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      PROLOGUE

      
      Three women huddle in a dark place, their features swathed in shadow. They work diligently, one spinning threads, one measuring
         them. The third waits with a pair of shears. And as they go about their business, they sing in high, unsettling voices, of
         what was, of what is, and of what will be, and their songs change constantly, like the sea, like the sand on the beach.
      

      
      The Daughters of the Night know this: nothing is as it seems. There are hidden patterns in the weft and weave of human existence.
         Only one thing can be trusted: the heart; and some threads that bind shall not be broken, however far they stretch across
         time or space.
      

      
      Their song begins anew. The shears are poised …

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      [image: image]

      
      THE GREAT DOMINIONS

      
      1

      
      Spectral mist drifted across the rolling grassland. The thin light of approaching dawn filtered through in shades of gold
         and pink, the whole world glowing as if newly formed. The only sound was the breeze; the stillness that followed a terrible
         storm had cupped the world in its palms.
      

      
      Out of the gently shifting fog wandered Jack Churchill, as pale as a ghost, which in a way he was, hair as black as crow’s
         wings, a face that combined sensitivity and strength, sadness and hope in equal measure. His torn, bloodstained clothes revealed
         numerous minor wounds. And in his hand he loosely carried a sword that might not have been a sword at all.
      

      
      He didn’t know where he was going, or from where he had come. Only one thing filled his mind: the image of a young woman with
         long, dark hair and a face as pale as his own; a name: Ruth; a sense of a deep and powerful love that gave meaning to his existence.
      

      
      Exhaustion enveloped him, but the malaise went deeper than his weary bones; it felt as though the gentle fog had permeated
         his head, swaddling memories that only recently had been clear and sharp. He knew his name, that all who knew him called him
         Church. He recalled the basic details of his life – his work as an archaeologist, his family, his friends, his flat in South
         London – but the circumstances that had led him to that lonely landscape in such a dire condition were muddled and fading
         fast.
      

      
      The grassland sloped away before him. He could smell wet vegetation, perhaps a hint of the sea.

      
      Find a road, his subconscious told him. Hitch a lift. Get away. Get to Ruth, before it’s too late … for her, for you.

      
      As he wrestled with his memory, he glimpsed movement in the drifting white – spectral shapes, there then gone, like circling
         wolves.
      

      
      ‘Who’s there?’

      
      
      The echoes of his question were muffled by the fog, but the sound of his voice stirred something in him. He came to a halt
         and glanced down at the weapon in his hand. His eyes played tricks on him. Though every sensation told him he was holding
         a sword, for the briefest second he thought he was gripping a strange crystal formation glowing with a powerful blue light.
         His eyes blurred, static shimmered across his mind and then it really was a sword, the blade imprinted with strange, delicate
         runes, black against the silvery steel, the pommel an ornately carved dragon’s head.
      

      
      The incongruity was disturbing; even more troubling was the realisation that he had not considered it unusual until now. Why
         did he have an ancient weapon? Why all the blood? Had he murdered someone?
      

      
      His dazed incomprehension was interrupted by an inhuman roar thundering across the landscape. As the hairs prickled on the
         back of his neck, Church gripped the sword tightly, easily.
      

      
      Whatever had made the sound was lost in the mist. An animal, Church told himself, though it sounded like no animal he had ever heard before. Uneasy, he slowly backed away from what he
         thought was the source of the noise. The mist was disorienting, and when the roar came again, it was unnervingly near at hand.
         Deep tremors accompanied it, as though an industrial machine was pounding away.
      

      
      Church chose a direction at random and ran down the gradual slope, dodging gorse bushes and outcroppings of lichen-covered
         rock. By the time he realised he’d made the wrong choice, there were people running somewhere nearby, their fearful shouts
         punctuating the now-deafening roar. The ground shook so forcefully that Church could barely keep his feet.
      

      
      Church had only a split second to throw himself to one side as something hurtled towards him. Crashing to the damp grass, he glimpsed a huge, dark mass that felt like a juggernaut whistling by only
         inches away.
      

      
      A cry of terrible pain cut brutally short echoed nearby. Church’s unease turned to full-blown anxiety. An enormous shadow
         fell over him.
      

      
      Looming above him, the top half lost in the reaches of the mist, was a giant figure that Church estimated must have been at
         least twenty-five feet tall. Yet it was not, by any description, a man. The legs that shook the ground were made of branches,
         earth, rocks, creepers and clumps of gorse. With a sound like the ground being torn open, the thing bent down rapidly and
         Church was confronted by a face constructed from a similar jumble of organic and inorganic matter, red eyes glowing from the
         depths.
      

      
      He was rooted for a second too long. Fingers as strong as ironwood clamped around his chest. He felt his ribs start to crack
         as the giant lifted him off the ground.
      

      
      Six men brandishing swords, spears and shields ran from the mist to attack the giant. Despite his pain, Church was shocked
         by their appearance. Five of the men had whitened hair, spiked and tied in ponytails, while the sixth wore a bronze horned helmet. They were all naked from the waist up, their torsos tattooed with blue circles and swirls
         above loose-fitting tartan trousers.
      

      
      The warriors brutally gouged out chunks of the matter that made up the giant’s form. Roars of pain and anger followed each
         assault.
      

      
      Church was on the verge of blacking out from the pressure on his ribs when the giant finally loosened its grip to defend itself.
         A voice deep inside him, calm and blue as a summer sky, told him he could launch his own attack. Extending his sword arm,
         Church was surprised to see the blade now limned with a thin sapphire light that occasionally became tiny dancing flames.
         He thought he could hear it singing, a gentle susurration that soothed him.
      

      
      The giant’s red eyes glowed with the intensity of hot coals in reaction to the sword. Church lashed out at its wrist, and
         wood and rock showered into the air. When its grasp loosened further, Church dropped, landed on his feet and bounded away.
         With a fierce roar, the giant disappeared into the mist.
      

      
      The warriors eyed him uneasily as they readied themselves to repel another attack.

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Church said breathlessly. ‘What’s going on here?’ His words only served to disturb them further.

      
      The vibrations running up Church’s legs were growing stronger. He turned slowly, waiting. Hidden by the shifting grey, the
         giant was circling them, its attack strategy more cautious. In Church’s hand, the sword sang soothingly. Eerily, it felt as
         though ethereal tendrils were flowing from the hilt, easing through his skin and muscle and bone and working their way up
         his arm.
      

      
      The roar made Church’s ears ring. An instant later, the giant hurtled out of the mist like a train. As one of the warriors
         raised his spear, the giant’s mighty fist propelled him through the air, turning his chest to jelly. Another fighter, stunned
         by the speed and ferocity of the attack, was plucked up, his head torn off with a flick of the giant’s wrist, both parts tossed
         carelessly aside.
      

      
      The other warriors were as quick as rats. They scattered, then turned and attacked the giant savagely with fluid motions as
         they dodged its huge legs, but their weapons made little impact.
      

      
      Church was shocked to realise that of all the remaining warriors, the giant had decided to focus on him alone. As he threw
         himself out of the giant’s path, one of its rushing legs clipped his heel and sent him spinning hard into the ground.
      

      
      The giant was on him instantly, its roar so loud it made his skull ache. Church reacted instinctively, though later he had
         the odd feeling that the sword had moved on its own. Now ablaze with blue flames, the blade swung in an arc, and when it hit the giant’s leg, there was an eruption of fire and a shower of wood, rock and soil. A loud
         crack signalled the breaking of what remained.
      

      
      The giant teetered, then pitched forward, its shadow descending like night, talons of oak and ash lunging for Church. His
         sword came up, a beacon in the approaching dark. Church braced himself, and at the last moment rolled to avoid the bulk of
         the giant’s torso, driving the blade into its neck and up into its head.
      

      
      The force of the impact threw Church back several yards, and when he finally clambered to his feet, dazed, the giant lay still.
         Church had a fleeting image of soil accumulating over the years and grass growing over it, until all that was left was a mound
         on the landscape and a distant legend about giants resting in the earth.
      

      
      Church came back to reality sharply, the palpable feeling of dislocation making him queasy. The strangely dressed warriors
         gathered around, their expressions alternating between fear and awe.
      

      
      ‘Please … tell me what’s happening here,’ Church said. ‘What was that thing?’

      
      The men looked at each other before the one in the helmet stepped forward. He was in his early twenties with strong, thoughtful
         features. He glanced several times at Church’s sword while he struggled to find the right words, but when he did finally speak,
         Church was stunned to hear sounds he had only previously heard in the sterile confines of a university lecture theatre: the
         Gaulish Celtic language.
      

      
      Church attempted a rough translation, but only a few words were understandable. Most noticeable was the name Nuada Airgetlamh,
         which the young man said when he gestured hesitantly to the sword in Church’s hand; he appeared to be implying that it was
         the fabled weapon of the Celtic god Nuada.
      

      
      Unable to comprehend what had happened to him, Church moved away from the young men and wandered down the slope until he reached
         a point where the dawn sun had started to burn off the mist. The green landscape reached down to a shimmering blue sea, the
         coast lined with thick trees. It could have been anywhere. He became aware of the sweetly fragrant air without even a hint
         of pollution. Few places in Britain would have such a pure atmosphere.
      

      
      ‘What’s happened?’ he said, disturbed.
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      The following few hours passed in a blur. Church remembered traipsing across grassland surrounded by the warriors until they
         came to a copse where several horses were tethered. He was helped onto the back of one and then the group set off south. Through the haze,
         Church realised a painful truth: there were no roads, no service stations, no towns, no villages, no hamlets, no planes passing
         overhead. Just an unspoiled landscape of grass, gorse bushes and trees.
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      Church woke on a rough bed of straw in a shadowy place that smelled of mud, smoke and animals. A woman in her early twenties
         was tending a fire in the central hearth area. Her long brown hair was plaited into pigtails and tied with ribbons, and while
         certainly attractive, her features had been hardened by the stresses of life. Her long dress was of the deepest green, the
         fabric thick to protect her from the elements. She nodded impassively to Church when she saw him looking at her and said a
         word of greeting, which he translated as ‘Giantkiller’.
      

      
      ‘Jack,’ he replied, tapping his chest. Dismissing this immediately with a shake of his head, he amended, ‘Church.’

      
      She repeated his name hesitantly in her thick accent and then proffered, ‘Etain,’ resting her hand on her left breast.

      
      Church began to struggle to his feet, but Etain came over quickly and respectfully pressed him back onto the straw. Cautiously,
         she pulled his shirt away from his shoulder to reveal some of the many small wounds that peppered his frame. She paused, uncertain,
         before easing the shirt off his upper arm to reveal a black, spider-like object about an inch across embedded in his flesh.
         It wasn’t painful; in fact the whole area was numb. Puzzled, Church moved to touch it, and as his fingers brushed it, the
         tiny black legs clenched and dug deeper into his skin. He jerked his hand back as if it had been burned: the thing was alive.
      

      
      ‘Bad,’ Etain said. ‘Poison.’

      
      Sickened, Church examined the thing as best he could from his limited perspective. It appeared to be made of shiny metal rather
         than organic material, but he thought he could see a pair of eyes on the edge of the carapace. His initial reaction was to
         try to find some sharp implement with which to prise the creature out, but Etain saw his anxiety and placed a calming hand
         on the back of his own.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘The healer will help.’ There was more, but although Church had studied the language, most of it had been
         in written form and Etain spoke so quickly it was difficult to draw meaning from her words.
      

      
      Fighting to understand what was happening, Church struggled to his feet and pushed past the solicitous Etain to get some fresh
         air. He walked into a small open-air courtyard with several rooms leading off it. One contained a sump to collect rainwater; another was a larder; the rest were living quarters. The building as a whole was almost circular
         and constructed of stone walls with a high straw roof. Church could see other similar structures beyond.
      

      
      Etain followed him curiously as he made his way out into a small street that wound around the handful of homesteads. Playing
         children and adults going about their business stopped to stare. As he looked around in a daze, Church thought he recognised
         the layout of the settlement and its position in the landscape.
      

      
      He swung his arm wide in a gesture Etain could understand.

      
      ‘Cerniu,’ she said, indicating the land towards the horizon.

      
      Church translated easily: ‘Cornwall.’ Then he pointed towards the homesteads, suddenly not wanting to hear what Etain would
         call them.
      

      
      ‘Carn Euny,’ she said.

      
      With a shiver, Church recalled visiting the settlement while studying for his degree. All that had remained were low walls
         of grass-topped stone, worn down by the centuries that had passed since Carn Euny had been a thriving community. He refused
         to accept what the facts were asking him to consider: that somehow he was in the Iron Age, more than 2,300 years before he
         had been born.
      

      
      In a wild panic, he ran out of the village and up onto higher ground, hoping to catch sight of a road, or a modern house,
         or hear the distant rumble of traffic.
      

      
      Finally Etain caught up with him. His incoherent thoughts briefly coalesced when he searched her face. Was she really long-dead,
         and everyone she knew and loved? The thought that followed naturally hit Church hard: if she was dead, he too must be dead
         with her, long before he was born, lost to everyone he knew.
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      For the next three days, Church tried to rest and recuperate. His wounds were all superficial, apart from the sickening black
         spider that continued to burrow into his flesh whenever he made any attempt to remove it. While it did not cause any immediate
         pain, Church was convinced it was somehow involved in the disappearance of his memory, which still continued to fade in random
         patches. Etain told him bluntly that it was killing him.
      

      
      On the second day, unable to restrain himself, he attempted to gouge it out with a hot knife, but only succeeded in burning
         his skin. The spider dug its legs so deeply into his flesh that he felt an ache at the bone.
      

      
      The mysteries of his existence tormented him with unanswerable questions: how had he walked out of his modern life and into
         a landscape more than 2,000 years earlier? What was the black spider and where had it come from? Where had he gained the sword, which left
         the villagers in such awe that they refused to enter the room where it was stored? And why had he forgotten all the details
         of the recent past that might have explained his situation?
      

      
      His own emotions see-sawed wildly: shock, anger, depression, frustration and a desperate yearning for what he had left behind.
         One feeling burned brighter than all the others: how much he missed Ruth Gallagher, the woman he loved. He remembered her
         pale face, her hopeful, dark eyes that hinted at internal scars, her tumbling brown hair. He remembered her cathedral-like
         importance in his life and that somehow they had finally come together after a period of strife; that he was bereft without
         her. He recalled her last, grief-stricken words: ‘I’ll love you. Always, Church. Always.’ But all other detail had faded,
         and he was afraid that as long as the spider continued to suck out what was important to him, it was only a matter of time
         until the rest of Ruth would be gone, too. In that strange place, so far from everything he knew, adrift in loneliness and
         confusion, that memory was the only thing that gave him the strength to continue.
      

      
      Unable to make sense of anything, he found it easier to cope if he didn’t try. And so he spent his time getting to know the
         people who had taken him in, and sharpening his use of their language. Part of the Dumnonii tribe, they were farmers who occasionally
         traded the lumps of Cornish tin they found in the local streams at the nearby port of Ictis, which Church knew as the modern-day
         St Michael’s Mount. They were, as historical records said, friendly to strangers but fiercely combative when threatened. But
         though they told him much about their existence, whenever anything he felt was important came up in conversation they walked
         away, muttering that it was neither their place nor the time to discuss such things. It infuriated Church, but they could
         not be persuaded to change their views. ‘They are waiting,’ Etain told him, but for whom and for how long was never defined.
      

      
      Etain was his guide, introducing him to the good-natured families who made up the settlement, with whom he would attempt to
         converse in the Brythonic Celtic language interspersed with untranslatable modern English words. Her nature was naturally
         sphinx-like and many times Church found himself using her as little more than a sounding board for his own troubled thoughts.
         It eased his mind somewhat and she appeared unconcerned about it, so he couldn’t see the harm. Yet he was always cautious
         about revealing too much of his origins for fear of disturbing the villagers; displacement in time was troubling enough for
         him to understand.
      

      
      ‘I remember just about everything from the early part of my life,’ he mused to himself one morning as he and Etain returned
         from an exploration of the surrounding countryside. ‘University, studying archaeology, feeling disillusioned when I graduated. Then hacking out bits of journalism for technical manuals. I had a girlfriend, Marianne.
         She was killed. It took me a long, long time to deal with that.’
      

      
      Etain listened apparently without understanding a single thing he was saying, but she appeared content to let him speak if
         it made him happy.
      

      
      ‘After that I recall a misty morning, like the one when I arrived here … and a river … and … that’s it. After that, there’re
         faces, images, bits and pieces, nothing I can put together to make any sense. And I remember Ruth—’
      

      
      ‘Your love.’ Etain stooped to pluck a wild flower from beside the path.

      
      ‘I can remember what she looked like, the kind of person she was … strong, thoughtful, kind. I remember that she was a solicitor.
         But I can’t remember how we met, or anything we did together, or how I fell in love with her. I just know that I was in love with her. The feeling is so strong, but it’s cut off from everything around it. It feels as if she’s a ghost, haunting
         my life.’ Church fought back another wave of disorientation.
      

      
      ‘Stay true to your heart. It is wiser than your head.’

      
      Church glanced at Etain, but she didn’t return his look. ‘That’s very profound.’

      
      They were interrupted by three of Etain’s friends who were bickering as they wandered out of the village. Ailidh was barely
         out of her teens, but heavily pregnant. A good-natured young woman, Etain doted on her like an aunt. Owein’s muscular, lumbering
         frame belied his sharp intelligence, while his friend Branwen was flinty with a sharp tongue that could cut anyone down.
      

      
      ‘Etain, help me.’ Ailidh laughed. ‘They will not let me work.’

      
      ‘You must rest,’ Owein insisted, clearly troubled by the discussion. ‘The baby will be here soon. You must save your strength.’

      
      ‘My hands are still strong.’ Ailidh showed them to Etain and Church. ‘We must all labour while summer is here.’

      
      Branwen shook her head with unconcealed contempt. ‘Then let her. If she brings her child forth in the fields or at the stream,
         he can help with the labours.’
      

      
      Etain took Ailidh’s shoulders and turned her around. ‘Owein and Branwen are right. Your days are short. The birth will take
         you to the edge of death. If you are too weak, you will not return.’
      

      
      Ailidh made a childish expression of disdain, but obviously valued Etain’s opinion. She stomped back along the track to the
         village.
      

      
      Owein shook his head wearily at Church. ‘Women never listen.’

      
      ‘That is because they must close their ears so they do not go mad from the witterings of men,’ Branwen said sharply.

      
      They continued their argument all the way back to the village. Etain shared a wry smile with Church, and it was a moment of awakening for him. He had always unconsciously considered the people
         of the past as an alien race, but they were hardly different from modern people at all.
      

      
      The warriors Church had saved from the giant tended to their horses in a makeshift camp on the outskirts of the settlement.
         They were not from Carn Euny. They kept themselves to themselves, but while they told Church politely that they had travelled
         for several days to protect the village, they too kept the important details infuriatingly secret. Their leader Tannis, however,
         was intrigued by Church and showed a deep respect whenever they conversed. He always greeted Church as ‘Giantkiller’, however
         much Church tried to escape the title.
      

      
      In the moments when Church felt the insanity of his situation threatening to run away with him, he would find solace in the
         wild, sun-drenched Cornish landscape, unspoiled and filled with wildlife. On the lonely uplands, he would sit and watch the
         distant sea, feeling lost and desperate.
      

      
      The nights were the best. Then the villagers would gather around a fire in one of the homes and drink a strong brew while
         swapping tales of their gods and heroes. They were raucous events filled with great humour. Church sat on the fringes, but
         from the stolen glances he knew everyone was deeply aware of his presence, though they tried their best not to make him feel
         uncomfortable. After several draughts of the powerful drink he no longer cared, about anything.
      

      
      It intrigued him to learn that their society was just as he had been taught in his university classes. There was an equality
         amongst the men and women that was surprising for such an ancient culture. The women were unafraid to speak their minds, and
         the men listened intently and with respect to their views. Indeed, some of the women present put forth their views more forcefully
         than their male counterparts, and were even more raucous in their enjoyment of the nightly festivities.
      

      
      They were a lusty group. The storytelling eventually devolved into arguments and fist fights amongst the men, which tumbled
         out into the muddy street to be resolved. But once it was over, the men returned, bloody and bruised, and immediately appeared
         to be the best of friends once more. Regularly, men and women would walk outside for a bout of noisy lovemaking, the sounds
         often interrupting the stories, and the assembled group would cheer loudly. When the couple returned, they wore it as a badge,
         with no embarrassment.
      

      
      On the night of the third day, a ferocious storm swept in from the Atlantic. Thunder banged loudly and white lightning flashes
         burned away the dark, while the wind whipped around the roundhouses that were scant protection against the elements. Yet with
         the central fire stoked and the sparks surging up to the tiny hole in the roof, and all the villagers huddled together to
         hear tales of a darker bent, it was undeniably cosy.
      

      
      
      As the warm glow of the alcohol suffused him, Church vacated his seat at the back and slipped out. A maudlin feeling had been
         creeping up on him all day. He hated his inactivity and his inability to find a solution to his predicament. He wasn’t someone
         who could lie back and let life wash over him.
      

      
      In the doorway, he watched lightning play across the horizon as the rain fell heavily. Spindly trees bowed in the face of
         the wind, and the swirling clouds were caught starkly in each flash. Something about the wild work of nature comforted him.
      

      
      ‘There is beauty in the wildest thing.’ Etain was at his side, her cloak pulled tightly around her. The voluminous swathes
         of cloth made her face appear unusually delicate.
      

      
      ‘The villagers have got you to spy on me, haven’t they?’

      
      She showed no emotion. A long moment passed, filled only with the driving beat of the rain pounding all around, as she stared
         towards the black horizon. Finally she said, ‘Our lives have been harsh. In recent times, many have died. But we have survived,
         and as this new age dawns, we will not allow ourselves to fall back again.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ Church said.

      
      Her eyes reflected the flare of the lightning. ‘The gods have withdrawn. We will never be herded by them again. This land
         is ours now, as it was in the beginning. We all stand together, men and women, shoulder to shoulder, brother and sister, carving
         out our own path.’
      

      
      ‘You think I’ve come from the gods – a spy, or an agent of some kind, to watch you and report back.’ Church knew how dearly
         the Celts held their religious stories, one of the richest mythologies in any world culture, filled with symbolism and wisdom.
         The gods were stitched into the very fabric of Celtic life and death.
      

      
      ‘You carry the sword of Nuada Airgetlamh.’

      
      ‘But I’m human, like you.’

      
      ‘The gods take many shapes. And only a representative of the gods could wield such a weapon of power.’

      
      Church couldn’t argue with her logic. The sword troubled him, too: where had it come from? Why was he carrying it? The blue
         light that limned the blade. The way it felt alive in his hand. His fleeting glimpse of it as something that was not a sword
         at all.
      

      
      ‘You used it to slay one of the great giants of Kernow, and yet you say you are a man, like Finn, who falls in the mud every
         morn when he tries to catch his mare?’ Etain’s smile was knowing. ‘Yes, I am charged to watch you Jack, Giantkiller, because
         we will not abide the gods ruining us any longer, after so many seasons of ruin. We will not see our children stolen from
         their cribs, or our women unwillingly impregnated, or our men turned into goats or stags or trees.’
      

      
      
      ‘Do I have to worry that you might kill me in my sleep to keep your people safe?’

      
      ‘I do not think you are a threat to us, Jack, Giantkiller.’ Another smile, wise and teasing at the same time. ‘But my mind
         could be changed on the matter.’ She stared deeply into his eyes for a moment, but Church couldn’t divine the emotions that
         skimmed fleetingly across her features. She may well have said more, but Tannis appeared at the door, drunk and coughing up
         a mouthful of phlegm. Etain nodded to the new arrival and pushed past him back indoors.
      

      
      ‘That one wants to offer you the friendship of the thighs,’ Tannis said with a wink.

      
      Church ignored him. ‘Do you think I’m a threat sent from the gods?’

      
      Tannis mused, staring into the depths of the storm. ‘I saw you fight. You are a warrior. You saved my men, for the giant Cormoran
         would not have relented until they were all crushed. The giants do not like humans, like many of the things from Otherworld.’
      

      
      The giant still loomed large in Church’s thoughts, another of the many things he couldn’t explain.

      
      Tannis nodded thoughtfully. ‘I would show my back to you, Jack, Giantkiller. And I would fight beside you again.’

      
      In the split second during which another flash of lightning turned the world white, Church’s attention was caught by a curious
         sight. It looked as if there was a surge of black fire away on the rolling grassland above the village, about two miles distant.
         It showed up starkly in contrast with the lightning, but was gone so quickly that Church couldn’t be sure whether it was anything
         more than the after-burn of the glare on his retina. For some inexplicable reason it set his nerves on edge. At the same time,
         the spider-thing burrowing into his arm clenched as if in response.
      

      
      Tannis followed Church’s glare into the impenetrable storm. ‘You saw something?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ If it had been something tangible, the night was too dark to look for it again until the next lightning
         flash. ‘You’re not from Carn Euny,’ Church noted, changing the subject. ‘These people are farmers and traders. You and your
         band are warriors.’
      

      
      ‘When the word went out about the Great Battle, we were dispatched to protect those who were closest to the field.’

      
      ‘What battle?’

      
      Tannis eyed Church curiously. ‘Between the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Fomorii.’

      
      Church was puzzled. He presumed Tannis was talking about the Second Battle of Magh Tuireadh, a major event in Celtic mythology
         when the godlike Tuatha Dé Danann finally defeated the demonic Fomorii and slew their leader Balor, the one-eyed god of death. ‘You believe that actually happened?’ Church asked hesitantly.
      

      
      ‘It took place these four days past. On the night before you came upon us.’

      
      More superstition, Church thought. There was no point questioning it. ‘Then you’ll be leaving soon?’
      

      
      ‘No. We are waiting.’

      
      ‘Everyone’s waiting. What for?’

      
      Tannis grinned. ‘Does it concern you?’ He punctuated the question with a laugh, slapped Church on the back and returned to
         the raucous noise emanating from inside the house.
      

      
      Church let the unceasing rhythm of the rain ease his troubled thoughts for a few more minutes. In another lightning flash,
         he thought he saw the black fire again, though he knew it could easily have been his imagination. He immediately went back
         inside, shutting the door tightly. But for the rest of the night he found himself listening intently to every sound made by
         each gust and eddy of the wind against the building, strangely fearing it was a hand trying the door, searching for a way
         in through the window.
      

      
      He didn’t know why he thought that. He didn’t know anything any more. Nor did he know why a scraping fear was clawing its
         way slowly up from the deepest part of him, whispering words of warning: run away. Run away, Jack, Giantkiller.
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      The storm blew itself out during the night. Church was woken sharply by Etain, at the edge of the communal hut where he had
         drunk himself into a stupor of forgetfulness.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ he groaned.

      
      ‘You must come.’ It was all she said before departing quickly.

      
      Church emerged into a bright dawn of fiery reds and shimmering golds. All of the villagers were gathered around a mound on
         the north side of the settlement, and Church could see they were laughing and cheering. As he neared he saw they were all
         drinking again, clashing their mugs with gusto. The reason for the party only became clear when he saw Ailidh sitting amongst
         the loudest group, clutching a swaddled bundle to her. She looked pale and exhausted, her cheeks tearstained.
      

      
      Church went over to congratulate her, but as he peered into the bundle, he saw that the child’s face was blue. Ailidh’s eyes
         confirmed his fears.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. Through the idyllic days and nights he had spent with these people so far he had forgotten the harsh
         realities of life during that time.
      

      
      
      ‘No,’ she replied. ‘Only joy.’

      
      Owein clapped Church on the shoulder and thrust a drink into his hand. ‘A time for celebration, Giantkiller.’

      
      As Owein wandered off, singing, Etain took Church’s arm and led him to the edge of the group.

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ he said simply.

      
      ‘We cry at the birth and rejoice at the death,’ she replied. ‘That is our way. Ailidh’s child lives in peace in the Summerlands
         now. He will not have to suffer this world.’
      

      
      Church knew the Celts believed in the soul, and in a cycle of reincarnation. At death, the soul would pass to T’ir n’a n’Og,
         the Otherworld, where the gods lived, where it would wait to be reborn into the world.
      

      
      ‘I understand.’ He sipped his drink, wishing he could find comfort in similar notions.

      
      Etain surveyed the tranquil landscape. ‘You do not share our beliefs. I know that you come from far away where other things
         are held dearly. But if you think the gods only live in stories, you are wrong.’
      

      
      Church said nothing.

      
      ‘The Tuatha Dé Danann have been all around us since the First-Times. They have golden skin and beautiful faces, but inside
         they are cold and hard and they would treat us in a way that we would not treat our animals. They see this world as their
         dominion, one of the Great Dominions. They believe they can take what they want, and do what they will. But that must change,
         for we have suffered long enough.’
      

      
      Church listened carefully, saying nothing that would show his disbelief. He understood that the Celts saw the world as a magical
         place, filled not just with gods, but with spirits and strange beasts. After encountering the giant, he could not dismiss
         their worldview so easily, but he still hoped for a rational explanation.
      

      
      ‘The … gods fought a great battle here recently – the Second Battle of Magh Tuireadh?’ he asked.

      
      She nodded. ‘They defeated their great enemy, the Fomorii, the Night-walkers. But they have suffered greatly, too, and they
         have returned to T’ir n’a n’Og to lick their wounds. They will be back. But until then we have time to forge our own destiny,
         free of their influence.’ She raised her face, proud and defiant, and pressed his cup to his lips. ‘So drink now, for our
         poor, frail kind, and know that we will find strength. And we will not be broken down again.’
      

      
      As Etain rejoined the others, Church was left with a great admiration for her, and for the community. They understood and
         accepted the hardship of their life, even if they did characterise it as the work of the gods, and they remained unbowed,
         determined to rise above it.
      

      
      Lost to his thoughts, he was startled when he saw something peculiar peeking at him from behind a nearby tree. At first glimpse it looked like a man, but it appeared to be covered with brown
         fur, like seal-skin. He hurried over to investigate but found nothing, at the tree or anywhere nearby. Just a figment, he thought, but he was left with an impression of mischievous eyes and a dark, toothy grin.
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      Church returned to the roundhouse and removed the sword from where it had been hidden. He had decided to carry the weapon
         with him at all times. He tried to explain to himself that he was in a dangerous time when death was always close, but there
         was another, deeper reason, like a stain on his subconscious. His fingers tingled as they reached for the sword, and not just
         with anticipation. When they closed around the hilt, the faint blue light edging the blade lit up the dark corner of the hut.
      

      
      Sitting around in the village until the next drinking session would mean being alone with his thoughts. Activity was the only
         answer to keep the ache at bay. He took the opportunity of Etain’s immersion in her daily chores to slip out of the village
         and made his way over the grassland to higher ground.
      

      
      Beyond the well-trodden area close to the settlement, the landscape became wild: long grass, rocky outcroppings, vast clusters
         of spiky yellow-flowered gorse and shadowy, near-impenetrable copses. Church enjoyed the exertion after the long days of recuperation.
         When he reached the high ground, he looked back towards the village, a small oasis of humanity in the wildness of nature.
         The land glowed green and gold in the morning sun. A symphony of whooshes and rustles and whispers soothed him as the Atlantic
         wind blew in, filled with the fragrance of growing things. Songbirds joined the wild melody, adding complex high notes. No
         discordant sounds, no sour odours of pollution. His senses had been numbed by modern living, but in that moment they came
         alive and he tasted a remarkable peace that he had never experienced before.
      

      
      Jewelled butterflies and humming bees rose up from his path as he forced his way through the long grass towards his destination.
         As he neared, his mood darkened. On a hillock where a lone hawthorn tree had been twisted into the shape of a hideous old
         man by the blasting wind, he paused and looked around. He was sure this was the spot where he had glimpsed the peculiar burst
         of black fire. He didn’t know what he had expected to find, but his deep, secret mind wouldn’t leave him alone until he had
         gone there. From the hillock he had a clear view of Carn Euny, but it would not have been visible in the dark of the storm.
      

      
      ‘You shun your own kind.’

      
      Church started at the voice. The seductive, honeyed tones came from a beautiful woman in a dark-green dress, her auburn hair blowing in the wind. Her skin had a rich, golden hue, but her features
         were hard. Church thought he saw a shadow of contempt in her expression. She sat on a rock, examining a pack of cards that
         she should not have had there, at that time.
      

      
      ‘Where did you come from?’ he asked.

      
      The woman haughtily ignored Church’s question. ‘Have you turned your back on your own kind?’ she stressed.

      
      Church shook his head, not understanding. ‘My own kind? You mean the people of Carn Euny?’

      
      ‘At the Second Battle of Magh Tuireadh, you fought with a courage and skill that surpassed those of the Fragile Creatures
         with whom you associate. You have moved beyond them now. Why should you stand with them?’
      

      
      Church was stunned for a moment, as he tried to assimilate the woman’s words. ‘I fought at the battle—’

      
      The woman sized him up. ‘You do not remember? You do not recall our meeting before the battle?’

      
      Church shook his head. ‘We met?’

      
      The woman’s forensic gaze held Church fast until he felt himself squirming beneath it. ‘I find you strange and troublesome,’
         she said. ‘What is your name?’
      

      
      Her attitude was irritating, but Church contained himself. ‘Jack Churchill. And you are … ?’

      
      Her smile was unsettling. ‘You may call me Niamh.’

      
      ‘You’re from another village nearby?’ Church turned and scanned the area, knowing how well the roundhouses merged into the
         landscape. But there were no telltale smoke trails from any fires apart from the ones that hung over Carn Euny. When he turned
         back, Niamh was gone, and there was no sign of her anywhere nearby.
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      Church planned to ask Etain about Niamh, but she was soon forgotten as events unfolded. Despite the warmth of the summer day,
         he felt a growing chill. The memory of the burst of black fire blossomed in his thoughts like a sable rose. The spider in
         his arm felt as if it had settled deeper, and there was now a coldness running from it deep into his bones that made him feel
         vaguely nauseous. He would have to remove it soon, even if it meant carving it free with a knife. The maddening ache of his
         missing memories left him on edge, troubled by an itch he couldn’t scratch. All in all, he felt so thrown off balance that
         he couldn’t begin to see what he was going to do next.
      

      
      When he arrived back in Carn Euny, he was surprised to find the residents in a state of mounting excitement. The children ran back and forth, in and out of each other’s houses, whooping
         and calling. The adults stood around, talking in quiet but animated voices.
      

      
      Tannis was tethering his horse to the post near the communal house.

      
      ‘What’s got everyone so worked up?’ Church asked.

      
      Tannis pointed to the east. Beneath the glare of the sun, Church could just make out a figure in the distance, slowly walking
         towards Carn Euny.
      

      
      ‘Druidae,’ Tannis said with a subtly nuanced smile: there was respect, certainly, but also apprehension, perhaps even fear.
      

      
      As the figure approached, Church gradually made out a man in his mid-fifties, dressed in olive-coloured robes splattered with
         the mud of his journey. He used a staff to propel his forceful pace. His hair was chestnut brown streaked with silver, wild
         and untamed, his beard incongruously clipped and tidy.
      

      
      When he reached the edge of the village, three elders greeted him with deference, a quiet word and a slight bow. He barely
         acknowledged them. Instead, his eyes swept back and forth across the gathered crowd, his face steely. He muttered something.
         One of the elders turned and pointed directly at Church.
      

      
      The children gathered in silence and followed as the elders ushered the druid into the meeting house. Everyone waited outside
         the door, only whispers passing amongst them.
      

      
      ‘He’s come for me, hasn’t he?’ Church said.

      
      Tannis’s reaction was unsettling in its simplicity. His smile faded and he placed a reassuring hand on Church’s arm. ‘Stay
         true to yourself, brother. That is the only advice I can give.’
      

      
      Church wandered over to sit on the grassy knoll just beyond the village boundary. The sun warmed him, the whisper of wind
         in the grass as soothing as ever, but the idyllic setting no longer worked its magic on his troubled mind.
      

      
      As he brooded, Etain came up and sat quietly beside him.

      
      ‘You did a good job of keeping me here until your grand inquisitor could arrive,’ Church said.

      
      ‘We have to be sure,’ Etain said, though there was a hint of regret behind her words. ‘We can no longer be at the mercy of
         those who would trap us in hardship and suffering.’
      

      
      Church wondered what the druid’s plans were. Torture? He didn’t believe that, though the Romans attributed brutal practices
         to the druidic class. In truth, the druids had much in common with the Hindu Brahmans, an intellectual caste that encompassed
         both learning and priestly traditions. Druids insisted that all their knowledge was passed down orally so it wouldn’t fall
         into the wrong hands, and that practice had left a void at the heart of their history. Some academics even argued that the druids came from a culture that preceded the Celtic tribes, bringing
         with them an ancient knowledge that had elevated them to a place of respect amongst the Keltoi. Church placed his hope in
         the belief that if they were intellectuals they would not resort to violence. But this was a hard, bloodstained world and
         he couldn’t be sure. At least he had his sword, which quietly hummed its pleasant song to him from where it hung against his
         thigh.
      

      
      ‘Do not be afraid,’ Etain said, as if she could read his thoughts. Her hand crept to rest on the back of his, and when he
         looked at her, her eyes were dark and numinous. ‘I have belief in you.’
      

      
      They were interrupted by a tall, elderly man. ‘Your presence is requested,’ he said to Church.

      
      The druid sat in the centre of the meeting house, next to the fire, drinking heartily from a jug of the strong alcoholic beverage
         and gorging on dried meats and fruits from the village store. He motioned to a rush mat opposite. ‘Sit,’ he said with his
         mouth full, then waved his hand furiously until all the villagers had vacated the building.
      

      
      When they were alone, he studied Church over the rim of his cup and then wiped his beard with the back of his hand. ‘My name
         is Conoran,’ he said, ‘and you are Jack, Giantkiller, also known as Church.’
      

      
      ‘I am. And you are here to test me.’

      
      Conoran smiled and nodded. ‘Good. Then the land is clear and the skies blue.’ Conoran’s eyes were still unreadable, but there
         was a warmth in his gaze that put Church more at ease.
      

      
      ‘You want to know if I’m one of the gods’ agents sent here to spy on you, or just a man.’

      
      ‘There is no just, little boy. A mortal is a good thing to be. The most important thing.’
      

      
      ‘How are we to go about this? An interrogation?’

      
      Conoran mused while he sipped on his drink. ‘Let us talk. You walked out of the morning mists into the world of man carrying
         the sword of Nuada Airgetlamh – the weapon of a god. And it speaks to you … and it is yours. You slew one of the great giants
         of Kernow, made of earth and tree and the great green heart of the wild, constructed of the very stuff of the world. You slew
         it, yet no man has ever been able to slay one of the giants of Kernow before.’ The druid ended with a broad smile.
      

      
      Church considered his comments and replied, ‘When you put it like that …’

      
      Conoran laughed. ‘My kind have a secret name,’ he said. ‘Amongst ourselves, we are called the Culture. We existed long before
         the tribes and we shall be here long after they are gone. Our knowledge is beyond your imagination …’ He paused, tugged gently
         at his beard. ‘Or perhaps not. You are not of this place, little brother. You use our words, but speak with a strange voice. Your skin is soft, your hands
         uncalloused. Your garments are beyond the ability of even our most skilled weavers—’
      

      
      ‘And you think that makes me a spy from the gods,’ Church began his argument, but Conoran raised a silencing hand.

      
      ‘The Culture has a long memory, and our knowledge is great. We can recognise a mortal when we see one. You are mortal, but
         you are … strange. I would say there is something special about you, little brother. Something that is mortal, yet more than
         mortal. A quality … a light shining out of you. And in my eyes, it is blue.’
      

      
      Church felt a shiver of recognition at the druid’s words, but frustratingly it originated in the part of his memory that had
         been locked off.
      

      
      ‘You are not like us, yet you are like us,’ the druid continued. ‘You are not from the gods, yet you are not from this world.
         Speak. Tell me the truth. Now.’ The firelight reflected in his eyes.
      

      
      ‘I am from this world.’ Church paused, considered how best to continue, then leaned forward and scratched a line in the hard-packed-mud
         floor. ‘Time,’ he said, glancing at Conoran to see if he understood the concept. The druid’s expression suggested he did.
         Church etched a point on the far left of the line. ‘Here we are now, you and me, talking.’ He scratched another point on the
         far right. ‘Here is my home. I have no idea how I got from there to here.’ He tapped his head. ‘A lot of my memory has been
         wiped away.’
      

      
      Conoran nodded thoughtfully. ‘Space and time are prisons that we all need to escape. You have achieved a great thing.’

      
      Church fought back a swell of emotion. ‘I don’t care. I just want to go home.’ Another flash of Ruth, her face strong and
         defiant.
      

      
      ‘Show me your arm.’ Conoran gestured to where the black spider nestled in Church’s flesh.

      
      Church removed his shirt and Conoran examined the thing without touching it, his expression dark. Finally he sat back and
         said, ‘There is much mystery here. The mists must be rolled back. Remember: nothing happens without a reason. You are here
         for a reason. That thing is in your arm for a reason. A great plan is unfolding, but we can see only one tiny part of it.’
      

      
      ‘So I’m accepted?’ Church replaced his shirt.

      
      Conoran ignored his question. ‘First we must remove that creature. I will make arrangements.’

      
      He marched out of the room without a backward glance.
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      It was a perfect summer night, bright and balmy from the heat of the day, with a million stars glittering overhead and the
         moon as bright as a lantern. A soft breeze occasionally brought scents of the cooling countryside.
      

      
      Carn Euny had been transformed. Torches blazed along the main thoroughfare, the flickering shadows making the village hazy
         and unreal. Church stood with the community silent at his back. The atmosphere was pregnant with anticipation.
      

      
      Finally Conoran emerged from a nearby house where he had been performing his ritual of preparation. With a flamboyant gesture,
         he tossed a handful of leaves and twigs onto a small fire that blazed at the head of the street. There was a brief flash accompanied
         by a murmur of awe from the crowd, and then a heavy aroma filled the air. It reminded Church of incense.
      

      
      ‘Are you prepared for the journey into the world beyond?’ Conoran asked Church solemnly.

      
      Church nodded. When he had agreed to the ritual he had expected it to be a diverting piece of entertainment, but he was surprised
         by how affecting it truly was. Every nerve in his body felt electrified.
      

      
      Conoran held his hand out, palm upwards. On it lay a small pile of dried mushrooms. Church knew that many ancient cultures
         used some kind of hallucinogen to enhance the religious experience – even the early Christian sects were supposed to have
         used psychedelic mushrooms in their rituals – but he was apprehensive about their effect.
      

      
      ‘Take them,’ Conoran urged, with a flinty tone that suggested there could be no refusal.

      
      Church reticently popped the mushrooms into his mouth and swallowed. At his back, someone began to bang a drum of animal hide,
         then another, and another. The sharp notes of a bone flute rose up.
      

      
      As the rhythmic music built, Conoran led the procession through the settlement, Church close behind him. It ended at the entrance
         to a mysterious tunnel that Church had inspected earlier. It was a fogou, a feature of several Cornish Iron Age settlements;
         archaeological debate about their use ranged from a grain store or shelter from marauding enemies to some ritual purpose.
         Church now knew it was the latter.
      

      
      Conoran motioned to the dark hole. ‘Enter now, and be prepared to be born into a new world and a new life.’

      
      Church felt a flicker of anxiety as the first flush of the mushrooms hit his system. Lying on his belly, he slithered like
         a snake into the dark.
      

      
      The tunnel opened into a larger space, but not high enough to stand upright. The darkness was so intense it had a palpable
         quality; Church felt as if he was floating in space. He became acutely aware of the beat of his heart and the rush of blood through his arteries
         and veins.
      

      
      ‘Move along the tunnel.’ Conoran’s disembodied voice floated eerily around.

      
      Church edged forward, one hand outstretched in front of him, the other dragging along the cold stone corbels of the wall for
         guidance. He worried that there might be some secret pit ahead, that the whole ritual was an elaborate trap to rid the community
         of the dangerous stranger in their midst.
      

      
      The tunnel turned this way and that, or appeared to in the dark, so that Church could no longer recall the way out. Eventually
         he came to a place where the roof and floor came together to form a funnel.
      

      
      ‘Crawl into the gap.’

      
      Church jumped. Conoran was right behind him.

      
      Church crawled until he was wedged in a foetal position inside a tiny chamber, and there he realised the significance of Conoran’s
         words about being born into a new world. The tunnel acted symbolically like the birth channel. After the ritual he would emerge
         into the light, to start a new life after the mind-altering experience.
      

      
      The drums throbbed distantly like the slow beat of an enormous heart. The sound of the bone flute ebbed and flowed like the
         thrum of a vascular system.
      

      
      ‘Jack, Giantkiller, known as Church. Let me tell you about Existence,’ Conoran began in measured tones. ‘There is one rule
         in our secret studies, and it is this: no here or there exists, no in or out. There is only us. Everything you see in the
         world around, every rock and tree and blade of grass, is fluid. The world is only the way you perceive it because that is
         how we need it to be, at this moment. We make our own world.’
      

      
      ‘You’re saying this is all just a dream,’ Church said languorously. He felt strangely like laughing. ‘We dream the world this
         way.’
      

      
      ‘All living things are a part of Existence. The Blue Fire burns in everything, roaring through like life’s-blood.’

      
      Church had a strange vision: standing on a balmy night, looking over the rolling countryside as streams of Blue Fire raced
         across the grass in lines, interlinking, forming a huge grid that echoed inside him as much as without.
      

      
      ‘The Fiery Network,’ he muttered.

      
      Was it a dream, or had he truly experienced this, the memory now lost to the abyss in his head?

      
      ‘You know of this,’ Conoran said, pleased. ‘I knew that would be the case. It is secret knowledge, passed down only through
         the Culture, yet you know. The lines of power run through the earth, from stone circle to cromlech, from sacred spring to
         hilltop. And the lines run through us, too. They are the source of all magic. They are our inspiration, and our defence against the forces that would destroy us.’
      

      
      ‘Ley lines,’ Church muttered. He was starting to drift.

      
      Conoran continued with renewed vigour. ‘Then know this: Existence has another side, as dark as the Blue Fire is bright, as
         filled with despair and dread as we are filled with hope. From this darkness spring forth the Formorii, the shape-shifting
         monstrous enemy of the golden-skinned Tuatha Dé Danann. And the black spider, even now crawling from your arm into your very
         soul, is from that darkness, too.’
      

      
      Church felt a chill run deep into his heart, though he didn’t fully understand Conoran’s words. The spider in his arm squirmed
         sickeningly.
      

      
      ‘Why is it attacking me?’ Church said. He grew nauseous at the insistent wriggling in his flesh. The spider was becoming more
         active, as though it sensed a threat. Church’s thoughts fragmented, his memory grew dim around the edges, and the abiding
         cold consumed everything.
      

      
      Suddenly Conoran’s voice boomed, then receded as if he had radically shifted to another place, distant yet simultaneously
         near at hand. ‘You came to us with the sword of a god. Now you must fight to free yourself from the corrupting touch or be
         lost for all time.’
      

      
      Church was shocked to realise he could no longer feel the corbels at his back. He was standing in the dark, possibly in the
         approach tunnel, though he had no sense of having moved. ‘Conoran?’ he called into the echoing gloom. There was no response.
      

      
      Two other sensations hit Church sharply: he was now holding his sword, the blue glow providing a dim light by which he could
         see; and he could no longer feel the spider burrowing into his arm.
      

      
      Cautiously, he reached out to touch the cold wall stones. The drum heartbeat and the whispering echoes of the bone flute were
         gone, too. A deep silence lay over everything.
      

      
      Church took a hesitant step forward. If he could find the exit, he could discover where everyone had gone and what odd game
         Conoran was playing. His thoughts were interrupted by a rapid scuttling motion in the gloom ahead. He had a horrible feeling
         that he knew what was in the tunnel with him. His breath was taken away by the size of it, bigger even than him. He gripped
         the sword with both hands, the pounding of his heart filling his head.
      

      
      More scurrying, the click-click-click of legs rattling on stone, oddly metallic. Church sensed the attack before he saw it. The spider launched from the dark,
         and he dropped to his knees, swinging the sword, cutting air. The spider swept over him, the size of a car, and disappeared
         into the shadows as quickly as it had come.
      

      
      Church moved through the fogou trying to get his bearings, but it appeared to be much larger than he had imagined, with side tunnels branching into a labyrinthine network. Soon he couldn’t
         tell where the spider was, or whether he was hunting it, or it him. Long periods of silence were punctuated by the rattling
         of legs that sounded close at hand one moment, then far away a second later.
      

      
      He rounded a bend and the light of his sword revealed it, gleaming with a black sheen, eyes turned on him, dark and maleficent.
         Its maw was open, toxins sizzling at the tips of razor-sharp fangs.
      

      
      The spider struck with devastating speed, moving from floor to wall to ceiling, knocking Church to his knees with its bulk.
         The serrated edge on one of its legs tore through his shoulder and he cried out as the pain burned deep into him. When he
         swung the sword up sharply, the spider was already gone. The blade raised a shower of sparks as it clanged against the corbels.
      

      
      For minutes that felt like hours, Church dived out of the creature’s way, tearing open knees and elbows on the stones, striking
         as fast as he could, but never fast enough. Occasionally he would nick its steely flesh, raising a venomous cry deep in his
         own head; and once he struck quickly and strongly enough to hack off a length of leg that twitched with a life of its own
         on the floor.
      

      
      He hoped to carry on whittling the thing down, but as he ducked an attack, he turned his ankle and fell to the floor, his
         sword skidding out of his hand. The spider was on him in an instant, its bulk pinning him down so that he couldn’t reach the
         sword, its legs skewering his flesh. Its eyes hovered over his face. A thousand tiny Churches were reflected back.
      

      
      It struck rapidly, driving its fangs into Church’s arm. The agony was excruciating as his flesh ruptured and the poison rapidly
         flooded his system. On his pale flesh, the thin blue veins began to turn black as the toxins moved inexorably towards his
         heart and head. A jarring whispering echoed deep in his skull. The words were alien and came and went like a badly tuned radio,
         but they carried with them images that threatened to overwhelm him with dread and despair. The spider’s consciousness had
         invaded his system along with the poison, a viral intelligence within the very molecular make-up of the toxin.
      

      
      After a sickening, hanging moment, a black wave sucked Church along in its wake. The language infiltrating his skull was emotional,
         speaking of the end of everything, of a vast hole in Existence that pulled in all light, all matter, all hopes and dreams.
         Church found himself walking across a blasted landscape where ghost-images hovered before winking out. Church saw modern cities
         fallen into shadow, and Ruth filled with a crushing grief. There were other men and women he felt he should know but didn’t.
      

      
      
      It would have been easy to give in to the deluge of hopelessness, but instead Church became more aware of qualities that had
         shaped him. He recalled his despair at the death of his girlfriend Marianne, and how he had overcome that to find some hope
         for the future. He uncovered a strength forged by hardship. And in that instant he felt the sword in his hand.
      

      
      He didn’t know whether he had found it in the throes of his delirium, or if it had magically appeared there, but he acted
         instantly, thrusting upward where he remembered the spider being.
      

      
      An echoing shriek filled his head and the black wave receded. When his mind cleared, Church lay with the spider’s body across
         his legs, ichor leaking all over him. But that impression faded just as quickly, and once more he was in the tiny nook at
         the end of the fogou with the heartbeat drums echoing through the ground. A dream within a dream within a dream.
      

      
      And he was still dying.
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      What followed came in flashes as if he were viewing intermittent frames on a reel of film. Being carried out of the fogou,
         seeing the powder-blue and pink flush of a dawn sky, with a few stars and a ghost-moon still hovering. Lying next to the fire
         in a roundhouse with Etain leaning over him, tears in her eyes. A foul stench from a pot bubbling over the fire, and an anxious
         Conoran throwing unseen things into the brew. Tannis bowing before him, making some oath that Church couldn’t translate.
      

      
      A long period of darkness followed, and when Church next came to consciousness, the fragmentary nature of reality had subsided
         but the pain and exhaustion in his limbs was near-unbearable. Church fumbled for where the spider had been embedded in his
         arm, felt nothing.
      

      
      ‘Death stalks you.’ Conoran loomed over Church, his pale eyes gleaming in the firelight. ‘Are you ready for the next step
         of your journey?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ Church’s voice sounded as if it came from a different person. ‘But I’m not ready to die.’

      
      ‘You must fan whatever flames lie within you if you are to pull your spark back from the dark.’

      
      ‘What do I have to do?’ Church found his strength creeping back, but he still could not lift his head.

      
      Conoran considered his response. ‘You are to meet the god above gods and plead for your life.’
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      In the dark before dawn, Church found himself carted from the roundhouse and fastened to a stretcher of wood and straw harnessed
         to Tannis’s horse. They set off at a slow pace that still amplified every rut and bump in the main street, and was barely
         less uncomfortable when they passed onto the sweeping grassland. Church was vaguely aware of other riders accompanying him,
         but their identities remained unknown.
      

      
      For a while he was transfixed by the stars and for a moment touched a sweeping sense of wonder rarely felt outside childhood.
         But after an hour or so, branches closed in overhead, bringing with them a feeling of claustrophobia and a dull background
         drone of dread.
      

      
      Tannis clearly felt it, too, for he said quietly but insistently, ‘Go slow. We are no longer alone.’

      
      The rocking motion became a crawl, the thud of hooves barely a whisper. Church could hear the breeze rustling through the
         upper branches and the tinkle of a nearby stream, but nothing else. It was too dark, and death increasingly tugged at his
         sleeve.
      

      
      ‘The dark powers do not want us to reach Boskawen-Un.’ It was Conoran’s voice.

      
      ‘They come for Jack, Giantkiller?’ Etain this time.

      
      ‘He is a threat to them. They recognise this. That is why the Poison-Spider was set in his body. They did not wish a direct
         confrontation,’ Conoran replied.
      

      
      ‘Then he must be a great warrior indeed, ‘Tannis said with awe.

      
      Church faded out for a while, and when he fought his way back to consciousness the atmosphere had grown even more tense.

      
      ‘Where? Towards the west?’ It was Etain’s friend Owein, cautious and intelligent.

      
      ‘No. Look north.’ Branwen, as flinty and insistent as ever.

      
      ‘What are they?’ A touch of horror in Etain’s voice. ‘Are they men or beasts?’

      
      ‘No time now to discuss their nature,’ Conoran said. ‘With the Giantkiller near death, we do not have the strength to fight
         them.’
      

      
      ‘Gods.’ Owein’s voice was scared. ‘See how they move through the trees? So fast and low. Surely they must have come from beneath
         the sea. Are they Fomorii?’
      

      
      ‘Enough talk!’ Conoran snapped. ‘Tannis, draw your slingshot.’

      
      Church heard the creak of animal hide, and then the harsh clack of a flint being struck. A second later there was a whoosh
         and a crackle. A bright ball of light flared in the gloom before arcing across Church’s line of vision and disappearing into the trees. The tinder-dry summer wood flared up and quickly became a deafening roar. Above the crackling
         flames, Church heard a terrible sound, like furious pigs disturbed during feast.
      

      
      ‘Ride with the wind beneath you!’ Conoran bellowed.

      
      Church was rushed along, bouncing so wildly he was convinced he would be jolted unconscious any moment. Somehow his delirium
         preserved him, and after ten minutes he dreamed a river took him to a night-land where a single boatman waited.
      

      
      Eventually they came to a halt. He could only guess that their pursuers had fallen back. Someone lit a fire, which drove some
         of the aching chill from his bones, but its red light was uncommonly thin and he felt as though he was looking at it down
         a long tunnel. The others must have wandered away to forage for food, for their voices retreated to a distant tremor.
      

      
      For a long time Church hovered in that limbo until the overwhelming odour of engine oil mysteriously appeared. An old woman’s
         face loomed over him, eyes red-rimmed in a face so filthy it looked as though the grime had been accumulating for decades.
         Her wiry hair was greasy and matted, and her breath was so foul it made Church gag.
      

      
      ‘Gods answer to gods, answer to gods,’ she whispered in a voice like rending metal, ‘and somehow the Voice of Existence trickles
         through to men.’ Church felt as if he was lying next to a massive generator; the atmosphere was distorted, infused with such
         an overpowering dread that he felt he might go insane with the intensity of emotion. ‘Hold hard. You must see the dawn,’ the
         woman continued.
      

      
      And then she was gone in the blink of an eye, leaving Church unsure whether she had really been there.
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      ‘It comes.’ Conoran’s voice made Church start; he had been convinced he was alone.

      
      ‘What comes?’ Church said weakly.

      
      Conoran appeared in Church’s frame of vision. ‘You fight hard, Jack, Giantkiller. I was certain you would be dead before the
         dawn. But look, its first rays break. All is not lost.’
      

      
      Tannis and Owein freed Church from the stretcher and propped him up. A thin line of silver lay to the east. In the firelight,
         Church could see they were sitting on a grassy bank, looking down on a thick forest of gorse. Just visible beyond it was a
         circle of scrubby yellowing grass, worn by many a foot. Several ghosts stood inside the circle, immobile. It took Church a
         few seconds to realise they were standing stones, glowing spectrally in the first glimmer of light.
      

      
      
      ‘Boskawen-Un,’ Conoran said reverently. ‘We must get you into the circle before the sun comes up.’

      
      Tannis and Owein helped Church to his feet. His head spun and he couldn’t stand without their support.

      
      ‘What was hunting us?’ Church’s thready voice was almost lost to the breeze.

      
      ‘There will be time for that later.’ Conoran looked over his shoulder to the north. ‘If you survive what is to come, they
         will be waiting.’
      

      
      Other outlying stones became visible around the central circle as Tannis and Owein helped Church down the slope to a thin
         path through the protecting gorse.
      

      
      Once they were in the circle, Church was surprised to feel a potent atmosphere suck the tension from his limbs. It was the
         same sensation he felt whenever he held his sword.
      

      
      Conoran turned to face the golden sun now half-risen above the horizon and bowed his head. ‘For too long the days have been
         dark,’ he said. ‘Let it be so no longer.’
      

      
      ‘Look at him – a weak, straggly thing,’ Branwen said harshly of Church. ‘He does not have the strength to endure what lies
         ahead.’
      

      
      ‘He has more strength than you, or I, or any of us.’ Etain marched forward defiantly and kissed Church on the lips. When she
         pulled back, tears rimmed her eyes. ‘I would give you my life if it were enough,’ she said so only he could hear. ‘But only
         your own heart will suffice.’
      

      
      When she backed away, Conoran began to lead Church towards the circle’s westernmost stone, the only one made of white quartz.

      
      ‘I don’t think I can make it,’ Church said. The darkness was closing in around him again.

      
      ‘You will,’ Conoran said sharply. ‘This is no longer just about you. It is about the people of this land, and their survival
         into the long days to come.’
      

      
      ‘You are sure?’ Owein said. ‘This is what the gods spoke of.’

      
      ‘This is what the gods fear.’

      
      Conoran directed Tannis and Owein to haul Church to the white quartz stone, where they left him clinging on with the last
         of his strength. He felt as though the remnants of his life were trickling out of him, the trickle growing faster by the moment.
      

      
      ‘Ruth,’ he whispered into the returning delirium. ‘I love you.’

      
      Church’s world shrank to the ring of stones and the white quartz pillar, the whisper of the wind on the grass, the fragrance
         of the yellow gorse blossom.
      

      
      ‘You place too great a burden on him. It is not just.’ Etain’s sad, angry voice came from somewhere behind him, a world away.

      
      ‘Existence has placed the burden,’ Conoran replied, an anxious edge to his voice. ‘Existence has chosen its vessel. All lies within this man’s grasp, if he can but rise to the challenge.’
      

      
      The words fanned a spark within Church. He gripped the quartz stone tighter and attempted to haul himself upright. He no longer
         knew where he was, or why he was, or what was expected of him.
      

      
      ‘Look.’ Branwen’s hushed voice was laced with fear. ‘They have found us. There is no escape now.’

      
      Church forced himself to peer beyond the limits of the circle. The surrounding countryside was alive with movement; red glimmered
         in the wan light eking above the skyline – some kind of uniform.
      

      
      ‘Then our survival lies with this one,’ Conoran stated.

      
      ‘This cannot be right,’ Branwen persisted.

      
      ‘Do not question him.’ Tannis’s voice was steady. In the fields beyond rose up the rhythmic beat of a hundred voices chanting
         a low war call.
      

      
      Warm breath tingled Church’s ear and he smelled Etain’s fragrance. ‘I hold you in my heart, Jack, Giantkiller,’ she whispered.
         ‘You will save us all.’
      

      
      And then the sun crested the horizon and the world caught fire.

      
      It wasn’t the ruddy fire of a homestead hearth, but the brilliant blue of a summer sky. At first Church thought it was another
         hallucination, yet when he let go of the quartz stone the image faded, returning with a blaze when he grasped the rock again.
      

      
      When the sun touched the quartz stone, lines of licking sapphire flames ran out from the stone circle in all directions, interconnecting
         at various points to create a vast network and echoing the dream that had come to Church in the fogou. Other lines soared
         up into the sky over the stone circle, forming a glowing cathedral of light. The blackness of the poison gradually ebbed away
         and strength began to return to Church’s limbs. He was amazed to see a filigree of blue lines on his own skin, like the meridians
         used by acupuncturists. The same network, within and without.
      

      
      Church had an impression of the lines of force running out along the spine of Cornwall, across the Somerset Levels to Glastonbury,
         to Stonehenge and Avebury, and beyond, across the entire world. And more, Church could see the Blue Fire stretching out across
         the vast gulf of the years, connecting the future and the past. There and here, then and now, all linked; time and space united.
      

      
      The force of the vision shook Church to the core. It had the familiarity of a returning memory, and Church couldn’t decide
         whether he and every other human being had always known about the Blue Fire, encoded in the genes, or if it was peculiar to
         his own lost memory.
      

      
      Once the euphoria had ebbed and Church discovered he now had the strength to stand upright, he peered beyond the circle’s
         comforting perimeter once more. The azure incandescence revealed the approaching threat in stark relief. Moving rapidly across the countryside was a small army of inhuman creatures, squat and brutish with greenish
         skin, long black hair and monstrous features. It wasn’t their supernatural aspect that shocked Church, but the fact that the
         uniforms he had thought he glimpsed earlier were human skin and body parts worn as clothes.
      

      
      ‘Redcaps,’ he said, half-remembering the legends of the creatures that had once stalked the border counties.

      
      ‘What now, Giantkiller?’ Conoran said with concern.

      
      Church fought back the poison still licking at the edges of his consciousness and wondered why everyone was suddenly relying
         on him.
      

      
      ‘Knock three times if you want in.’

      
      Church started at the unfamiliar voice emerging as if from the air around him. None of the others showed they had heard it;
         they were fixated on the rampaging Redcaps, fear evident in their faces. Only Etain looked at Church with pleading eyes.
      

      
      Church’s head swam. The voice had been in modern English. Another hallucination?

      
      The Redcaps were already crashing into the circle of spiky gorse, their low war chant turning hungry as they scented blood.

      
      Church reacted instinctively, slapping one hand three times on the white quartz stone.

      
      Instantly there was a rumbling beneath his feet as a section of turf tore open in the centre of the circle. It rose up like
         a gaping maw in a shower of earth and stones. The Redcaps hesitated in confusion.
      

      
      ‘Come on!’ Church said to the others, unsure if it was the right thing to do but rapidly running out of options. He leaped
         into the dark hole. The other five followed his lead without a second thought, and then the ground thundered shut behind them.
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      ‘Stand your ground. Do not be afraid.’ Conoran’s voice was resolute, but its timbre was muffled by the acoustics of the rocky
         tunnel in which they found themselves.
      

      
      ‘To what monstrous place have you brought us, Giantkiller?’ Owein asked. ‘Is this the underworld home of the Fomorii? Have
         you led us into the arms of those dark gods?’
      

      
      ‘Be silent,’ Etain said sharply. ‘The Giantkiller has saved our lives.’

      
      ‘What were those creatures?’ Tannis asked.

      
      ‘As far as I was concerned they were just myths … stories … not real at all,’ Church said. ‘Looks as if the stories had some
         basis in fact.’ Like the legends of giants terrorising Cornwall, and the stories of ley lines linking ancient sites. Everything that was happening to him had the slick, ungraspable feeling of a dream.
      

      
      ‘Let’s see where this tunnel leads,’ he said, hiding his disorientation.

      
      The air was electric. He could taste iron in his mouth, and there was a feeling of being at the side of the ocean or on a
         mountaintop. The others followed him in silence, helping him upright whenever the poison overcame the restorative powers of
         the Blue Fire. He felt permanently queasy as the black and the blue fought for dominance inside him, and he knew that his
         death had only been delayed, not rescinded.
      

      
      As they progressed, Church began to feel as if the tunnel was not in the earth at all, but somewhere else entirely. His suspicion
         was sharply confirmed when they ventured into a large chamber seemingly hewn from the rock. It was permeated by blue light,
         and for the first time they could see clearly.
      

      
      Tannis touched Church’s arm and pointed upwards. ‘Proof, my friend, that since you arrived amongst us you have turned our
         world upside down.’
      

      
      Above their heads hung the floor of the chamber – they were standing on the ceiling of an inverted room with a flagstone floor,
         walls covered with delicately etched Celtic designs, supporting columns and a stone brazier in which blue flames flickered.
         On the far side of the room was an upside-down doorway that looked inaccessible from where they were standing.
      

      
      ‘Should we sprout wings and fly?’ Owein asked in disbelief.

      
      ‘Let us return,’ Branwen pressed. ‘Those beasts will have departed by now. We can make our way back to Carn Euny by the light
         of the day.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Conoran said. ‘Only here can the Giantkiller cure himself of the poison that infects him. Only here can he learn the
         path he must tread.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me, good Conoran,’ Tannis said warmly, ‘if this is a question that will not offend you: how do you know these things?’

      
      ‘The Culture has many secrets passed down to us from the First Days, when man was an infant and the rules were first carved
         in the earth.’
      

      
      ‘If we must venture on, how do we rise above ourselves?’ Etain looked around for a solution.

      
      ‘Walk.’

      
      Once again, Church started at the same mysterious voice he had heard at the quartz stone, and as before it was for his ears
         only. This time he had no qualms about responding. He searched the nearest wall until he found what appeared to be a foothold.
         Resting his foot in the hollow, he pushed up, searching for another foothold. There was none, but he was surprised to find
         himself balanced effortlessly with his second foot merely touching the wall, perpendicular to the ceiling on which he had
         been standing, as if gravity had given up on him. The others watched uneasily as Church took another step. His stomach did a flip as he began walking up the sheer rock face.
      

      
      ‘Evil!’ Branwen hissed, and made a protective sign in the air.

      
      ‘The normal rules don’t apply here,’ Church said. ‘I think you can follow me.’

      
      Etain pressed forward without hesitation and walked up the wall until she was at Church’s side ten feet above the ceiling.
         The others followed hesitantly.
      

      
      Finally they were standing on the floor of the upside-down room. Branwen turned to one side and vomited, before wiping her
         mouth and uttering a curse-word that Church didn’t understand. He realised everyone was waiting for him to lead the way, but
         as he cautiously headed towards the far door, the blue flames in the brazier roared up into a column of fire that reached
         far above their heads. Church was shocked to see a face floating in its midst.
      

      
      ‘Finally. You really take some prompting.’ The flames made the features swim so it was difficult for Church to get a clear
         view, but he had an impression of a young, clean-shaven man with short, dark hair.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Church asked, once he had got over the unreality of talking to a pillar of fire.

      
      ‘You can call me Hal.’ The voice was English, the inflection definitely twenty-first century.

      
      ‘As in the computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey?’

      
      ‘If you like. ‘‘Open the bomb bay doors, HAL.” ’

      
      Church knew instinctively that the being in the flames was teasing him, but there was no sense of malice. ‘It was you who
         told me how to get into this place, and to walk up the wall.’
      

      
      ‘That’s my job. Part of it, at least.’

      
      ‘And what else is your job? To drive me insane? Because everything else that’s happened to me recently seems to be trying
         to do that.’
      

      
      The features were disrupted by a surge of flame, and the voice fizzed and receded before returning, as if echoing through
         vast, empty halls. ‘I’m here to help you, Church.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know my name?’

      
      ‘I know everything about you. Everything about everything. Well, at least to the point where the dark and the light converge,
         but that’s another story.’
      

      
      ‘If you know so much, tell me what’s been taken from my memory.’

      
      Hal faded again, and when he returned Church thought he detected a note of sadness in his voice. ‘Not so long ago I would
         have told you everything you wanted to know, but now … I can see the bigger picture.’
      

      
      Church laughed derisively.

      
      ‘You wouldn’t understand, and I don’t blame you for that. It’s all a matter of perspective. What I’ve learned is that not-knowing
         is part of knowing. That sounds like some kind of double-speak, but it’s not. The only way we learn and change and grow – because that’s
         what life is all about, and believe me, this is really about life – is by experiencing the journey ourselves.’
      

      
      ‘You sound like some fairground medium,’ Church said.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, but somehow the real, basic truths always end up coming across like that. I think it’s our built-in cynical streak.’

      
      ‘Our?’ Church thought he glimpsed a flicker of a smile in the blue.

      
      ‘Let me put it another way,’ Hal continued. ‘When your mother told you, “Don’t touch, it’s hot,” did you listen? Course you
         didn’t, because it’s a fact of life that nobody learns anything important by being told. You have to feel the pain yourself.’
      

      
      ‘That’s reassuring.’

      
      ‘All I’m saying, Church, is that you’re on a journey of discovery on lots of different levels. And what you’ll learn about
         yourself will be just as important as the facts you uncover.’ Again the note of sadness. ‘If I told you what you needed to
         know, you’d only get half of the equation.’
      

      
      ‘So basically you’re next to useless.’

      
      When Hal spoke again, his voice had grown grave. ‘You’re on a long journey. A long, long journey, and it won’t be easy. I could save you a lot of hardship along the way, but there will be times when you can go
         down one path or another, and you’ve got to make those choices yourself or you won’t be any use when you get to the end of
         the road.’
      

      
      ‘And what am I supposed to do when I arrive?’

      
      Another pause during which the shadows in the room appeared to grow darker. ‘Storm clouds are gathering, Church. That’s another
         cliché, but it’s the best way I can describe it. If you don’t believe in Evil, Church, Evil as a force of intelligence, you
         ought to start now. It’s gathering its strength, waiting for the right moment. Everything’s at stake, Church – everything
         you believe in, everything that matters. That power knows you’re a threat to it—’
      

      
      ‘Me?’ Church said incredulously.

      
      ‘And you are. It’ll do anything to stop you. Even now it’s searching, scanning Existence, sending its agents out to track
         you down. In fact, you’ve met some of them already—’
      

      
      ‘The Redcaps.’

      
      ‘They don’t act alone. You’ll soon find out how widespread that threat is, and exactly what you’re facing. Stand firm, Church.
         Don’t turn away. Existence needs you. According to what I know about you, I reckon you’ll make the right choices along the
         way.’
      

      
      ‘But you can’t be sure.’

      
      ‘No. I can’t.’

      
      Church thought he saw other faces buried deeper in the flickering fire. A feeling of hope emanated from them. ‘Is there anything you can tell me that will help?’
      

      
      ‘Not now. But you’ll encounter me again. There’ll be moments when you’ll really need me, and then I’ll try to do what I can.’

      
      ‘That’s if I make it that far. I’m dying—’

      
      ‘It’s a spiritual poison. The Enemy landed a lucky blow when you first dropped into this place – one of its agents stuck you
         with a black spider. The aim was to get you off the board right away. Your resilience has brought you this far. If you walk
         through that door, you’ll find what you need to clear the poison. You won’t get back the memories it stole, but you’ll be
         ready for the fight.’
      

      
      Church eyed the door with uncertainty. The real dangers clearly lay in the things Hal could not bring himself to say.

      
      ‘Go through the door, Church. Take the first step on your quest. You’ve got a vast gulf to cross and a million hardships to
         overcome before you can rest. Just one word of advice: when things get darkest, don’t turn away from the light. Don’t ever
         give up hope. If you do, you’re gone. All is lost.’
      

      
      The column of fire retreated into the brazier, and Hal’s voice was replaced by a ringing silence. The others were examining
         the Celtic motifs on the wall, and Church got the impression that the whole conversation with Hal had happened in a fraction
         of a second.
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      The door was made of polished granite. Church couldn’t imagine who had made it, or constructed the chamber in which they stood.
         In the centre of the door at head height was a graven image of a serpent eating its own tail: an ouroboros, an ancient symbol
         for the cyclical and eternal nature of life. Level with his waist were the imprints of five hands of varying sizes. Church’s
         own hand fitted the central imprint perfectly, but none of the others. There was no handle on the door.
      

      
      ‘I think we each need to put a hand here,’ Church mused. ‘The door could be fitted with some kind of balance. The right pressure
         might move it.’
      

      
      When there was no response, he looked back. Tannis, Owein, Etain and Branwen stared at the door apprehensively. Conoran watched
         Church with a cold, expectant eye.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ Church asked.

      
      ‘It has the mark of the dragon,’ Owein said.

      
      ‘You must enter alone. We will not follow.’ Branwen rubbed her hands together feverishly.

      
      ‘I can’t do it on my own.’ A rush of nausea from the poison swept through him. ‘All right, just help me push the door open. I’ll go in alone.’ The look of fear in their faces made him feel
         guilty; he had forgotten that for all their emotional and intellectual sophistication, they were still the product of superstitious
         times.
      

      
      Conoran pointed one slender finger at Church. ‘If they open the door they must enter.’

      
      ‘You know more than you’re saying.’ The poison and disorientation made Church snap with irritation.

      
      Conoran’s eyes glowed with a cold light that made Church regret his tone.

      
      ‘You haven’t come this far just for me,’ he said to the others. The delirium was growing worse again. ‘You’ve done it for
         your people. You think I can help defend them against the gods, and you may be right. But if you walk away now, I won’t be
         able to do anything because I’ll be dead. And what will happen then if the gods return?’ Church felt a twinge at the shameless
         emotional manipulation, but he could see in their eyes that it was working.
      

      
      ‘Your family and friends need you. Your tribe needs you,’ he continued. ‘I know you’re scared of what lies ahead, but I’ll
         stand with you. You’ve seen me fight. You know what I can do with this.’ He touched the sword, which sang quietly in response.
         ‘Together we can survive this. Didn’t I help you escape the Redcaps?’ He ran out of steam as poison-pain burned his heart,
         but he could see he had done enough. Conoran was smiling.
      

      
      Tannis stepped forward and pressed his right hand into a snugly fitting hollow. ‘I stand with you, Jack, Giantkiller.’ He
         smiled warmly, all trace of fear expunged now that he had made his choice.
      

      
      ‘And I.’ Etain’s smile was shy, but her eyes blazed when she looked at Church.

      
      Owein followed suit, and then finally – reluctantly – Branwen. All of their hands fitted perfectly into one or other of the
         hollows.
      

      
      ‘Almost as if it was meant to be,’ Conoran said wryly.

      
      A short period of anticipation gave way to a crackle of blue sparks as the door swung open.

      
      ‘I await your return,’ Conoran said.

      
      Church braced himself, then crossed the threshold.

      
      What had appeared to be simply entering another room felt like moving to a different place entirely. The clammy underground
         air was replaced by a balmy summer warmth. Sand crunched beneath Church’s feet and a night sky dappled with unfamiliar constellations
         hung overhead. Gradually, he became accustomed to his surroundings. A hot breeze brought with it the scent of steaming vegetation.
         Ahead he could see palm trees silhouetted against the sky: an oasis; a garden.
      

      
      ‘Where are we?’ Etain whispered in awe.

      
      
      ‘The desert, I think,’ Church said.

      
      A blue light amongst the trees pulled them towards it. The others drew their weapons with trepidation.

      
      Church pushed through spiky-leaved bushes until he arrived at a lake. But instead of water it was filled with Blue Fire moving
         as though it were a liquid. A dark shape swam sinuously in its depths, but Church’s attention was drawn to a woman who stood
         in the centre of the lake, seemingly on the very surface of the flaming energy. Her skin was pale, her hair black, her eyes
         as blue as the fire.
      

      
      ‘Greetings, Quincunx.’ Church flinched; though the woman’s lips had moved, the voice was deep like a man’s, perhaps not quite
         human. ‘The first of many,’ she continued with a smile.
      

      
      The surface behind her broke and a head rose on a long serpentine neck. It had scales and tines and horns and a form that
         reminded Church of pictures in books he had read as a child. Fire licked around its open mouth, and beneath the surface leathern
         wings were just visible amongst the coils of its body. Yet the strangest thing was that the creature appeared to be made of
         the Blue Fire itself. Now and then, Church glimpsed its vascular system beneath the flickering sapphire skin.
      

      
      Behind Church, the others cowered. ‘Strike it now,’ Branwen hissed, ‘before it slays us with its breath.’

      
      ‘Do not be afraid,’ the woman said, and it seemed to Church that the beast was somehow speaking through her. ‘I am here to
         give you knowledge and purpose.’
      

      
      ‘Can you cure me?’ Church asked.

      
      The woman and the beast jointly turned their attention to him. ‘You are filled with the black poison of the Devourer of All
         Things. Your time is nearly done.’ A pause, then: ‘Step forward.’
      

      
      Church obeyed. Etain and Tannis leaped forward to prevent Church from burning himself in the flames, but he was surprised
         to find the Blue Fire cool. Euphoria rushed through him, and he could feel the poison being scoured from his system.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said. It didn’t seem enough. Whatever the fire was doing to him, he felt he could overcome any obstacle.

      
      ‘And you can, if the Blue Fire burns in your heart.’ The woman appeared to be privy to every thought that passed through his
         head. ‘Existence needs champions,’ she continued. ‘There is a great struggle ahead. Battle and suffering and death. But also
         wonder. And magic. Will you be the first?’
      

      
      Everyone was too awed to speak, so the woman asked again: ‘Will you stand for Existence against the dark? Will you carry the
         Pendragon Spirit in your heart, and keep it alive so that it can move freely from champion to champion across the ocean of
         time? Will you be my Brothers and Sisters, the first of many?’
      

      
      
      Filled with the rush of the Blue Fire, Church felt himself speaking. ‘I will.’

      
      The woman smiled. ‘You are already the first amongst all, Jack Churchill. But there must be five. Always five. The Quincunx
         must be complete if the full power of Existence is to manifest.’
      

      
      Tannis looked to Church. ‘If my good friend and leader says he will, then I must follow.’ Tannis grinned broadly and stepped
         into the fire. The minute it touched him, a moan of ecstasy left his lips. ‘Ah! I never knew! Brothers, sisters – follow me.
         Drink of this lake. Taste this power.’
      

      
      Hesitantly, the others followed until they all stood in the lake. Their fear was soon forgotten. Instead, they grinned at
         each other, and hugged and kissed. Church felt a part of them, as if they had always known each other and always would. Etain
         fell into his arms and kissed him with a pure love, before moving on to Tannis, and Owein, and finally Branwen.
      

      
      Church saw a blue star burning brightly in each of their chests, not floating on the surface, but buried inside. He realised
         with awe that he was looking through the physical to the essence of each one, the ghost in the machine. It was beautiful and
         immeasurably powerful and honest. Though memories faded and bodies decayed, he knew he would never forget the revelation until
         his dying day.
      

      
      ‘Now and for evermore, champions all,’ the woman said with a soft, soothing sibilance. ‘The spark of Blue Fire within you
         all has become a flame to drive out the darkest shadows. Where there is despair, you will bring hope. Where there is weakness,
         you will bring strength. Where there is fear, you will bring courage. The Pendragon Spirit has created an unbreakable bond
         that links this Quincunx, and all future champions of Existence, for all time. You are Brothers and Sisters. Be free.’
      

      
      The incandescence became brighter, and then brighter still, rising up from the lake of fire until Church could see nothing
         but blue. The blue of summer skies, the blue of a peaceful ocean. Tranquil, eternal, majestic.
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      Church woke on the warm grass at the centre of Boskawen-Un. The setting sun made the sky a blaze of scarlet. Tannis, Etain,
         Owein and Branwen stirred around him, muttering the last remnants of a fading dream that still filled them with wonder.
      

      
      ‘Finally.’ Conoran sat with his back to one of the stones. He glowered, but a smile lurked just behind his stern expression.

      
      ‘Sunset?’ Church struggled to comprehend how a day had been lost.

      
      ‘The rules of our world do not apply in that place. Time moves like smoke in the breeze, back and forth and then not there
         at all.’
      

      
      
      ‘What place do you speak of?’ Owein looked around, blinking. ‘We were in a cavern beneath Boskawen-Un.’

      
      ‘If you believe that, you are more stupid than you appear,’ Conoran said.

      
      Realisation of what they had experienced came to them as one and they all looked at each other in amazement.

      
      ‘We are Brothers and Sisters of Dragons,’ Tannis said, scarcely believing.

      
      ‘But what does that mean?’ Etain said.

      
      Church tried to make sense of what they had been told. ‘We’re joined, on some deep level. There’s something inside us – the
         Pendragon Spirit – that marks us out as champions—’
      

      
      ‘Of Existence,’ Branwen finished. ‘Life.’

      
      Owein flexed one hand, examining his skin for some superficial sign of what they had experienced. ‘It makes us stronger, perhaps.
         Wiser—’
      

      
      ‘It means you have a job to do,’ Conoran said curtly. ‘No more drifting through days without purpose. You have received a
         great gift, but there is a price to pay, and that price is no more peace until the work is finished.’
      

      
      Tannis and the others continued to smile at each other, but only Church understood the truth in Conoran’s words. Conoran saw
         him weighing this and said, ‘And you, Giantkiller, have received the greatest gift of all: your life. Against that, this price
         is nothing.’
      

      
      ‘But what does it mean?’ Branwen pressed. ‘What lies ahead for us now?’
      

      
      ‘That,’ Tannis said, ‘we shall soon discover.’

      
      As the shadows lengthened, they collected themselves and sought out their horses in nearby copses, still skittish after the
         passing of the Redcaps. Conoran’s grim mood had returned, and he had taken to glancing at the sliver of red on the horizon.
      

      
      ‘You think the Redcaps are going to be waiting for us on the way back?’ Church asked.

      
      ‘When you are weak and ineffectual, the powers that exist in the worlds around us have no need to notice you. But the more
         you rise up, the more they will pay attention. And those powers do not brook challenges from humankind.’
      

      
      Church reached silent agreement with Etain that he would ride back with her, and when their eyes met he could feel something
         crackling between them. As he climbed onto the back of her horse and slipped his arms around her slim, muscular waist, her
         scent enveloped him and every nerve came alive. He brushed his nose against her hair and fought the urge to kiss her.
      

      
      It was a powerful attraction, but instinctive, driven by the changes inside them and the knowledge that they were now a minority
         of five, separated from the rest of the human race by their shared experience. Church made himself focus on Ruth, but without
         his memories to give her weight, she was as insubstantial as a ghost, however strong his feelings. How could that compete with the earthiness of Etain,
         with her real and fiery passions?
      

      
      For an hour they rode in silence across the cooling Cornish countryside, fireflies glowing green in the long grass, and the
         moon bright and thoughtful. With the warm aroma of the gorse and the trees, and the soft licks of breeze, it felt like moving
         across the surface of a dream.
      

      
      Church thought, There will never be another time like this. No smell of pollution, no constant background drone of traffic, no stress of a mundane, unfulfilling job. There was only
         the land, where the Blue Fire crackled just beneath the surface, and the people in tune with it.
      

      
      Church urged Etain to bring their mount alongside Conoran’s. ‘You knew about the Blue Fire,’ Church said.

      
      ‘All know of the Blue Fire. All can feel it. Few can see it. Fewer still know what it truly is.’

      
      ‘Which is?’

      
      ‘The lifeblood of Existence,’ Conoran replied. ‘It binds us all together, all the people of this land. And it binds us to
         the deer in the forest and the wolf on the moor, to the hawk in the sky and the mouse in the grass, and to the grass, and
         to the sky, and to the trees. All one, Jack, Giantkiller. A body bigger than any giant you could slay. A mind …’ He made an
         expansive gesture, but could not find the words. ‘We are within Existence, and we are Existence, and Existence is our soul.’
         Conoran leaned towards Church conspiratorially. ‘And the Blue Fire links you to the Otherworld, Jack, Giantkiller, to T’ir
         n’a n’Og, and all the worlds beyond. Those who live there can now see the Pendragon Spirit burning brightly within you, like
         a beacon in the night.’
      

      
      Church ignored his rhetoric. You did a good job of not answering me.’

      
      Conoran laughed. ‘You are a wise man, Giantkiller. You would make a good member of the Culture. Yes, my people know of the
         Blue Fire. It is part of our body of knowledge, passed down through each generation in our colleges. And it was known by the
         ones who preceded us, who set up the markers on the landscape where the Blue Fire is strongest.’
      

      
      Etain had been listening to the conversation carefully. ‘And we are now champions of this great power,’ she said with incredulity.

      
      ‘Existence needs champions now,’ Conoran said gravely. ‘The seasons are turning. A time of great devastation is coming, a
         time of reckoning.’
      

      
      ‘And we must fight?’ Etain’s voice trembled. ‘I can see why you were chosen, Jack – you are a great hero. The fire burned
         within you even before you met the Beast. But the rest of us—’
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t have been chosen if you weren’t up to the job.’ Church tried to sooth the jumping shadows he saw in her eyes.
         ‘And I have a feeling that Existence doesn’t make mistakes.’
      

      
      
      ‘No,’ Conoran interjected. ‘Only humans.’

      
      The sound of Branwen and Owein bickering rose up from the rear of their column. ‘Be quiet,’ Tannis hissed. ‘Do you want to
         bring the enemy upon us?’
      

      
      ‘This one has been given a great gift yet acts like a small child,’ Branwen said contemptuously.

      
      Owein snorted and tried not to look embarrassed. ‘I just said we should have asked what was wanted of us before we took the
         Pendragon Spirit.’
      

      
      ‘I was wrong. You are not a small child. You are an old woman scared of a storm,’ Branwen spat.

      
      ‘Quiet,’ Tannis hissed again. ‘You are both old women.’

      
      Church felt a prickling in the pit of his stomach and quickly surveyed the sparsely wooded area through which they moved.
         The bright moonlight illuminated the scrubby grass, raising phantom shades. Nothing moved. The only sound was the gentle tread
         of their horses’ hooves on the sward.
      

      
      Tannis noticed Church’s alertness. ‘You see the enemy?’ he asked quietly.

      
      ‘No, but I can feel something – can you?’

      
      Tannis raised his head as if sniffing the wind. ‘Yes, something foul.’ A look of surprise crossed his face. ‘I smell blood.’

      
      Church understood: all their senses were becoming heightened. ‘Redcaps,’ he said. ‘They’re lying in wait somewhere.’ Yet he
         couldn’t imagine where. The only movement in the landscape was a few drifting strands of mist amongst the trees.
      

      
      Owein brought his horse up alongside Church and Etain’s. ‘I hear nothing.’

      
      ‘There’s nothing there—’ Church began.

      
      ‘No, I hear nothing – no screech of owls, no bats in the trees, no movement of branches in the wind.’
      

      
      Church realised that Owein was right. The whole area felt deadened. Church’s attention moved back to the drifting mist. It
         was now clinging to the bottoms of the trunks and had taken on a faint, unnatural greenish colour.
      

      
      Church felt a weight in his chest that reminded him unpleasantly of the spider-poison. ‘Ride!’ he shouted. The word had barely
         left his lips when it dropped like a stone in the sound-deadened zone. No one else had heard him. Their attention was fixed
         on the eerie green mist, which was now billowing towards them.
      

      
      Church saw Branwen mouth, ‘Goddess be with me,’ felt Etain stiffen against him. They were all mesmerised.

      
      A sudden shift in time jolted him: the mist was now neck-high and only fifty feet away; and again, now only twenty feet away.
         Shapes moved inside it.
      

      
      
      Church’s attention was caught by activity to one side. On a ragged outcropping of granite stood a tall, thin man in black
         robes wearing an emotionless silver mask that caught the moonlight. He carved intricate patterns in the air with sweeps of
         his robed arms.
      

      
      Church only had a second to register this before there was a ferocious roar and five Redcaps erupted from the mist. They were
         as fast as thoroughbred horses, their muscled legs shaking the ground. Close up, the sight of the human body parts stitched
         together was sickening.
      

      
      There was no chance to flee. Church jumped from the horse and drew his blade. It released a keening sound, showering blue
         sparks everywhere. A Redcap hit Church like a wrecking ball before he even had chance to swing the sword. The impact smashed
         him to the ground, and the Redcap was instantly upon him like a wild animal, head shaking furiously as its jaws snapped for
         his throat. The only thing that kept Church alive was the blade, which he had managed to get between him and the Redcap as
         he fell.
      

      
      The iron smell of blood was heavy in the air and congealed gobbets showered down on Church from the flayed human skin flapping
         madly against the Recap’s head: a Celtic tattoo, a navel, on the Redcap’s shoulder a piece of scalp with hair still attached.
         And beneath that, something black and gleaming: a spider like the one that had been fixed to Church’s arm.
      

      
      Piggy eyes glared down at him as the jaws clamped closer. Its breath smelled like a butcher’s shop. Suddenly all motion stopped,
         and a gout of stinking blood burst from the Redcap’s mouth and splattered across Church’s face.
      

      
      Etain’s knife was buried in the Redcap’s ear. She must have struck the blow a few seconds earlier and it had taken that long
         for the Redcap to realise it was dead, for she was already a few feet away.
      

      
      When Church threw the Redcap off him, she darted forward to retrieve the knife, flashing him a look of unadulterated pleasure
         at having saved his life.
      

      
      The Redcaps ran back and forth like jungle cats. Conoran had managed to spur his horse fifty yards away, but it was clear
         the Redcaps were only interested in the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.
      

      
      Tannis, Owein and Branwen had abandoned their horses and were performing an intricate ballet as they ducked attacks and lashed
         out with their weapons. With his axe, Owein took the top off one of the Redcaps’ heads. Branwen rammed her spear in another’s
         back, while Tannis took on the remaining two with his sword. But the Redcaps were too fast and too powerful and would not
         be contained for long.
      

      
      The deadened atmosphere had faded with the attack. ‘Don’t waste time with them!’ Church yelled as he sliced away the lower
         jaw of the Redcap that was thrashing around with Branwen’s spear still protruding from it. ‘They’re being controlled!’ He pointed to the man
         in the silver mask.
      

      
      Tannis, Branwen and Etain followed Church as he bounded forwards, but they were halted by Owein’s terrible cry. He was pinned
         to the floor by two Redcaps in a feeding frenzy, and blood was showering into the air.
      

      
      Church took off both of the Redcaps’ heads with one furious swing. He wrenched Owein out from under the still-thrashing mass
         and was sickened to see bare bone through the skin of Owein’s upper arm where most of the muscle had been torn free.
      

      
      ‘I will protect him,’ Tannis said breathlessly. ‘Go after the leader.’

      
      Seemingly oblivious to Church’s attack, the black-robed figure continued to weave patterns in the air. But as Church neared,
         sword raised, the leader turned towards him and Church was brought up sharp by the unnerving sight of the black robe crumpling
         to the ground as if it contained nothing. Rivers of spiders flooded out of the robe, disappearing into the landscape. Within
         seconds only cloth remained; even the mask had been carried away.
      

      
      ‘He was made out of spiders,’ Church said incredulously as Etain arrived at his side.

      
      A triumphant cry from Tannis told them the remaining Redcap had retreated into the green mist, and soon that too was gone.

      
      ‘We beat them,’ Branwen said in disbelief, but any jubilation drained away when Tannis approached carrying Owein’s bloody
         form.
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      Etain and Conoran emerged from the hut, their expressions grim. Church had waited quietly in the dark of the street while
         they tended to Owein.
      

      
      ‘He cannot last long,’ Conoran said quietly. ‘Too much flesh has been lost from his upper arm, even down to the bone … too
         much blood.’
      

      
      Etain brushed away a tear, the strain of the evening evident in her face. ‘Is this how Existence works?’ she asked. ‘It demands
         a balance. Your life was saved, Jack, Giantkiller, so Owein must lose his?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe that to be true,’ Church said.

      
      They stood silently, unable to give voice to their momentous experience. All around them, Carn Euny slept, oblivious. Eventually
         Etain said, ‘It makes no sense to me, for Owein to lose his life so soon after being chosen as a champion of Existence—’
      

      
      ‘We are not meant to understand the rules of Existence,’ Conoran said. ‘We see only one small part of the sweep of the plan,
         like a fish in a pool who thinks the world is made of water and that the faces that occasionally look down into the depths
         are the gods of the fish-world.’
      

      
      Tannis arrived from feeding and watering the horses. He could see that the news was not good. ‘What now for us? The Fabulous Beast said there need to be five for the Pendragon Spirit to achieve
         its full potential.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps another champion will arise,’ Conoran mused.

      
      Branwen made her way down the street from wherever she had been hiding since their return. Her face was streaked with tears.
         During their journey home from Boskawen-Un, Church realized she had feelings for Owein that she buried beneath her fractious
         exterior. Tannis called her gently, but she ignored him and slipped into the hut where Owein was caught between delirium and
         coma.
      

      
      ‘Look at us,’ Etain said bitterly. ‘Already broken and torn asunder. What kind of champions are we? Is this the best Existence
         could do?’
      

      
      No one answered her question, and after a moment Tannis bid them good night and Conoran followed. Church knew he wouldn’t
         be able to sleep with so many questions still troubling him. Etain led him to a spot just outside the village where they lay
         on the grass looking up at the stars and the smoke drifting from the hearths of Carn Euny.
      

      
      ‘Now you cannot leave us, Jack, Giantkiller,’ she said after a while.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘From the moment you appeared in our midst, I have waited for the time when you would walk out of my life.’ Etain’s voice
         was low and dreamy. Church looked at her, but she kept her eyes on the stars. Her face was as pale as the moon, and shadows
         pooled in her eyes and added lustre to her hair. Her breasts rose and fell slowly. ‘Now you and I – and all of us – are joined
         by the Blue Fire. We are one. It will pull us together, however far apart we might be.’
      

      
      Church knew this to be true, in the way that he now knew many things on an unconscious level. Though the feeling of unity
         raised his spirits, he also felt deeply sad. Did it mean he would never be allowed to return to his own time, to see Ruth
         again, to reclaim the life he had lost? Was he now fated to live out his days and be forgotten long before anyone he cared
         for ever existed?
      

      
      ‘I’ll do what’s expected of me while I’m here,’ he said, ‘but I’m never going to stop looking for a way back home. And to
         Ruth.’ He felt Etain flinch.
      

      
      ‘We judge a person by what they hold inside them,’ Etain said, ‘and you are a good man to keep such a powerful love pure in
         your heart. But Conoran says your home is not one day’s ride away, nor many, but exists across the unending sea of days. Can
         you not see that your love is hopeless? You are hurting yourself by holding on to it. And those around you who care for you.’
         She moistened her lips. ‘Let it go. Accept your loss.’ A desperate yearning was wrapped in her final sentence. ‘I could make
         your heart sing too, Jack, Giantkiller.’ She gently touched his face with her cool fingers.
      

      
      
      ‘I know you could,’ Church responded quietly, ‘but I love Ruth. I’m never going to give up hope. However many miles, however
         many years I have to cross, I’m going to get back to her. Nothing’s going to stand in my way.’
      

      
      ‘Then hear this,’ she said passionately. ‘However many miles I walk and fight at your side, however many years it takes to
         prove my love to you, I will shoulder that burden. Because I know that in this time and in this place our souls are bound
         together. Judge me by what I hold inside myself.’
      

      
      In that moment, the deep affection Church felt for her crystallised. She would never replace Ruth, but there was an undeniable
         connection between them.
      

      
      ‘Come quick!’

      
      The mood was shattered by the cry. Church and Etain ran back to the main street where Branwen waited anxiously in the doorway
         to Owein’s hut. Church feared the worst until he saw the hopeful light in Branwen’s face. She dragged Church into the smoky,
         warm confines and thrust him towards Owein, who lay on a mat wrapped in blankets. He appeared to be sleeping more peacefully.
      

      
      ‘Look at his wound!’ Branwen pleaded.

      
      Church lifted the dressing: the deep gash was healing much faster than was possible. Already the bone was hidden beneath reknitted
         flesh. At that rate it would only be a matter of days before the gash was gone completely.
      

      
      ‘It is the Pendragon Spirit.’ Conoran stood behind Church. ‘The Blue Fire can heal the flesh as well as the spirit. But to
         see such a wound heal so quickly!’
      

      
      While the others gathered around Owein with renewed hope, Conoran motioned for Church to follow him back out into the night.
         ‘The cycles of Existence move slowly, but this is a new beginning. A time of hope, a new dawn,’ Conoran said passionately.
         ‘And I believe in my heart that this is the first step out of infancy for humankind and onto the long road to the heart of
         Existence. You have a tremendous responsibility. Do not let us down.’
      

      
      Church said nothing.

      
      ‘I must return to my people,’ Conoran said, distracted. ‘There is much preparation to make, lectures at the colleges, new
         lessons to teach the way forward. There is a responsibility on the Culture, too, for we must supply the support you will need
         on your quest. Yes, yes!’ He roamed around, deep in thought. ‘The Culture may not be around for all time, or invaders may
         drive us into hiding. We must prepare! There are other wise men and women in other cultures. They must carry on the knowledge
         in their own beliefs. They must be … Watchmen, preparing the way, warning of danger!’
      

      
      He came back to Church, his eyes bright. ‘And if the gods ever dare to return to force humankind to suffer and slave, you Brothers and Sisters of Dragons will be there to repel them!’
      

      
      ‘I’m touched by your faith.’

      
      Conoran missed Church’s wry tone as he launched into another rush of notions. ‘Defences must be prepared for such an incursion.
         Weapons hidden. For what if the gods return in years to come when we have grown indolent and content?’ He glanced at Church’s
         side. ‘Your sword … It is one of four great weapons of the gods, as told of in our stories. We must find the others and hide
         them away for when they are most needed.’ He paused. ‘Would you give this weapon to the cause?’
      

      
      Church hesitated. He’d already grown attached to the unearthly blade and the way it soothed him.

      
      ‘Existence will present you with another one, Jack, Giantkiller.’ Conoran’s gaze was heavy and Church couldn’t refuse him.

      
      ‘All right. It’s only a sword.’

      
      ‘I must return. Prepare.’ Conoran was several yards along the street when he rushed back and clasped Church’s arm forcefully.
         ‘I wish you well! Great things lie ahead!’
      

      
      And then he turned and disappeared into the night.
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      The legend of the warrior-king and his band of Brothers and Sisters of Dragons passed quickly amongst the Celts from the Dumnonii
         in the West to the Iceni in the East, from the southern Atrebates to the Caledoni in the far north. For Church it was a time
         that dispelled any lingering doubts that a rational, ordered universe existed. Things that in his own time had been consigned
         to story books or bad dreams preyed on humanity, and he began to comprehend the secret history that lay behind the myths and
         legends of many cultures.
      

      
      On the south coast they tracked a lamia to its lair and killed it in a four-hour battle. An infestation of vampiric Baobhan
         Sith was driven out of a South Wales village. In the fenlands, something with leathery wings, razor-sharp teeth and the pleading
         cry of a frightened child was destroyed in a midnight raid. Villages were saved, women and children rescued, magical items
         found and hidden for future use.
      

      
      And in time they became greater than people, their exploits trumpeted from mouth to mouth, growing in the telling; stories
         of wonder and magic, of heroes who could never be defeated, of the king, Jack, the Giantkiller, who would always defend the
         land in its darkest hour; all people had to do was blow the trumpet, call his name three times into the wind.
      

      
      And the shadows would fall back and never return. And the things that lurked in the night and the wild places would be driven beneath the sea and under the hill.
      

      
      And for the first time since its infancy, humankind could sleep peacefully in its beds.

      
      All was right with the world.
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      ‘They don’t make these like they used to.’ Church tossed the shattered sword out through the open doorway.

      
      Tannis clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You do not know your own strength, Giantkiller. That was one of the strongest blades
         ever forged by my people.’
      

      
      ‘I need a new sword. A good one.’ Church eased out the tension in his shoulders that came from too long on horseback riding
         across the grasslands of southern Britain. ‘I wish I’d never agreed to give up the god-sword.’
      

      
      Owein thrust a goblet of alcoholic brew into Church’s hand. ‘For now, rest, drink, make merry. There has been little of those
         things in recent days.’
      

      
      ‘We are champions,’ Branwen chimed in. ‘There must be some reward for our great deeds. The people are not grateful enough.’
         She stretched out on a reed bed, nursing a sprained arm from the most recent battle, then reached out lazily and picked one
         of the first apples of the season from a wooden bowl beside her.
      

      
      Church disagreed. They were treated with deference wherever they passed; and while hospitality to strangers was a cornerstone
         of Celtic society, the finest food and drink were presented to them, along with gifts of gold and jewels. By any standard,
         they could be fabulously wealthy.
      

      
      But there was another aspect that disturbed him. Outside the door, Carn Euny was bathed in sun as it had been for most of
         the summer. When he had first arrived, the village had welcomed him warmly, the children calling his name and running around
         his feet, while the adults had invited him into their houses. But now they looked at him oddly, respectful of his position
         and abilities, but also treating him with faint unease. He was no longer like them. He was an outsider; an alien breed; a
         hero.
      

      
      The others felt it, too, but it troubled Etain the most. Church had discovered her crying quietly one day. She briefly spoke
         of her loneliness, but then refused to talk any more because she couldn’t accept their isolation from the community.
      

      
      ‘Where is Etain?’ He realised he had not seen her for the last two hours.

      
      
      ‘Gone to recount our latest exploits to the filid,’ Owein said with a hint of drunkenness. ‘Soon there will be new songs to sing about the wonders of the Brothers and Sisters
         of Dragons.’
      

      
      Church slipped out to find her, enjoying the opportunity to be alone with his thoughts. Despite the sun, the air was sharp
         with the first chill of the approaching winter. Across the Cornish countryside the leaves were turning golden and orange,
         and the storms that regularly swept in off the Atlantic were growing wilder.
      

      
      He met Etain walking back along the main street. Her face at rest looked unaccountably sad, but she smiled warmly when she
         saw him. ‘The filid has crafted the best song yet,’ she said. ‘Everyone will be in fine voice tonight.’
      

      
      ‘I was thinking we should spend some more time looking for that spider-thing that set the Redcaps on us.’ It wasn’t what he
         had meant to say, but since her expression of affection he occasionally found himself awkward around her.
      

      
      Etain made a face. ‘We have found nothing since that night. I thought it was decided that another search would be pointless?’

      
      ‘Sooner or later he’s going to come looking for us again—’

      
      ‘I will talk to the others.’ Etain began walking towards the roundhouse, then paused, troubled. I feel something bad is coming.’

      
      ‘Anything more?’ In recent weeks, Etain had experienced instinctive flashes that bordered on the psychic, as if some dormant
         ability was slowly surfacing.
      

      
      Scanning the green landscape with its gnarled, twisted trees rearing away from the wind, she hugged her arms around her. ‘Perhaps
         it is just the winter closing in.’ She flashed him a smile and hurried to the comfort of the hearth.
      

      
      Mulling over her words, Church wandered to the edge of the village and beyond. Once the houses had disappeared behind the
         trees and gorse, a song drifted to him on the wind, desperately beautiful and instilling in him an unbearable yearning. He
         had no choice but to follow it across the rolling grasslands for almost half a mile. Finally he came to the honey-skinned
         woman with the incongruous pack of cards who he had met on the hilltop earlier in the summer. She stood beneath an old hawthorn,
         her beauty as radiant as the sun. When she saw him, her singing was replaced by an enigmatic smile.
      

      
      ‘You came,’ she said with faint humour.

      
      ‘Where are you from?’ Church recalled she had said her name was Niamh. ‘It’s a long walk to the next village.’

      
      ‘I have come from a place further away than you could imagine yet only a heartbeat from here.’ She surveyed Church with familiar
         haughtiness, then motioned to a bundle of cloth on the ground. ‘Sit. Join with me in food and drink for a while.’
      

      
      Church was both irritated by her arrogance and entranced by her beauty. He sat next to her as she unwrapped the cloth to reveal
         a crystal decanter of water that sparkled in the autumn sun, two crystal goblets and some bread. The water was unlike any
         he had tasted in his life, filled with subtle, complex favours that invigorated him. The bread, too, was especially nourishing.
      

      
      ‘I saw you with that girl,’ Niamh said when Church had eaten and drunk his fill. ‘Are you in love?’

      
      Church didn’t like her smile, which had an odd triumphant tinge. ‘Are you spying on me?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, unabashed. ‘I have watched you since our first encounter. You intrigue me. The Blue Fire burns strongly
         inside you.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe I should be honoured by your interest, but I’m not. You’ve obviously got a lot of time on your hands.’

      
      ‘Time is all I have. It means nothing and everything to one of the Tuatha Dé Danann.’

      
      Church tried to work out if this was some game. ‘You’re saying you’re a god?’

      
      ‘We call ourselves the Golden Ones. It is the people of the tribes who named us Tuatha Dé Danann. We are travellers, lost
         in the Far Lands, unable to find our way back to our homeland. That fills us with a great sadness that we can never escape.’
      

      
      Church glimpsed the briefest hint of that sadness in her face. ‘The people here think you were all driven back to T’ir n’a
         n’Og after you defeated the Fomorii at the Second Battle of Magh Tuireadh—’
      

      
      ‘Driven?’ she said contemptuously. ‘Nothing could make the Golden Ones do what they did not wish. We chose to go as part of
         the pact. It was decided we would leave these Fixed Lands to your people, for a time at least. But many of my kind like this
         world and its bountiful riches, and we shall choose to visit from time to time, if it pleases us.’
      

      
      ‘Good to hear it. Thank you for the bread and water. Now I have to be getting back.’

      
      ‘I desire that you should return to T’ir n’a n’Og with me. See the wonders of the Far Lands. Experience sensations beyond
         your dreams.’
      

      
      ‘It’s tempting, but I think I’ll decline.’ Church’s attention was caught by what appeared to be a flash of black lightning
         in the vicinity of Carn Euny. It reminded him of what he had seen on the night of the storm more than three months ago, and
         filled him with a deep dread. ‘I have to go.’ He could smell something bitter and unpleasant on the wind.
      

      
      ‘You are worried about the girl?’ Niamh said. ‘And about those Fragile Creatures who took you in like a stray animal?’

      
      
      Church strode down the slope. Niamh called after him, ‘Did you enjoy my food and drink, Brother of Dragons? It was not given freely. It was not given without obligation.’
      

      
      Suddenly Church could not move his arms or legs. An abiding fear sprang up in him at what he had done.
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      The sun was setting in an angry red blaze when Church came to his senses. Niamh was long gone. He ran wildly down the slope,
         thoughts careering through his head: about how the gods of Celtic myth were diminished over the centuries until they were
         classed as fairies, their Otherworldly home became fairy mounds, their rituals dances under moonlight around a toadstool ring.
         But their random cruelty never diminished; the name of the Fair Folk was never taken in vain.
      

      
      And Church recalled how they lured mortals to their fairy homes and forced them to dance for 200 years. And how their food
         and drink was enchanted – once tasted it could hold a man in thrall to the wishes of the Fair Folk for the rest of his days.
      

      
      Not given freely. Not given without obligation.

      
      Carn Euny was eerily deserted as Church skidded down the grass slope and dashed past the midden into the main street. He called
         out, but no one answered or came to investigate. No children played; no dogs barked. Instead, tasks were abandoned half-complete:
         the preparation of the evening meal, the water buckets being brought back from the spring.
      

      
      Church made his way to the roundhouse given over to the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons to see if Tannis or one of the others
         had left a message as to where everyone had gone. The house was as still as the rest of the village, but the moment he stepped
         across the threshold his entire world fell apart.
      

      
      It was a charnel house. Blood had been splashed up the walls and pooled on the floor, and dripped in a sickening rhythm from
         the roof to sizzle on the embers of the fire. Amongst it lay the bodies of his friends, all slaughtered: Tannis, Owein, Branwen
         and Etain, the one that crushed his spirit the most.
      

      
      Church grasped her in his arms so that her blood smeared across his face and clothes. He prayed that there was some flicker
         of life that the Pendragon Spirit could fan into a flame, but she was already cold, her consciousness long gone. He cried
         for her and for the others. He cried for himself.
      

      
      For a long time he sat there, lost to the shock and the grief, until eventually he saw the mark of the murderer scrawled on the wall in blood. One word: SCUM.

      
      An English word. A word from his own time.
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      Church staggered out into the twilit street where Niamh was waiting for him.

      
      He was filled with fury when he saw her. ‘I could have saved them if you’d let me go!’

      
      ‘Or you could have died with them.’

      
      ‘Who did this?’

      
      She smiled coldly, said nothing. His grief and despair threatened to wash his thoughts away and he covered his face to drive
         out the terrible images.
      

      
      ‘Come with me,’ she said. It was not a request, and even if he had had the will he could not refuse.

      
      In his daze, he sensed movement in the shadows beside one of the roundhouses. It was a boy, Oengus, to whom Church had told
         stories on many a morning. As he approached, Church could see the whites of his eyes. He was scared, but his curiosity overrode
         his fear as he noticed the smear of Etain’s blood across Church’s clothes. You are mortally wounded?’
      

      
      Niamh answered for Church. ‘His wound is much deeper than you could ever know. It runs to the very heart of him.’

      
      ‘Are you leaving?’ the boy asked.

      
      ‘He is.’ Niamh eyed Oengus with a curious contempt. ‘Say your goodbyes.’

      
      ‘And you are going to the Isle of Apples?’ The boy’s eyes grew wider still.

      
      Niamh gave a mocking smile. ‘Your warrior-king sails across the ocean to fair Avalon.’

      
      ‘And will we never see him again?’

      
      ‘I am sure he will return when you need him most. In your darkest hour, call his name.’ Another sly smile.

      
      ‘Find the others now, Oengus,’ Church said flatly. ‘Tell them to keep safe. Watch out for enemies.’

      
      The boy fled into the night. Niamh’s smile chilled Church to the bone. ‘The ravens are ready to feast here. They follow you,
         Jack Churchill, always hungry.’ She gave a mocking bow. ‘Jack of Ravens.’
      

      
      Church hung his head.

      
      ‘Say goodbye to this dreary place of never-changing. You have a new home now.’

      
      
      Without a backward glance she walked out of the village. Church followed. Beneath the hawthorn tree, he looked back to where
         Carn Euny lay and realised that, despite being dispossessed, he had been happy there.
      

      
      ‘This world is gone,’ Niamh said.

      
      She snapped her fingers and night fell.
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