at the cobwebbed fans, promised a pointed challenge.


As the other customers lost interest, turning back to their chatter, peanuts and music, Ben was putting down his tumbler of Jack, swivelling on his stool and groaning wearily under his breath.


The man in the helmet saw him, shooting out a leather-gloved finger.


“Ben Garston! This game of hide-and-seek is over. I have some unfinished business with you.”


Ben felt the eyes in the place twist back to him, a soft, furtive pressure on his spine. He placed a hand on his chest, a faux-yielding gesture.


“What can I say, Fulk? You found me.”


The newcomer removed his helmet and thumped it down on the end of the bar. It rested there like a charred turkey, loose feathers fluttering to the floor. The man called Fulk grinned, a self-satisfied leer breaking through his shaggy black beard. Coupled with the curls falling to his shoulders, his head resembled a small, savage dog, ready to pounce from a thick leather pedestal.


“London. Paris. LA.” Fulk named the cities of his search, each one a wasp flying from his mouth. Like Ben, his accent was British, but where Ben’s held the clipped tones of a Londoner, the man in black’s was faintly Welsh, a gruff rural borderland burr. Ben would have recognised it anywhere. “Where’ve you been hiding, snake?”


Ben shrugged. “Seems I’ve been wherever you’re not.”


Fulk indicated the half-empty glass on the bar. “Surprised you’re not drinking milk. I know you have a taste for it. Milk, maidens and malt, eh? And other people’s property.”


“Ah, the Fitzwarren family wit.” Through the soft blur of alcohol, Ben looked up at the six-and-a-half-foot hulk before him, openly sizing him up. What Fulk lacked in brains, he made up for in brawn. Win or lose, this was going to hurt.


The whiskey softened his tongue as well. He made a half-hearted stab at diplomacy. “You shouldn’t be here, you know. The Pact—”


“Fuck the Pact. What’s it to me?”


“It’s the Lore, Fulk. Kill me, and the Guild’ll make sure you never see that pile of moss-bound rubble you and your family call home again.”


But Ben wasn’t so sure about that. Whittington Castle, the crumbling ruins of a keep near Oswestry in Shropshire, was in the ancestral care of a trust. The same trust set up back in 1201 by King John and later bestowed on the Guild of the Broken Lance for safe keeping. The deeds to the castle would only pass back to the Fitzwarren estate when a certain provision was met, that being the death of Red Ben Garston, the last of his troublesome kind. The last one awake, anyway. Of course, the Lore superseded that ancient clause. Technically, Ben was protected like all Remnants, but he knew that didn’t matter to Fulk. The same way he knew that the man in front of him was far from the first to go by that name. Like the others before him, this latest Fulk would stop at nothing to get his hands on Whittington and reclaim the family honour, whether he risked the ire of the Guild or not. Vengeance ran in Fulk’s bloodline, and his parents would have readied him for it since the day he was born.


“The Lore was made to be broken,” Fulk Fitzwarren CDXII said. “Besides, don’t you read the news? The Pact is null and void, Garston. You’re not the only one any more.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


Before he could enquire further, the man in black unzipped his jacket, reached inside and retrieved a scrunched-up newspaper. He threw it on to the bar, next to Ben’s elbow.


It was a copy of The New York Times. Today’s evening edition. Warily lowering his eyes, Ben snatched it up and read the headline.


STAR OF EEBE STOLEN


Police baffled by exhibition theft


Last night person or persons unknown broke into the Nubian Footprints exhibition at the Javits Center, the noted exhibition hall on West 34th Street. The thieves made off with priceless diamond the Star of Eebe, currently on loan from the Museum of Antiquities, Cairo. Archaeologists claim that the fist-sized uncut gem came from a meteor that struck the African continent over 3,000 years ago. Legend has it that the Star fell into the possession of a sub-Saharan queen.


According to a source in the NYPD, the thieves were almost certainly a gang using high-tech equipment, improvised explosive devices and some kind of ultra-light airborne craft, a gyrocopter or delta plane. Around midnight last night, an explosion shook the Javits Center and the thieves managed to navigate the craft into Level 3, smashing through the famous 150-foot “crystal palace” lobby, alighting in the exhibition hall and evading several alarm systems to make off with the gem. The police believe the thieves took flight by way of another controlled explosion, fleeing through the Javits Center’s western façade, out over 12th Avenue and the Hudson River, where police suspect they rendezvoused with a small ship headed out into the Bay, across to Weehawken or upriver to …


God knows where. Ben scanned the story, plucking the meat off printed bones. The details were sketchy at best. Between the lines, he summed them up. No fingerprints. No leads. No fucking clue.


The bar held its breath as he slapped the Times back down. No one spoke, no one chewed peanuts, no one selected songs on the jukebox. The rain drummed against the window. Four-wheeled fish swam past outside.


“Clever,” Ben said. “But what does this have to do with me?”


“More than you’d like.” Fulk grinned again, yellow dominoes lost in a rug. “You’re reading your own death warrant.”


“If this is a joke, I don’t get it.”


“No, you don’t, do you?” The man in black shook his head. “I’ve travelled halfway around the world to face my nemesis, and all I find is a washed-up worm feeling sorry for himself in a bar. Is it because of your woman? Is that why you returned? She won’t take you back, you know. Your kind and hers never mix well.”


“You came here to advise me on my love life?”


Fulk laughed. “You’re asleep, Red Ben. You’ve been asleep for centuries. The world holds no place for you now. You’re a relic. You’re trash. I only came here to sweep up the pieces.”


“Yeah, your glorious quest.” Ben rolled his eyes at their audience, the men sat in the booth, the guy with a palm full of peanuts frozen before his mouth, the one shuffling slowly away from the jukebox. “You need to get over it. Mordiford was a very long time ago.”


A storm rumbled up over Fulk’s brow, his deep-set eyes sinking even further into his head. Obviously it was the wrong thing to say. The ages-long river of bad blood that ran between Ben and House Fitzwarren was clearly as fresh to the man in black as it had been to his predecessors, perhaps even to the original Fulk, way back in the Middle Ages.


Muscles tense, Ben sighed and stood up, his stool scraping the floorboards. Despite his height rivalling the slayer’s, he still felt horribly slight in Fulk’s shadow. The whiskey could make you feel small too.


He didn’t need this. Not now. He wanted to get back to the Jack and his heartbreak.


“It was yesterday to us,” Fulk said, the claim escaping through gaps in his teeth. “We want our castle back. And Pact or no Pact, when we have it, your head will hang on our dining room wall.”


The bartender, cringing behind the bar, guarded by bottles and plastic cocktail sticks, chose this moment to pipe up.


“Look, fellers, nobody wants any trouble. I suggest you take your beef outside, or do I have to call the—”


The sword Fulk drew from the scabbard on his back was a guillotine on the barman’s words. The youth scuttled backwards, bottles and cocktail sticks crashing to the floor, panic greasing his heels. He joined the customers in a scrambling knot as they squeezed their bellies out of the booth, tangling with the other guys pushing past the jukebox to the fire exit at the back of the bar. In a shower of peanuts and dropped glasses, they were gone, the fire exit clanking open, a drunken stampede out into the rain.


Ben watched them leave in peripheral envy. He grimaced and rubbed his neck, a habit of his that betrayed his nerves. Then his whole attention focused on Fulk. Fulk and the ancient sword in his face. There was nothing friendly about that sword. They had met before, many times. Ben was on intimate terms with all fifty-five inches of the old family claymore. Back in the Middle Ages, the Scots had favoured the two-handed weapon in their border clashes with the English, and while this one’s saw-toothed edge revealed its tremendous age, the blade held an anomalous sheen, the subtle glow informing Ben that more than a whetstone had sharpened the steel.


“Who’re you having lunch with these days? The CROWS? That witchy business has a nasty habit of coming back to bite you on the arse.” Ben measured these words with a long step backwards, creating some distance between the end of his nose and the tip of the sword. “House Fitzwarren must be getting desperate.”


“We are honour-bound to slay our Enemy.”


“Yeah, yeah. You’re delusional, Fulk – or Pete or Steve or whatever your real name is. Your family hasn’t owned Whittington Castle since the time of the Fourth Crusade, but you dog my heels from Mayfair to Manhattan, hoping to win a big gold star where hundreds of others have only won gravestones. And as for this,” Ben nodded at the gleaming blade, “tut tut. Whatever would the Guild say?”


“I told you, snake. The Lore is broken. The Guild is over. And now, so are you.”


The sword swung towards him, signalling the end of the conversation. The step Ben had taken came in handy; he leaned back just in time to avoid an unplanned haircut. The blade snapped over the bar, licking up the tumbler and the bottle of Jack, whiskey and glass spraying the floorboards.


Fulk grunted, recovering his balance. The weight of the claymore showed in his face. His leathers creaked as he lunged forward for another blow, the blade biting into beer-stained wood. Only air occupied the space where Ben had stood moments before, his quick grace belying his size as he swept up his bar stool and broke it over the man in black’s head.


Cracked wood made a brief halo around Fulk’s shoulders. His strap-on boots did a little tango and then steadied as he regained his balance, his shaggy mane shaking off the splinters. He grimaced, his teeth clenched with dull yellow effort. The sword came up, came down, scoring a line through shadow and sawdust, the heavy blade lodging in the floorboards.


The stroke dodged, Ben rushed through his own dance steps and elbowed Fulk in the neck. As the man choked and went down on one knee, Ben leapt for the bar, grabbing the plumed helmet and swinging it around, aiming for that wheezing, brutish head.


Metal kissed fibreglass, the sword knocking the helmet from Ben’s grip. Sweat ran into his eyes as Fulk came up, roaring, and smacked him with the flat of the blade. If this had been an ordinary duel, Fulk might as well have hit a bear with a toothpick. The Fitzwarrens’ attempts to slay their Enemy had always remained unfairly balanced in Ben’s favour, and over the years he had grown complacent, the attacks an annoyance rather than a threat. Now his complacency caught him off guard. This was no ordinary duel. Resistant to magic as he was, bewitched steel was bewitched steel, and the ground blurred under his feet moments before his spine met the jukebox. The air flew out of his lungs even as it flew into Jimi Hendrix’s, a scratchy version of “Fire” stuttering into the gloomy space.


The song was one of Ben’s favourites, but he found it hard to appreciate under the circumstances. He groaned, trying to pull himself up. Stilettos marched up and down his back. His buttocks ached under his jeans. He tasted blood in his mouth, along with a sour, sulphurous tang, a quiet belch that helped him to his feet, his eyes flaring.


Across the bar, Fulk’s eyebrows were arcs of amusement.


“Finally waking up, are we? It’s too late, Garston.” The man in black stomped over to where Ben stood, swaying like a bulrush in a breeze. “Seems like my granny was wrong. She always said to let sleeping dogs lie.”


Fulk shrugged, dismissing the matter. Then he brought the sword down on Ben’s skull.


Or tried to. Ben raised an arm, shielding his head, and the blade sliced into his jacket, cutting through leather, flesh and down to the bone, where it stuck like a knife in frozen butter. Blood wove a pattern across the floorboards, speckling his jeans and Doc Martens. They weren’t cheap, those shoes, and Ben wasn’t happy about it.


When he exhaled, a long-suffering, pained snort, the air grew a little hot, a little smoky. He met Fulk’s gaze, waiting for the first glimmers of doubt to douse the man’s burgeoning triumph. As Fulk’s beard parted in a question, Ben reached up with his free hand and gripped the blade protruding from his flesh. The rip in his jacket grew wider, the seams straining and popping, the muscle bulging underneath. The exposed flesh rippled around the wound, shining with the hint of some tougher substance, hard, crimson and sleek, plated neatly in heart-shaped rows, one over the over. The sight lasted only a second, long enough for Ben to wrench the claymore out of his forearm.


Hendrix climaxed in a roll of drums and a whine of feedback. The blood stopped dripping random patterns on the floor. The lips of Ben’s wound resealed like a kiss and his arm was just an arm again, human, healed and held before his chest.


“Your antique can hurt me, but have you got all day?” Ben forced a smile, a humourless rictus. “That’s what you’ll need, because I’m charmed too, remember? And as for my head, I’m kind of attached to it.”


Flummoxed, Fulk opened his mouth to speak. Ben’s fist forced the words down his throat before he had the chance. The slayer’s face crumpled, and then he was flying backwards, over the bloody floor, past the bar with its broken bottles, out through the dirty square window that guarded Legends from the daylight.


Silvery spears flashed through the rain. Teeth and glass tinkled on asphalt. Tyres screeched. Horns honked. East 7th Street slowed to a crawl as a man dressed head to toe in black leather landed in the road.


Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed. Ben retrieved the newspaper from the bar, thinking now was perhaps a good time to leave. As he stepped through the shattered window, he could tell that the cops were heading this way, the bartender making good on his threat. Who could blame him? Thanks to this lump sprawled in the road, the month’s takings would probably go on repairs.


Stuffing the Times into his jacket, the rain hissing off his cooling shoulders, Ben crunched over to where Fulk lay, a giant groaning on a bed of crystal. He bent down, rummaging in the dazed man’s pockets. Then he clutched the slayer’s beard and pulled his face towards his own.


“And by the way, it isn’t sleeping dogs, Fulk,” he told him. “It’s dragons.”


Then he took flight into the city.




TWO


The hour after nightfall found Ben on 12th Avenue, looking up at the western face of the Javits Center. It was cold for spring, the clouds torn into rain-wrung shreds, the stars too weak to penetrate the pervasive neon glow. Insomniac City buzzed on. 12th Avenue was a ceaseless, sluggish river of light. The traffic sloshed by, grumbling towards the Lincoln Tunnel or south along the West Side Highway – what the natives cheerily used to call Death Avenue – and deeper into the heart of Manhattan. Exhaust fumes washed over the Hudson, an urban, imbroglio scent, carrying the heady notes of fast food, dead fish and garbage.


Ben’s heightened senses amplified each sound and smell, his impressions above and beyond the human, but such innate gifts had their downside. The stench of crack in DeWitt Clinton Park. The taste of smog in the back of his throat. A heated domestic on West 31st – all these things could be niggling distractions. Learning how to muffle them was something of an art, and tonight his attention was solely for the plate-glass fortress before him. Everything else was a background hum.


For all that, he didn’t want to be here. After the De Luca job – effectively shutting down a rival gun-smuggling gang for his last well-heeled crook of a client – the breather in New York was a welcome relief, his boredom, for the meantime, alleviated. Even if it was steeped in whiskey and the absence of Rose, it was good not to break heads for a while. Take stock. Lick wounds. But if Fulk was right and Ben had been asleep, then the bar fight had served as an alarm clock, shaking him out of his torpor. Even if he had no clue what the slayer was on about, it was obviously important enough for Fulk to stage a direct attack in broad daylight – the first such attack in fifty-five years – and that was hard to ignore. Ben told himself that curiosity alone had sent him speeding to 12th Avenue on this chilly night, a need to see the crime scene for himself, but he wasn’t so tanked that he couldn’t hear the fear beating beneath it. A fear that owed its genesis to Fulk’s claim.


The Pact is null and void, Garston. You’re not the only one any more.


And that, of course, was impossible.


Wasn’t it?


“Just what the hell is going on?”


The hole in the face of the Javits Center, lined top and bottom with jagged glass and fluttering with police tape, was a sixty-foot-wide gaping maw that couldn’t answer him. His senses, however, retained their upside. He healed quickly, as Fulk had seen in the bar, and along with his ability to smell junkies in a park a mile away and hear a hissy fit three blocks over, Ben could also see the broken panes on the third floor as if he was using a telescope. It only took a little concentration to focus in on them; a blink of his inner, nictitating membrane to switch from everyday, human vision to the vision bestowed on him by birth.


If anyone in the passing cars noticed the dull golden sheen in his upturned gaze, they would surely put it down to the street lights, the headlamps of other vehicles or the sleepless neon dome sheltering the city. Manhattan was no place for secret manoeuvres. Too many people bustled on the streets for Ben to enter the centre and take an up-close look, inspect the Nubian Footprints exhibition for himself. Much as he wanted to, he had no choice but to chew over the Times and content himself with this outside view, extraordinary though it was. The wind off the Hudson stoked the embers of his hair as he scanned the shattered façade. The article proposed that the thieves had smashed through the centre’s eastern side by way of a small controlled explosion and an ultra-light airborne craft, snatching the Star of Eebe and making off over the river. Scanning the hole, Ben wondered whether the article was simply the product of a baffled police department and an insatiable press, both of which had to offer some theory to the New York populace. In the long shadow of 9/11 and other, more recent, terrorist attacks, the NYPD would hasten to calm the public’s fears about any explosion in the Big Apple, no matter how minor, how local it seemed. This probably explained the evening edition’s colourful headline, the Chelsea precinct quick to present the baying media with the possible reason for the blasts.


“Except that there weren’t any.”


There was only the wind to hear him, the wind to confirm or deny it, but the shattered glass above him reflected the naked truth. He was long in the tooth and sharp enough to see that no explosion had caused the destruction before him. No smoke had stained the Javits Center. He saw no trace of melted glass. Shards glittered on the sidewalk and in the road, most of it swept behind a feeble-looking and unattended police barrier propped in the lee of the building. The debris supported the article’s claim that the thieves had fled the exhibition this way, but the fact seemed as lonely as an abandoned lighthouse. Whoever – he suppressed the thought whatever – had broken in and out of the centre last night, they had done so with nothing more than balls, weight and velocity.


That raised all kinds of questions. Questions that Ben didn’t like. He reached into his jacket and flipped out the Times, once again scanning the piece. Now it read more like a Hollywood film script than anything approaching the truth. Was this a case of smoke without fire? Was the latest Fulk just trying to scare him? Put him on the back foot with lies?


You’re reading your own death warrant.


But that would only be true if … No, that was bullshit. He wasn’t about to believe it.


Ben looked up at the dark, silent maw in the face of the Javits Center. Now it was grinning down at him, each plate-glass fang gleaming with secrets, hinting at events that were logically absurd. The wind blew. The river reeked. The endless traffic shuddered by. His sixth sense buzzed with change regardless. Change and danger. Change and threat.


His breath struggled from his throat, his lungs feeling tight and shrunken. He rubbed his neck without realising he was doing so. In all the confusion, the slayer’s boasts and the fight in the bar, Ben realised he had overlooked a part of that threat, a grim implication in Fulk’s mockery.


Is it because of your woman? Is that why you returned?


His breath escaped him in a single word.


“Rose.”


The bike wove in and out of the traffic, a fly buzzing through a herd. Tail lights watched the Harley Davidson roar up behind them like devil eyes, an infernal blur winking out as the bike sped past. Low in the saddle, helmetless, Ben squinted into the wind. The steer skull hanging from the crossbar rattled and danced in the churned-up spray and billowing fumes. The squeal of brakes on either side – joined by a symphony of horns and profanities – promised police attention, and sooner rather than later, but Ben refused to slow down. The thought of Rose in danger outweighed all other concerns.


Stealing the bike had only been an afterthought. It was no great trick to rummage in the slayer’s pockets and relieve him of his keys. He could’ve reached the Javits Center more quickly, of course, but the direct route, during rush hour on Friday night, would’ve seen Ben make his own headline, and across the front of the very rag that currently spurred him to action. He wasn’t sold on the whole “discretion is the better part of valour” thing – sometimes risks were necessary – but he was mindful of the Lore and the limits it placed on him. All the same, as he choked the throttle, gunning the engine to greater speed, he knew that Rose would’ve heard him knocking on the door of her Brooklyn apartment right this second if he hadn’t needed wheels to get him there.


Thundering south down West Street, Chelsea’s tenement blur giving way to the West Village and then to glittering SoHo, Ben tried to collect his thoughts and calm his galloping heart. On his right, the velvet Hudson, scored by ferries and reflected skyscrapers, an inverted city under the sea. Even the water here was radiant.


Ben’s kind liked the water, its cool boundaries a long-time favourite habitat. Coastal areas, river valleys, waterfalls and forest pools – even the occasional loch – all provided primal comfort, a place to drink and bathe. But right now, if someone poured the Atlantic over Ben’s head, he didn’t think it would soothe him. If Fulk had meant to put the cat among the pigeons, then his work here was done. Ben hoped he wasn’t starting at shadows, or worse, that rushing to the rescue wasn’t just an excuse to see her, to win through where unanswered calls and emails had failed. The cynic in him – an old friend greased by days of Jack – thought it likely that Rose would see his sudden reappearance in her life as a last-ditch effort to save their relationship. A relationship that screamed over like an umpire screams out. How could she trust him now?


The traffic ahead was slowing, cars, trucks and coaches backed up at the tollbooths feeding the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel. Ben wanted Vinegar Hill across the East River, and the bridge would take him there quicker. Whizzing between the crawling cars, blind to the red lights and the fanfare of horns, the Harley left the freeway, veering past the park. The Statue of Liberty loomed from the water, and Ben imagined that great green goddess glancing down at her tablet of law and shaking her head as he accelerated.


Navigating traffic, he didn’t notice the limo until he swerved on to Greenwich, plunging into the shadow of skyscrapers, a canyon of glass and light. The traffic flocked here, forcing him to slow down, the bike growling between cabs and executive cars, a sluggish mix of weekend partygoers and workers keen to get home. The limo pulling up beside him only stood out because of its make. It was an old model, a British classic, a Rolls-Royce Phantom IV, its sleek black body distorting the light from the nearby storefronts. Ben could recall when the cars had appeared on the London streets back in ’52, delivering the young Queen Liz to her first royal engagement at Westminster Abbey. The Phantom was designed to be an exclusive vehicle, transporting aristos and heads of state, and as far as he knew, there were only a handful left in existence. Like most guys, he read the occasional car magazine. It didn’t surprise him that in this day and age some big shot had sold a Phantom into private use – but still its appearance nagged at him, something familiar (and unwelcome) in the sight. The vehicle’s smoked windows mirrored his face back at him, his anxious expression sliding over glass.


The limo was close. Too close.


He kicked the bike forward, frowning. You could shake this city and watch the freaks fall out. He wasn’t about to let one of them slow him down. Reaching into his jacket, he flipped out his mobile phone, deciding to give Rose a heads-up. He prayed that it was her night off; she didn’t usually work weekends. Yeah, he knew she’d ignore the call, but at least he was trying.


Turning right on to Vesey, one hand punching buttons, he didn’t notice the Phantom growing in his rear-view mirror. The limo slipped silently forward, its bumper nudging his back wheel. The bike lurched and the phone skipped along his fingertips before falling to the blacktop and cracking into pieces. He heard the small crunch as wheels rolled over it. Ben shot a glare over his shoulder – and his curse died on his lips as he saw that the Phantom’s windscreen was also a sheet of smoked black glass. The mascot on the bonnet was not the traditional silver figurehead, the famous Spirit of Ecstasy leaning forwards with arms spread, her dress billowing out behind her, resembling angel’s wings. He’d read somewhere about other figures – a Pegasus and Nike – but he was damn sure he’d never read about a bare-breasted hag riding a broom.


Most alarming of all was the Phantom’s number plate. It was personalised, mud-stained and Very Bad News.


CROWS


“Shit.”


Again the Phantom drew up beside him, its engine impossibly soundless. When the rear passenger window rolled down, it did so like silk over oil, in one slow, deliberate movement. The darkness beyond watched him intently, without eyes, without judgement, simply with cold, unblinking awareness. Goose bumps rippled up and down his arms. The proximity of magic, black, malefic, and strictly forbidden under the Lore, drew bile into Ben’s throat like thick shake up a straw. The rolled-down window, revealing that lightless, depthless void, spoke fear into him like no words could.


Still, words came, like snow gusting over a grave.


“Draco Benjurigan.”


Twisting the throttle, Ben sped between a Winnebago and a crowded tour bus. Fingers pointed in gleeful alarm. A driver honked and shouted. Hair a flaming streak in the night, man and bike arrowed over Broadway, narrowly missing a collision with a Porsche. Smoke squealed from his rear wheel, the steer horns clacking as he swerved and zipped up Park Row, a crouched, streamlined figure heading for the Brooklyn Bridge.


The Phantom shot after him, a smooth black bullet. A glance into his rear-view mirror confirmed its relentless pursuit. And now the traffic was pulling over on either side of the road, as though for an ambulance or fire truck, making it clear that the Rolls was employing some mumbo-jumbo to influence the surrounding drivers. Ben wasn’t sure what, but he’d bet that most of them experienced a pressing need to slow down and stop: an imagined flat tyre, a faulty fuel gauge, an important file left at the office … When he roared on past a police car, idling in traffic a lane over, the cop behind the wheel barely looked up. The Phantom was a missile locked on his tail and the creatures inside it wanted a clear shot at him.


The bike whined, screaming up the ramp to the bridge. The lanes grew wider here and the evening traffic edged along the freeway, crawling from Lower Manhattan and out over the river. As Ben zipped through the jam, diesel and sweat thick in his nostrils, he heard a series of crashes behind him, the Phantom’s patience coming to an end. Trucks kissed bumpers with sedans. Buses crushed station wagon doors. Horns bawled. Tyres shrieked. Tail lights tinkled. The traffic parted like the Red Sea for Moses, pushed over to the hard shoulder by an arcane force and sardine-canning there in squealing, dented rows. The Phantom swept unchecked through the gap, black, deadly and silent.


Shadow thrown before him by its headlights, Ben took advantage of the miracle, growling along the bridge. He sped under one of the great Gothic arches, straight down the middle of the three-lane span. Suspension cables whipped by above him like rays from a steel moon. Below him, a tugboat chugged lonely through the night, its lights dim in the glare of the city. Ahead, Brooklyn, calling to him with faint hopes of safety and forgiveness.


He risked a look back, pleased to see the Phantom falling behind, empty road stretching between them. The Harley pulsed between his legs as he pushed the engine to the limit. He patted the bike’s fuel tank like he would the neck of a faithful horse, confident that he’d made good his escape.


Damn CROWS. You’ll need more speed than that to catch a—


A scaling scream rubbed out the thought. His head whipped around, back to the bridge ahead. Shock squeezed the air from his lungs. Slowly, inexorably, a car pulled out in front of him – pulled as if by a scrapyard magnet – the Buick screeching from the pile-up on the shoulder and into the middle of the road. The way that the driver, a blonde in her early thirties, scrabbled at the wheel told Ben that her obstruction was far from intentional. In the back seat a couple of children watched him approach with bright, dime-shaped eyes.


Ben choked the brake. The bike popped a wheelie, wings of smoke enveloping his body. Speed wobbled under his wheels. Rubber painted the asphalt. The bike lurched, a bucking bronco with Ben clutching the reins. In a widening pool of headlights, the bike threw him from the saddle and tossed him, rolling, into the road. The blacktop bit at his arms and legs. Blood filled his field of vision. Free of its rider, the bike crashed over on its side. It spun across the empty lanes trailing sparks, exploding against the bridge railings. Flames spluttered. Steer horns flew. Smoke fouled the air. A girder screamed, busted outward. The city peered in through the breach, her distant lights jealous of the fireworks.


A hush washed over the bridge, a murmuring tide carrying prayers.


Ben groaned and swore – his annoyance aimed at the tears in his jacket rather than his wounds, which faded to scars even as he stood, a swaying figure in the road. He spared the woman in the Buick a brief, helpless shrug, and turned to where the Phantom sat idling twenty feet away. Fog wreathed its wheels, chugging from its silver exhaust. Its windows reflected the draping bridge lights, stars lost in a void.


The Phantom’s rear door swung wide, revealing nothing but darkness. Cold, lifeless, watchful darkness. In the past, Ben had seen bats fly out of that dark, born from whatever spellbound depths comprised the inside of the vehicle. Each weird manifestation preceded the appearance of the passenger, and that passenger was always the same: the Three Who Are One. The Coven Royal of Witches Subdued functioned as a triumvirate, existing on the edges of the Guild’s regime, an underground, breakaway cult reluctantly heeding the Lore.


Tonight they were deliberately flouting it.


The passenger emerged, climbing from the silent car and stabbing the air with her Cuban cigar.


“Good evening, Benjurigan.”


Ben pulled a face, wiped blood off his lips.


“It was when it was me, my thoughts and a bottle of Jack.”


Babe Cathy was a dwarf, her body hunched and shrunken. Up close, she would’ve barely come up to Ben’s waist, and she must have procured the tux she wore, complete with bow tie and tails, from some specialist tailor or other. The snappy attire failed to soften the blow of her face, a face so lined he couldn’t make out a clear patch of skin, her features like a mouldy prune under her purple perm. Rings glittered on her stubby fingers, emeralds and rubies catching the headlights. She took a long drag on the Cuban and shuffled a few steps towards him.


“Ignorance is bliss.” Expensive smoke seethed through her smile. “How do you like our Black Knight?”


“I’d like him more on a leash,” Ben said. “What’s this about? What do you want? You and your brute are breaking the Lore.”


“Are we?” Her Texan accent snickered and snapped. “Things change.”


He found it hard to argue with this. Change was the theme of the night, and Babe Cathy wasn’t untouched by it. With the drafting of the Pact and foundation of the Lore, the Guild had officially outlawed magic, and three of the most powerful witches had banded together in paradoxical union, a dark and deathless trinity. It had been the same way for eight hundred years. Rumour had always surrounded the CROWS. Some said that the grande dame of the Coven Royal liked to move among humans as one of them, seducing and manipulating those poor curious souls who were drawn to the blackest kind of witchcraft, never quite grasping that witches – these kind of witches – had never been anything close to human, despite their similar appearance. Witches, real witches, were what Ben tended to think of as ambitious elementals, evolving from the servile magic of their creation and climbing, green-fingered and black-nailed, into their own twisted, quarrelsome future, where they prolonged their lives with stolen spells. Perhaps that was why the CROWS so loved to draw ordinary men and women into their fold, naïve acolytes that they could poison and pervert in turn. Together, the Three had formed a clandestine cult. The Guild could never prove it, of course, and was notoriously reluctant to confront the witches outright, face one of their supernatural facets, the withered aspect of Babe Cathy the oldest and wisest of all. As long as the witches remained in the shadows, appearing to honour and heed the Lore, the Guild, typically, turned a blind eye. Ben believed it was around the Battle of the Somme that he’d heard about the CROWS’ relocation to the States, the grapevine that snaked between his few remaining friends whispering with unease. The witches’ current appellations were just a modern affectation, he thought, a reverent nod to Irish mythology and an age long gone.


That aside, babe was not a word he would use to describe her.


“We made the Pact to protect us all,” Ben said. “Every Remnant from the Old Lands. Don’t know what ditch you signed yours in, but I signed mine at Uffington in 1215. Until the Guild says otherwise, I reckon I’ll abide by it.”


“The Old Lands. Bleurgh!” Babe’s contempt was ugly in her throat. “You mean the world gone the way of the dodo. And here we are: endangered species. Refugees. Fugitives from our own power, subjugated by the rules of men.”


“It’s how we survive. It’s how we go on.”


“Is it? When those steel-clad fools put down their swords and took up their quills, did they really think they could scribble their way out of reality? With what? Promises on parchment?” She spat between her shiny black shoes. “It’s how they survive. Them and their machines. Them and their progress. We were in the way and so they had us removed.”


Ben wanted to argue that the Pact had come without resistance, without compromise, but he couldn’t. Only the Remnant leaders, cornered, coerced and, ultimately, conned, had agreed to the magically binding agreement. The rest of the Remnants had found themselves lured and lulled into the Long Sleep, mesmerised – anaesthetised – by a powerful enchantment.


He could only utter the reason. His reasons, sour as they sat in his mouth in these late times.


“The war had to end. We chose peace.”


“And now they’re just killing each other.”


“But we endure. The Lore—”


“The Lore is an ass. A means to an end. A bard’s song to bind the bestiary. It could never contain the likes of us.”


Ben wanted to shake his head, but again he heard some truth in her remark. The words written down on that scroll all those years ago, had been translated many times, but were nevertheless imprinted on his soul.






John, by the grace of God, King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine and Count of Anjou, doth decree and grant this day, by common counsel of our kingdom, this Pact devised by the Curia Occultus and witnessed by those guardians of our realm. Those Remnants of the Old Lands, which yet linger amongst us, shall forthwith succumb to the Long Sleep, their ancient liberties henceforth annulled throughout all counties, hundreds, wapentakes, trithings and demesne manors of England, Scotland and all lands beyond the sea. With the goodwill of His Majesty and all future monarchs, and to secure the peace, but one of each Remnant may endure, awake and unfettered under the Lore, governed, protected and guided by the Guild of the Broken Lance, hereby appointed wardship of this bond for all the time to come. And all the ill will, hatred and bitterness that has arisen between our people and Remnants, from the date of the quarrel to this of our truce, we have completely remitted and pardoned to all. Those few bodies learned of this treaty shall henceforth never hunt Remnants or otherwise seek to do them harm …








For centuries, the latter stipulation had kept the Fitzwarren family at bay, although of course they had never stopped looking for loopholes and orchestrating all manner of “happy accidents”, from unexplained explosions on cruise ships to untraceable poison in food. They wanted Whittington back and they wanted it bad. In the past, there had been several stand-offs, the old family claymore swinging at Ben’s neck on more than one occasion, but without proof (and with a whole heap of human bias), the Guild had never summoned the Fitzwarrens to court to probe the matter further.


Ben made it a habit to survive these attacks. But this latest attempt on his life was different, taking place in public and assisted by forbidden witchcraft. He didn’t need the wide round eyes behind the wheels of the stalled traffic to tell him this. Or the sirens of the approaching police cars, the officers waking from a spell. This latest attempt on his life was a bold and brazen breach of the Lore. In short, it was unheard of.


But he wasn’t about to show Babe Cathy just how shaken he was.


“It’s late, Babe. Maybe we should do this over sushi some time.”


Babe Cathy actually cackled. “It is late. You’ve got that right. Too late for you.”


Ben snorted. “Maniacal laughter. Footlights fade. Exit stage left.”


“She’s not going to stop at the Star, you know,” the witch said. The wind wreathed cigar smoke through her purple hair. “This is just the beginning. She’ll track down every last one of her gifts and kill anyone who gets in her way.”


“Who? You’re talking about the Javits heist, aren’t you?”


“Star, Crook and Pschent. Star, Crook and Pschent.” Babe Cathy started to sway, her chant sailing across the space between them, a lullaby on ill winds. “A new flame will scour the sky, heaven-sent and hell-bent. Hope called her forth, but revenge drives her on. We shall rely on the latter.”


What was she babbling about? What the fuck was a pschent?


Christ. Witches.


Ben moved in her direction, fist raised, demanding answers. Babe Cathy’s lips were a fishbone, rattling out an incantation, and he stumbled to a halt, watching her. What he’d told Fulk in the bar was true: magic used directly against him could do him little harm. Folks like the CROWS drew their power from the nether, a seemingly endless gulf that surrounded the physical world. The nether wasn’t space, nor the ambient cosmos, but a place that lay beyond, or between, as inner as it was outer. Perhaps it was the raw, empyreal stuff of Creation, for all Ben knew. Things lurked in that astral sea, creatures hungry for life, and all magic had its price. When a person drew on the nether – drew on it like a thread in a carpet – they risked unravelling the world entire. But that same magic was in Ben’s blood, its warp and weft responsible for his very existence. The triangles, squares and arcane symbols tumbling from Babe Cathy’s mouth, a riddle colouring the air, would only bounce off his charmed flesh like meteors burning up in the atmosphere. All the same, he knew that she could hurt him. Indirect spells still held clout if they affected another target, animate or otherwise. If the witch’s weaving cigar bobbed over some mundane object – a sword say, investing it with power – then by God, she could hurt him.


In this case, her muttered symbols wrapped around the Phantom IV. The bodywork bubbled like boiling tar, the bonnet growing short even as the roof grew longer. The grille reared liquidly upwards and the car started forward, its increase in size not just due to its approach. The wheels deliquesced, branching out into thin strands, a host of scuttling legs. The windscreen split, amoeba-like, into several compound eyes, each pale orb reflecting Ben’s alarm. Mandibles quivered and dripped where moments before headlights had shone. In no time at all, the vehicle resolved into a behemoth, a hybrid of darkness and warped dreams, its horns a razor-sharp curl of silver, its shoulders brushing the girders above.


Screams rose from the nearby cars. Engines revved as drivers tried to force their way out of the gridlock. Those who could opened their doors and tumbled into the road, fleeing for Manhattan or Brooklyn. Ben watched them go. At least they had earned a tale for their grandkids. The CROWS could magically influence the area, affecting matter and human minds, but it was a scattershot and temporary art. They couldn’t drop a curtain over the bridge. Sooner or later, people would talk about what they’d seen: cars that moved of their own volition, a man who rose unscathed from a bike crash and a giant bug that appeared from nowhere. They’d hold up their camera phones to show others strange clips, smeared, shaky images that could’ve been anything, the audience gasping and shaking their heads. Some would call helplines, others seek counselling. Tomorrow, the National Enquirer would see a surge of new material. Hell, it might even trend on Twitter. And nothing at all would change. In a world immunised by Hollywood movies, miracles were often confused with madness. No one accepted the truth any more.


The bug was shaped from shadow and steel; an illusion spurred by the witch’s spell and lent substance by dread. The sweat prickling on Ben’s brow, his thudding heart and widening eyes, these were its ingredients, allowing the bug time and space in the real world. They told him that the bridge trembled under his feet as the creature came on. They told him that a stench filled his nostrils, blown from papery flanks. They told him he flapped like a matador’s cape as he stood in the road. Red Ben Garston. Red, red, red …


Only the most skilled of conjurors could withstand and dispel such hostile impressions, having trained themselves to assert reality, or at least to retaliate with visions of their own. With few exceptions, most people were slaves to their instincts, perception comprising what they thought of as real, their reaction based on that acceptance. Facts had nothing to do with it. If you thought the beast was coming to get you, then you ran regardless.


Ben could still meet the bug on its own terms. He could leap forward and grab those horns, draw on his prodigious strength and try to rip the summoning to shreds. On the other hand, Babe Cathy could prove too potent, and he too spent, the bug sucking weight from his doubt and trampling him to death in the road.


He wasn’t about to stay and find out.


Rose was in danger and he would be no good to her dead. Plus he had questions that needed answers. He couldn’t pursue them as a corpse. Sometimes, discretion was the better part of valour.


As the bug’s shadow fell across him, eclipsing the mangled traffic, Ben spun to the railings. His torn jacket flailed about him, new rips rippling up his sleeves as his forearms bulged, his sinews mercurial with rapidly swelling flesh. His outstretched hands blossomed into three-pronged claws, hubcap-sized on this occasion, reaching for the barricade. Babe Cathy howled as metal twisted under his grip. Pincers snatched at his neck but he dived forwards into the night, tumbling over the edge of the bridge.


For a moment, there was only a man, falling, falling, the night air screaming in his skull. The river stung his nostrils, clawing at his eyes, a tugboat down there rushing up to meet him. The water was a flat black sheet, as unforgiving as iron. Manhattan a psychedelic blur.


A sharp report echoed off the water, the snap of unfurled sails caught by the wind. The tugboat cringed on the tide, the surrounding waves washing outward and catching the sudden, pummelling downdraught.


A shadow swept eastward under the bridge, a vast red oddity spearing through the night.




Duul


Far to the north, on wings of darkness out over the greater ocean, an essence that had once been a girl curled against a thunderous heart and remembered. She remembered the girl as if she, within the darkness, was not herself. In a sense, she was no longer. She remembered how a girl had crossed the desert, hoping to wake a god.


The girl had set out from the African village she had always called home, leaving behind the filthy old tumbledown shack, a shambles of scavenged wood, crooked nails and spit. Frowning over the map her mother had given her, sketched in charcoal on a little ragged cloth, Khadra had clutched her bag – a shabby thing of stitched grey fur – and struck out into the sands.


Alone.


At first, she had followed the highway north, occasional cars charging past like warthogs through the rippling mirage. In her grimy T-shirt and football shorts, her hair precisely plaited in cornrows, she coughed in their billowing, fume-black wake. This skinny child with skinned knees sipped sparingly from a plastic one-litre Coke bottle and stuck out a trembling thumb.


A truck took her as far as Qardho, a city in the Nugaal Valley. There she begged for food and water. Later, an old woman took her in, calling to the girl as she wandered in a daze through the marketplace. The woman’s toothless smile and offer of meat was enough to draw Khadra into her hovel, even if her drooping, deformed left ear made the girl hesitate and shudder. Inside, the animal skulls hung on the walls and the jars of eyeballs lining the shelves revealed that the old woman was in touch with sixir, the old magic. Khadra’s mother had told her that magic was forbidden, had been since long ago, and that there were no witches left but one, far away across the western sea. Still Khadra took no comfort from the fact. The girl ate her stew and fell asleep by the fire.


She woke with a start past midnight, the stars peering through the single window. The old woman crouched beside her, her hand halfway through her inspection. Khadra’s arm was a snake, striking out. In her grip, the hag’s wrist felt like a twig. A twig she wanted to snap.


“Old woman, what are you doing?”


Shamefaced, the hag drew her fingers away from where they’d been busy pinching her thigh, in the same way a farmer might pinch a fatted pig.


“Your mother chose well, sending her daughter, the lone fruit of her womb. The Queen will be pleased. No point sending some dhillo, eh? No point sending some whore.”


For a moment or two, both of them were just eyes in the dark, four watchful orbs.


Then, “Get away from me, hag! What do you know about my mother? What do you know about the Queen?”


A soft cackle troubled the gloom.


“Poor girl. Who do you think gave your mother that map? And do you think that the shard in your bag fell from the sky? Nothing falls from the sky these days.”


The shock of this, the shared wisdom and strange acquaintance, did nothing to calm Khadra’s heart. No wonder the hag had called to her in the marketplace. Wise women spoke to wise women, she supposed, but unlike her mother, the old woman’s gaze was far from kindly.


“Your mother fears greatly and the Queen sleeps deep. Yes, sleeps the sleep of three thousand years.” The hag sucked her gums, then grinned, a toothless, grey and slimy enticement. “Come, girl. The fire is low and the road lonely. Let us take comfort. We can still eat and leave you more or less intact …”


Khadra ran. She raced with the dawn into the city. Disgust drove her onwards, away from the desperate, grasping herd, the crowds that swarmed around the big green trucks in the marketplace. To her, the bright red crosses on their canvas flanks looked like the markers on a grave. That the famine, the curse, should reach even here, blowing on evil winds from the south, from Mogadishu and Abudwak – the knowledge gripped her like clammy hands. Horror drove her north and east, in the back of a bus to the Port of Boosaaso and the mocking, roaring laughter of the Gulf.


The Gulf of Aden reflected a sky of polished steel, bolted to the edges of the world. Rolling waves broke the immensity, crashing against the bleached white shore. Other dangers lurked out there, she knew, though not necessarily for her. Somali pirates, stalking the surf for millionaires’ yachts or tankers loaded with cargo. American warships, manoeuvring within operable range of the Middle East. Arabian storms. Sharks. The vast waters sang like scorn, a ceaseless, thundering taunt. On dry land, dust was the only tide, washing over the ancient ruins that littered the sands around Elaayo. March brought with it jilal, the harshest season of the year. Drought had withered the crops long ago, swallowed the last strips of green.


The girl, Khadra – a name that her mother told her meant lucky – limped across the waste, clutching her little bag to her chest. She put one foot in front of the other, stumbled, but did not fall. Then another foot, heavy as lead and puffing up dust. She wore the heat like a second skin; bore the midday sun on her back. And Khadra was hungry. Hungrier than the scorching sands. Her ribs were like a marimba, her heart beating a hollow song.


According to her mother, Ayan, this ancient land had once belonged to the pharaohs – those proud, mysterious ghost kings of Egypt, a country many kilometres north. Copper, amulets, naphtha, ivory, animals, plants – all had sailed up the Red Sea in exchange for Nubian gold. So rich were the new-found southern resources that the pharaohs came to know Punt as Ta Netjer, words meaning God’s Land. Soon temples rose from the sands, from the hard yellow rock. Men named new and terrible gods. Crowned shining kings and queens. Worshipped winged, fiery beasts.


It was hard to picture such riches now. The Horn of Africa was empty. Some said drunk dry. Worn stacks of stone were all that remained of the temples, broken pillars pointing at the sun. These unexplored ruins dotted the Sanaag. Political quarrels and civil war left little time for digging up relics. The same went for the drought. Deep in disputed territory, far removed from prying eyes, these ruins were crumbled theatres for the wind, offering nothing but secrets and silence.


Khadra drew no comfort from the past. The old gods were dead, the Queen was sleeping and her people starved. A hundred thousand this year alone, men, women and children. Corpses lined the streets of Dhuroob, the numbers rising, rising in her village. And as for the living … Khadra remembered their dull eyes, too weak to blink away flies. She remembered the mournful wailing on the wind and the helpless, staggering infants. The crows pecking at bleached bones. She remembered Death’s ever-grinning skull. Saw it again in the landscape before her …


The past held no comfort, true, but it still held promise.


The sands shifted, swirling around her ankles. Acacia perfumed the breeze. Somewhere a jackal barked. She could not stay out here for long.


Smooth stone steps rose from the waste, climbing into imposing rubble.


This is it. Khadra could barely believe it. The taalo. The tomb. How have I come so far?


Destiny, the sands replied.


Necessity, her mother countered.


A pillar protruded from the ruins, slanting at the sky. Faded hieroglyphics ran around its base. Maybe it was just fatigue, but the scene was brightening a little, the hieroglyphs growing a touch sharper. Curious, Khadra moved towards them, her fingers outstretched. Sand trickled to the ground as she traced the outline of feather and wave, eye, cat and knife. Sand glittered in the light. The sun was slipping from the tyranny of noon but the ruins shone with an inner splendour, the shadows withdrawing from the wide stone steps, parting to form a golden carpet that snaked up into the rubble.


Too tired to question the mirage, Khadra clutched her bag and followed it.


Lizards skittered from her path as she climbed, quick slicks of green. The little map fluttered in her hand. She let it go to the wind, no longer having need of it. The ragged, charcoal-smeared cloth came to rest on some nearby blocks, a limp, exhausted moth. The steps ascended to a broad area of crooked slabs, the gaps between them lying in wait for a stray foot, a misstep in the rubble. Unsteady cylindrical stacks rose into the burnished blue, the roof caved in centuries ago, flint strewn across the temple floor. Khadra picked her way into the ruins, a thief in an ogre’s lair.


Or the tomb of a god.


Was it just imagination, a vague, dehydrated impression cooked up by her mind, or did the atmosphere hold more than dust and heat? Her sore feet tingled on stone and she moved forwards as if through water, a subtle magnetism drawing her on, the sense of little teeth nipping at her budding breasts. Ants swarming in her guts. She stared in awe at the crumbled rocks in the middle of the chamber.


Had this been an altar once? The worn motifs around its flanks would suggest so.


Hands trembling, Khadra tugged open her grey fur bag. The polished stone was heavy in her grip, a cylindrical shard of black rock, ringed by arcane symbols. She tested it with her finger, feeling the keenly honed edge. In a way, the rock was the key to the altar, but she doubted that anyone would guess its use if they happened to find the thing once her task was done. The knowledge, like the sun on her back, did nothing to warm her.


She closed her eyes, whispered a prayer. To Eebe. To God. To any who could hear her. Then she climbed the steps to the altar.


She spoke the words her mother had taught her, a week and five hundred klicks ago, crouched around the fire in the little shack, one of several in dry, dwindling Dhuroob. Her mother, Ayan, dabbling with sixir, casting bones and chanting to the ancestral spirits, her eyes rolling back in her head like pearls sewn into flyblown hide.


Khadra weighed the shard in her hand. Her fingers closed tightly around the object, holding it with point turned downwards above her other palm. Squeezing her eyes shut, she sucked in a breath and drew the honed edge across her flesh, blood welling up from the cut. She gasped at the sacrifice, at the sharp, stony intrusion. Still, she was satisfied. Her journey was complete. She had succeeded in all that her mother had asked of her. Despite the burning pain in her palm, she muttered a prayer in thanks.


Blood speckled the yellow stone. A measly river trickled off the edge of the altar, a crimson snake slithering to the ground.


Drip, drip, drip. Scarlet beads sank into the dust, precious, powerful and pure.


Khadra felt the silence. Under her palms, the ruins hummed. The broken pillars and crooked slabs moved like reflections in wind-stirred pools, rippling into a blur. The temple was a vast stone wheel, with her sat bleeding at its hub, the scene spinning into nausea. An unmade world smeared before her eyes, a world of yellows, blues and trickling reds, needles of light that splintered apart, engulfed by a smothering darkness.


Khadra tumbled to the temple floor, spittle speckling her lips. A waste of water in this dry, dead place.


She did not know how long she lay there, the sun and the buzzards wheeling overhead, aeroplanes pissing vapour in the blue. When she opened her eyes, long shadows had slipped between the pillars, cool bars across her skin. Across her palm, a dull, nagging fire.


Once again, the temple was solid. Raising her head, she saw nothing different in the scene, one fallen block much like another. But the atmosphere vibrated and hummed, the magnetism pervasive, prickling in her hair, her mouth, behind her eyeballs. Static sparked off the nearby pillars, thin blue lines dancing on stone. In her mouth, the tang of sand, iron and salt. The slabs underneath her were cold. Too cold for the afternoon shade.


“Little girl, you should not have come here. This place is not for the weak.”


Khadra struggled to sit up, but the strange pressure kept her down.


“Or perhaps it is, now,” the air mused. “I look at these walls and see no palace …”


Squinting across the temple floor, tracing the sound of that sepulchral voice, Khadra thought she was looking at the base of a statue, so dark and still were the feet on the slabs.


“I am not … weak.”


The feet moved, floating towards her.


“All flesh is weak. Still, you survived Dhegdheer. Not many children can say that.”


The name of a childhood nightmare trapped the breath in Khadra’s throat. She remembered her mother’s tales around the fire, about old Long Ear, a fearsome demon who roamed the waste, sometimes in the shape of a hag, sometimes as a hooded vulture. The demon hunted out the young and the lost, sucking the marrow from tender bones … Khadra recalled the old woman in Qardho, the animal skulls that hung on her walls and the way she had sucked her pale grey gums. Her hurried pre-dawn inspection.


Shock forced her to sit up, exhaling dust.


“Yes, you are lucky, little girl. Now tell me, why have you come here? Why disturb my dreams?”


Khadra looked up at the Queen. The late-noon sun gilded the sands around Elaayo, slanting across the ruins, spears formed from swirling motes. The light shone through the woman too, her tall, striking, ghostly form, naked from head to toe. She was like a vase in womanly shape, care given to her glass curves, her etched muscles and sharp cheeks. Someone had filled the vase with oil, pouring darkness into her breasts, the oval of her stomach, the slit of her neat, hairless siil. The motes danced inside her, glittering, alive.


The Queen stretched out an onyx hand, her palm sparkling and wet.


“Why have you given me … this?”


The blood!


Khadra found her tongue, licked away awe.


“My … my mother, Ayan, sent me. Our people … our people are dying …”


“I hear their cries on the wind,” the Queen said. It was clear that she needed no explanation. “The land weeps, but no rivers flow. Gone is the glory of Punt. This land has been a wasteland before, blighted, stricken and lost. And before, this land has healed under the blessed rains. Now the ages have turned once again, from gold into rust. Do you know why I went to my grave, girl? Do you know?”


Khadra watched her. Trembling. Afraid. She quickly shook her head.


The Queen was no longer looking at her. She studied the walls, the static crackling there, a frown creasing her forehead.


“Long ago, this place welcomed a woman who was king. A pharaoh. Chosen of the gods. The land of Punt lay in ruins and her empire offered us aid. They came to me from Thebes. From Egypt’s highest throne. Their gifts were many and rich. And yet I was betrayed, my treasures stolen. By a man, girl. A cruel, jealous man.”


The Queen’s eyes flashed, sapphires in the sun.


“And now you have awakened me.”


Khadra swallowed.


“Can you … will you help us?”


The Queen regarded the girl for a moment, the same way she might regard a flea. Then she glided to the altar in the middle of the chamber, a shadow sweeping through shadows, and caressed the newly wet stone.


Fingers red, she dabbed her lips.


“I am Atiya, a serpent-born servant of Eebe. Yet I became something … more,” she said. She seemed to think on it, as though the past was carried on the wind, ghost speaking to ghost. Then, her neck straightening, proud, “This land is mine. It always was. But I stand here between two worlds, the world of myth, and yours of flesh. If I am to rise, this will not do. I would wear my earthly shape. Take back the treasures he stole from me.” She lowered her voice again, silk over sand. “I will need … substance.”


“Take what you need. Anything.”


“Blind addoon. To think I need permission to fly.”


Light flickered. The Queen stood before Khadra. She spread her glassy, slender arms. Shadows fanned out, flooding the ruins. Darkness eclipsed the sun. Electricity sang, spinning silver between the pillars.


Then Khadra, skinned knees, cornrows and all, found herself in a depthless embrace. The Queen held her fast, drawing her down into the dark, drinking in her solid substance, joining with her flesh.


Absorbing her. When it was over, only a woman stood in the ruins, tall and proud, her skin as slick as obsidian, her eyes a static-blue fire.


Then the woman too was gone, and only a beast remained. The beast roared and lashed her tail, stirring the grit of three thousand years. A whirlwind swept across the ruins, out into the empty Sanaag, out over the laughing Gulf. Lightning zigzagged up from the ground, trailing dust, rubble and sparks. Wings of night unfolded, obscuring the steel sky.
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