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THE FINAL AGE

I am the Caretaker. I keep a light burning in the darkest night. I serve all who come to me, whether their hearts are filled with hope or tainted by despair.

Here I stand, at the end of the world, where the night is darker than ever, and the lamps have gone out, one by one. What lies ahead is mystery. But the road to the end is clear.

It began one misty morning, close to Albert Bridge in London, where Jack Churchill wandered, lost in the depths of grief for his dead girlfriend, Marianne. Drawn by the sounds of struggle, Jack - an archaeologist known as Church - stepped away from his world and into a stranger and more real one when he encountered one of a race of shape-shifting creatures from the depths of Celtic mythology: the Fomorii, also known as the Nightwalkers. Though the creature fled, Jack met the woman who would become the great love of his life, Ruth Gallagher, and together they uncovered the first signs of an invasion by the Fomorii.

But Church and Ruth were also inducted into a greater and more uplifting mystery, that of the Blue Fire, an energy that ran through the land along leys, its power focused at ancient sacred sites. For more than two thousand years, this force for Life - Existence - had chosen groups of five champions, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons, who would fight to protect the land. Bound together by the Pendragon Spirit, Church and Ruth were only the latest members, and they soon met the other three of their team: an Asian mystic, Shavi, the acerbic Laura DuSantiago, and Ryan Veitch, a tough ex-criminal from South London.

The Fomorii were engaged in battle with their ancient race-enemies - the Golden Ones, the Tuatha Dé Danaan, who had been the gods of the ancient Celts. Many of these golden-skinned gods were contemptuous of  humans - Fragile Creatures, as they named them - and manipulated them to their own ends. The Tuatha Dé Danaan, however, had an odd, symbiotic relationship with their mysterious shape-shifting companions, the Caraprix, which at times appeared to be more powerful than the gods.

With the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons in the middle, this war thrust Britain into an Age of Misrule. Science and reason were overthrown, and magic returned to the world.

Church and his comrades found their abilities honed in the crucible of battle. Ruth became an exponent of the Craft, drawing on the long heritage of wise women tapping into the power of the land. Laura became more nature spirit than human under the guidance of the Celtic god Cernunnos, also known as the Green Man. Veitch found his destiny as a powerful warrior, and lost a hand in the process. Shavi grew into a role as seer and wise man. And Church became the great leader the world needed.

In their quest, they were accompanied by their elderly guide, Tom, who had been kidnapped from his home in the Middle Ages and altered by the gods at the terrifying Court of the Final Word to become the great hero of myth, Thomas the Rhymer, who had the power of prophecy.

He was not the only human to be caught up in the gods’ manipulations. Callow, a bitter wanderer, joined forces with the Fomorii and almost caused the downfall of the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.

As the war raged across Britain, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons overcame numerous hardships. Shavi was killed, but Veitch journeyed to the Grim Lands, the Land of the Dead, to reclaim his spirit and return him to life. This heroic act, however, had unforeseen and devastating consequences.

Callow was eventually killed, but he was not the only one; Tom, too, gave up his life, as did Niamh, one of the Tuatha Dé Danaan, who had fallen in love with Church. And in the Battle of London where the Fomorii were finally defeated, Ryan Veitch lost his own life. A tragic figure, Veitch had been manipulated by the gods to betray the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.

In the cataclysmic battle against Balor, the great god of the Fomorii, Church was flung back through the ages, separated by more than two thousand years from Ruth, the woman he loved.

Though victorious, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons had paid a high price. The survivors went their separate ways, and Existence set about forming a new band of Five who could be champions in the devastated world that remained.

But these Brothers and Sisters of Dragons would be different. Veitch’s journey to the Grim Lands had broken one of the great rules and thereby  attracted the attention of a terrible dark force beyond the edge of the universe: the Void, also known as the Devourer of All Things, the dark reflection of Existence, Anti-Life, the true ruler of the universe. Through the Mundane Spell, it kept humanity in thrall and deflected it from magic and wonder, which could eventually lead to the dark god’s rule being usurped. Now that the Void had noticed magic had returned, it was coming back to Earth to ensure the Mundane Spell remained unbroken.

And so Existence needed to find five Brothers and Sisters of Dragons who could operate beyond the attention of the Void. From another reality, it plucked Mallory, who had killed himself in his own world after committing an undisclosed terrible crime. In Salisbury, Mallory joined the ranks of the new Knights Templar and learned to become a warrior. There he met the first Sister of Dragons, Sophie Tallent, who had mastered the Craft, and Miller, whom Existence had gifted with the power to heal.

Meanwhile, rural doctor Caitlin Shepherd also became a Sister of Dragons, after a plague claimed the lives of her husband Grant and son Liam. Caitlin escaped the Void’s attention because her consciousness was fragmented: known as the Broken Woman, she developed several distinct personalities and was eventually possessed by the Morrigan, one of the Tuatha Dé Danaan, the goddess of death and violence, sex and life.

In her travels, Caitlin encountered several helpers, amongst them Carlton, a young boy who was killed during their quest; Jack, who, like Tom, had been kidnapped by the Court of the Final Word and had the destructive force of the Wish-Hex embedded inside him; Jack’s sociopathic girlfriend Mahalia; and their guide, the dissolute academic Crowther.

The final two Brothers of Dragons were Hunter, a Government Special Forces officer and trained killer, and Hal, a lowly clerk, so insignificant that he escaped the Void’s attentions completely.

The Void eventually realised that the only way it could maintain the Mundane Spell was by completely changing reality back into its familiar form, the age-old ways of money and power, where magic and wonder did not exist. All the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons were locked into fake, mundane lives, forgetting their true heritage - except Hal, who gave up his corporeal existence to become part of the Blue Fire. His mission was to seek out Church, the true ‘king’, and help bring him back from the past to defeat the Void.

In the Iron Age, Church had been adopted by a Celtic tribe in the village of Carn Euny, in what would become Cornwall. He lived a simple life, but the Void recognised him as a threat and set out to destroy  him. Through time, it despatched its agents, the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders; the Libertarian, a sardonic, brutal killer with lidless red eyes; and one other: a rejuvenated Ryan Veitch, corrupted by hatred, who blamed Church for his death and the loss of the woman he truly loved - Ruth.

Time became the battlefield. In different ages, Church fought the Void’s agents, while in the modern world, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons began to awake from their fake lives.

Paradoxically, Church established the line of Brothers and Sisters of Dragons in Carn Euny, long before he was chosen to be such a champion. But the first group were killed by Ryan Veitch, and eventually reanimated by the Void as the Brothers and Sisters of Spiders to help Veitch destroy Church.

The paradoxes continued thick and fast. Church was taken to the mysterious Otherworld, also known as the Far Lands, by Niamh, who would fall in love with him over time, and there he also encountered Tom in his younger days. In Niamh’s court, Church befriended Jerzy, the Mocker, a surgically altered Fool who would play a large part in what was to come.

The magical Far Lands were timeless, and Church realised that he could while away his days there while centuries passed in the real world, and eventually return home when his own age rolled around again.

On occasional trips back to the real world, under Niamh’s control, Church encountered many other Brothers and Sisters of Dragons. In Roman York in AD 306, he met the Dacian barbarian Decebalus, and the Roman Briton Aula Fabricia Candida, both of whom returned with him to the Far Lands when they discovered that Ryan Veitch was systematically killing off the line of champions. Over the centuries, Church rescued many others and brought them back to the Otherworld, where they formed an Army of Dragons in waiting.

The Great Powers continued to manipulate humans to their ends. The Void controlled many human leaders through the spiders, while gaining power over several gods from other pantheons in Earth’s mythologies, amongst them the dual-faced Janus, god of doorways, and Loki, the Norse trickster god.

In Elizabethan times, Janus arranged the capture of many humans to be slaves in the Void’s Fortress in the Far Lands. Amongst them were the New World colonists of Roanoke, including the young girl Virginia Dare, the first European to be born in the Americas.

Meanwhile, the Tuatha Dé Danaan continued their own manipulations. Dian Cecht and the gods of the Court of the Final Word were involved in a desperate attempt to probe the heart of Existence, not only  to ensure their survival in the face of the Devourer of All Things, but also to prevent the Golden Ones from being supplanted by Fragile Creatures. In one of their experiments, they inserted a Caraprix inside Jerzy’s head, to control him and use him against Church.

In 1851, at Stonehenge, Jerzy mysteriously disappeared from Church’s side. He had been kidnapped by the shape-shifting trickster Puck, also known as Robin Goodfellow, one of the Oldest Things in the Land, to undisclosed ends.

As Veitch, the Libertarian and the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders continued a campaign to stop Church, they also launched a search for a world-shattering magickal artefact, the Extinction Shears, which could cut through all reality. Locating them, the Void’s forces used the Shears to sever the Blue Fire from its source and condemn the world to the Mundane Spell. But after this act, the otherworldly Market of Wishful Spirit reclaimed the supremely powerful artefact, and disappeared with it.

At the Woodstock Festival in 1969, the Libertarian offered a world-weary Church a deal - if he allowed himself to be placed in the Sleep Like Death, and locked for ever in a casket in the Far Lands, Ruth, Shavi and Laura would not be killed. Church believed this was the only way to save his friends.

As Church slept in the casket, events he had previously experienced continued apace. The Fomorii invaded, and his past-self fought them through the Age of Misrule. Tom and Niamh died. The Battle of London took place.

Locked inside his head, Church experienced what he thought was a dream or a hallucination: he met me, and the Daughters of the Night, the true owners of the Extinction Shears, and then he was guided to a cave that housed the Axis of Existence, which he perceived as a great reality-altering machine. Using the Axis, Church changed events in the same way that the Void had done, though not as catastrophically: both Tom and Niamh returned to life. But there was a price to pay, as there always is for these things, and Niamh became an agent of the Void.

Returning to the fray, Ruth, Laura and Shavi rescued Church from the casket in the Far Lands and returned to Earth for a final confrontation with Veitch. In the battle, Veitch was killed, his body taken away by the Brothers and Sisters of Spiders.

But now the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons faced their biggest test: to destroy the Void before it could reshape the world in its image for all time. From the depths of the Blue Fire, Hal told them what they would need: the missing Extinction Shears; and the Two Keys, two humans, one with  the power to create life, the other with the power to destroy, hidden by Existence somewhere amongst the world’s billions.

Church knew that they could not complete this quest alone, and so he set out to locate Mallory, Sophie, Caitlin and Hunter, still living the fake lives the Void had given them. With Tom once again joining them, they split up into two teams. Mallory, Sophie and Caitlin travelled to the Far Lands in search of the Extinction Shears, under the guidance of a returned Jerzy.

With the Libertarian hounding them at every turn, Church and the others raced to Norway in search of the First Key. But there they discovered why they had encountered only the Celtic gods during the Age of Misrule: each pantheon of gods from Earth’s mythologies had their own Great Dominion over which they ruled. For centuries, they had slept, but every time the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons trespassed in a new Great Dominion, they woke the old gods.

In Norway, Church and his team were confronted by gods from the cold northern climes, including Tyr and Freyja. To save the lives of his friends, Tom agreed to an undisclosed but clearly tragic deal with Freyja, who gave him the cursed ring Andvarinaut to help them locate their hearts’ desire - in this instance, the Two Keys.

Veitch, meanwhile, had returned to life through a ritual in the Grim Lands, and with the help of the Brothers and Sisters of Spiders, he kidnapped Ruth. Feeling even more betrayed and bitter, Veitch had turned his back on the Void and was now determined to bring all of reality crashing down around him.

In Oslo, Veitch found the First Key before Church - Mallory’s former friend from Salisbury, Miller, who was using his Existence-given power to heal the sick. And so the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons set off across the world in pursuit of Veitch, Ruth and Miller, awakening the gods of several Great Dominions in the process.

In the Far Lands, Mallory, Sophie and Caitlin had fallen under the manipulation of Niamh, not realising that she had become an agent of the Void. The influence of the Devourer of All Things was spreading across the Otherworld: its Fortress was growing, the Army of Dragons was missing, as were many of the Tuatha Dé Danaan, and the Enemy’s forces were on the march, destroying everything they encountered. Meanwhile, at the Enemy’s Fortress, the Burning Man was being created, a giant, flaming matrix that would contain the essence of the Void on its return.

At the last, Niamh’s corruption was exposed and the Army of Dragons and missing gods were discovered, but at a terrible price: Niamh used a magickal artefact to wipe Sophie from Existence, a fate truly worse than  death, where the Sister of Dragons would never have existed and therefore be forgotten by everyone who knew her. Niamh escaped, and though Mallory liberated her court, he failed to find the Extinction Shears. Unbeknownst to him, they had been hidden with the Market of Wishful Spirit somewhere in the Grim Lands.

Back on Earth, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons closed in on Veitch, Ruth and Miller. Though Veitch was still bent on revenge, Ruth’s influence gradually began to strip away his encysted bitterness, allowing his former heroic nature to surface. In the process, the pair grew closer.

In Egypt, many of the old gods had agreed to help the Void, and were destroyed by the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons. Only Seth escaped, vowing revenge.

Soon after, in the Forbidden City in Beijing, the gods revealed to Church a shattering truth: the Libertarian was Church’s future self. He was given a vision of the moment when he would transform into the psychopathic killer, thus betraying Existence and ensuring victory for the Void. Church’s only hope was that in the fluid nature of time, the future could be altered and his vision would never come to pass.

In China, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons did claim one great victory: the connection to the source of the Blue Fire was reopened and magic flooded back into the world.

The Second Key was hidden in New York: Jack, Caitlin’s former associate, who still carried the vast, destructive force of the Wish-Hex. Here, Veitch finally overcame his hatred and agreed to help his former comrades, though he was still treated with suspicion by all.

Realising it faced defeat, the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders set about remaking the world, in the process closing all the gateways to the Far Lands. With hardly any time to spare, Church and the others escaped Earth on the supernatural Last Train, ready for the final battle with the Void.

And so the pieces move into place for the final battle at the end of the world.




Prologue
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THE WORLD-TREE

‘The snake came crawling and struck at none. But Woden took nine glory twigs and struck the adder so it flew into nine parts.’

From the Anglo-Saxon ‘Nine Herbs Charm’




1

It is the beginning of the end.

‘Church! Church! Wake up - you’re dreaming! Please wake up, Church!’

‘Maybe it’s just time.’

It is the beginning of the end.

‘Where is the meaning in life?’

‘What is real ?’


‘There are signs, certainly, but in the end, who knows?’

‘You don’t have to leave me, Church.’

It is the beginning of the end.

‘So cold. Oh, please, why are you letting this happen?’

‘Everybody describes it differently . . . like a shadow falling over them, or a jolt of electricity. I wish I could be more helpful.’

Chilled to his bones and aching, Church wakes; and then he wakes again, and there is the rhythm of the train, like the pulse of blood.

It is the beginning. Of the end.
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Snow falls. A flurry caught in the unforgiving wind blowing relentlessly across the frozen wastes that stretch to the horizon. In that wind, there are whispers, lost souls, telling of the end of the world, of all worlds. Their stories are caught in the ruddy glare reflected in the rolling snow dunes and the crested waves of ice.

High in the silver sky, the Burning Man looks down on this place, and the shimmering city of gold and glass at its heart, as he looks down on all places, waiting to cast the final judgement. The towering outline of fire is still waiting to be filled, but it will not be long now. It is the twilight of the gods, and men, and all living things.

Ragnarok.

Dreaming, yet awake, you understand this as you move out from the confusion of the World-Tree’s branches and drift across the desolate landscape. The whispers have told you what was and what will be, what is real and what is not. You move on quickly. You want to see more. Worry knots your thoughts, that perhaps this time it will not be all right.
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See there, at the top of the tallest tower of the City of Marvels, where Hunter looks out at the seething figure and feels its words in his heart. His quarters reveal that he is treated with respect. Sumptuous furnishings fill the chamber, furs piled across the wooden floors and tapestries hanging on the walls, while floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides give a grand perspective on the world. But though a great fire blazes in the hearth, Hunter still feels the chill.

Like the city, Hunter’s appearance belies the true nature beneath - rakish, piratical, a flair for flamboyance concealing an iron will.

‘Intriguing. You still believe there is hope. Is this what it means to be a Brother of Dragons, then? Faith over reason?’ Math, the great sorcerer of the Tuatha Dé Danaan, stands beside the stone fireplace, oblivious to the heat. Sometimes Hunter wonders if there is a person inside the black robes and the brass mask that rotates every minute or so to reveal one of its four faces: boar, salmon, falcon, bear.

‘Reason is overrated.’ Hunter pours himself a goblet of fruity wine and downs it in one. ‘What’s the point in sitting on your arse and ruminating on the logic of what is, by any rational person’s yardstick, complete  bug-eyed, screaming craziness? Life’s for living. When some git’s swinging an axe at your head, or a woman is pressing her lips against yours, you feel it and you react. You start reasoning about either one, you’re a dead man.’ He pours himself another goblet of wine, drinks it quickly.

‘Your drinking is a mask, like mine,’ Math notes wryly.

‘We’re just two peas in a pod.’

The long wait ends as the door opens silently to admit the goddess Freyja, wearing a black dress to mark the gravity of the occasion. Her delicate features are emphasised by the thick animal fur she wears across her shoulders. For once, her potent sexuality is tightly controlled; another sign of respect for the visitor.

‘The Council of Asgard is convened,’ she says. ‘Brother of Dragons, and cousin—’ she nods to Math ‘—you will accompany me.’

Past hissing torches, she leads them down the majestic staircase to the great meeting hall of oak and glass. At one end of the room, an enormous window looks across the expanse of snow to Bifrost, the Rainbow Bridge, shimmering like the aurora borealis. Its far end hangs in tatters; Earth cannot be reached.

The hall rings with the voices of gods bellowing at each other, or flirting, or fighting. Hunter’s senses take a moment to adjust to the combined presence of the powerful beings, faces slowly arising from a swirl of impressions: features he vaguely recalls from childhood stories or dreams; fiery red beards and wild-man hair, glittering lupine eyes that have seen seas of blood flow over the rocks and ice of the northlands, women with hair glowing like the sun and a beauty primal and terrifying and sexual. Muscles like iron and hideous, jagged scars. They carry weapons - nicked axes, great swords - or pluck on ancient stringed instruments. Everything about them speaks of blood and battle and sex and honour.

Hunter feels quite at home.

‘Let the council begin.’ The crowd falls instantly silent at Freyja’s command, and all eyes turn towards Hunter.

Freyja gestures towards the great empty throne at the far end of the hall. ‘These are dark days. The All-Father’s whereabouts are unknown. He has followed his ravens, Hugin and Mugin, to an uncertain future. And so this decision falls to us, now. Before the All-Father departed, he placed his trust in the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons, and so we must give fair hearing to their plea.’

A murmur races around the room. Support or dissent? Hunter cannot tell.

‘There’s a war coming,’ he begins. ‘The war to end all wars. You know it. This is the final battle foretold in all your old stories.’

‘Ragnarok,’ one intones gravely. Red-haired, he is taller and stronger than all the others, and from the enormous hammer that stands by his side, Hunter knows he is the thunder god, Thor. ‘It blows towards us like a storm at sea. Inevitable, inescapable. The end of us all.’

‘The Norns will be gathering around their well beneath the roots of Yggdrasil,’ sighs an elderly man with a long, white beard. Unconsciously, his fingers play over the strings of the harp in his lap. ‘Urd, Verdandi and Skuld, who hold us all in their hands.’

‘Hush, Bragi. This is not a time for your eloquent misery.’ Tyr stands, his scarred, hairy body now recovered from the terrible injuries Hunter had seen inflicted on it in Norway. ‘That sly trickster Loki has not been seen for a season,’ Tyr continues. ‘If we find him, and carve his body with my axe, Ragnarok will not unfold. Simple.’

‘It’s too late for that,’ Hunter insists. ‘Loki is already with the Enemy, and he’s not alone. A lot of others, from across the Great Dominions, are under the Enemy’s control. They’re all following the lead of Janus, two faces, neither of them pleasant.’

‘If it is too late, what is the point of this council?’ Bragi asks.

With a roar, Thor crashes his hammer Mjolnir on the stone flags and sends lightning flashing across the hall. ‘The Aesir have never turned from battle, even when all hope appeared lost. We fight, and if the Norns so decide, we die!’

Thundering his support for Thor, Tyr drives the gods to their feet with a deafening martial clamour.

With a sigh, Hunter waits for the bravado and bloodlust to subside.

Freyr, the Shining Lord and brother of Freyja, says, ‘Why do we need to listen to you, Brother of Dragons? What can you possibly offer the Aesir?’

‘Allies. The Enemy force is greater than you can imagine. However powerful you think you are, you won’t be able to hold them back. Alone. But with an army of gods, from all the Great Dominions . . . now, that would make a difference.’ Hunter gestures to Math, observing silently with his hands folded in front of him. ‘The Tuatha Dé Danaan have already agreed to stand with us. I have a message from Lugh guaranteeing the support of the Golden Ones.’

‘An army of gods?’ Tyr’s laughter roars to the rafters. Thor, though, remains grave as he considers Hunter’s words.

‘You’re facing the true, organising force of the universe. The god above gods,’ Hunter continues. ‘The Void represents the opposite of Life. And it’s slowly focusing its attention on us through that Burning Man you can see from your windows. Once that receptacle is filled, it will act.’

‘But until then there is an opportunity?’ Thor asks.

‘Not for any of us alone. Even together there might not be a chance—’

‘Hold!’ Pressed against the great window, the goddess Frigg looks out across the wintry wastes. ‘Something approaches.’

The horizon is a blur in the blizzard that rages constantly around Asgard, but gradually shapes coalesce in the snow, moving towards the city. A handful at first, then a score, then hundreds. Brutish figures range speedily ahead of the main force: Redcaps wearing their clothes of human skin and organs, followed closely by the shimmering, insubstantial Gehennis tearing at their wild hair, and the shrieking, vampiric Baobhan Sith. Behind them, a great army pulls slowly out of the storm, dead yet alive, axes and swords and lances merged with their limbs, armour rusted and bloodstained. Purple mist drifts around the Lament-Brood, and even at that distance their keening song of despair is clear.

‘They attack us here, in our home?’ Thor intones incredulously.

‘We fight!’ Tyr bellows. ‘Now.’

‘I don’t want to pour cold water on your war party,’ Hunter says, ‘but this is where I advise you to run.’
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Across the Far Lands, ashes drift in the wind. In your dreams, you taste the bitterness on your tongue. Listen. There is a sound like a heartbeat throbbing behind the breeze, under the rustling of the leaves, deep in the land itself. It is the sound of war drums, it is the sound of a heart. It infects your dreams so that you cannot sleep peacefully, for you know what it is, and from where it comes.

Against one of the foothills of the great mountain range sprawls an enormous walled city. You stare in awe at its jumble of buildings, its winding streets, its towers and turrets, gambrels and chimneys, ramparts and spires. Once you would have been troubled by its claustrophobia, the darkness beneath the upper storeys of the buildings overhanging the cobbled streets. But no more. Now the streets are flooded with light, and a new mood of hope fights to establish itself; the Court of the Soaring Spirit has a new lord. You see his long dark hair and the note of irony in his dark eyes, but most of all you see the unfathomable sadness in his heart. Despite that, Mallory, Brother of Dragons, possessor of Llyrwyn, one of the Three Great Swords of Existence, projects only optimism, a necessary quality, for his city now lies on the brink of destruction.

The Palace of Glorious Light lives up to its name. Golden illumination shining from every window, it is a beacon that can be seen far and wide  across the Far Lands, and it rings with beautiful music, earthly songs that Mallory has taught the strange band of musicians drawn to him from across the city. He hoped it would ease his emptiness. It has not. But all the other residents will never forget its joy.

Yet still it faces destruction.

At the heart of the palace is a formal garden, tranquil amongst its honey-scented alyssum, spicy lilies and sweet, strong jasmine, its sparkling fountain, its elegant statues and winding walkways. Amidst the fluttering butterflies and the lazy drone of bees, Caitlin Shepherd, Sister of Dragons, practises a relentless series of martial routines with her axe.

From the upper cloisters, Mallory watches her brown hair flying, her fragile features tense and determined. ‘No peace,’ he mutters. ‘Ever.’

As if to underline his words, Decebalus, the Dacian barbarian, marches up. ‘Another attack is imminent,’ he growls. ‘I have ordered the sounding of the alert.’

Mallory curses. ‘We need to get everyone indoors. Man the defences—’

‘Already done.’ Decebalus nods towards Caitlin in the garden below as they march to the stairs. ‘You are concerned about her?’

‘It’s just difficult to get used to the new Caitlin. There was always something gentle about her. A healer, not a fighter.’

‘Gentle she remains, deep inside. But she is so much more now. So many people in one small body.’

‘Five personalities. It’s not the human ones I’m concerned about - Caitlin herself, Amy, Briony, even that old crone Brigid with her doom-mongering and predictions.’

‘It is the Morrigan.’ Decebalus nods. ‘A human possessed by a god. What good can come of it?’

‘Not just any god. The Morrigan is terrifying. Blood and death—’

‘And sex and life,’ Decebalus interrupts with a wink.

‘No. I love her dearly, but not like that. She’s a friend.’

As they hurry along the cloisters where beams of sunlight and deep shadow form a complex interplay, they pass Brothers and Sisters of Dragons hurrying towards the rooftop defences, an Army of Existence brought to the Far Lands from their own long-gone times. To a person, they look to Mallory with hope and respect as he passes.

‘The Brothers and Sisters of Dragons are ready for the fight ahead,’ Decebalus observes.

‘They shouldn’t be. They don’t stand a chance.’

‘Do not let them hear you say that,’ Decebalus cautions sternly.

‘I’m not stupid. But I’m really not comfortable sending them all to their deaths.’

‘This is their sole reason for existing. More than two thousand years of history . . . the shaping of the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons . . . it has all been leading to this point. Live or die, this is what they were made to do. It is their destiny.’

‘I don’t believe in destiny.’

‘You are a strange and troubling little man. You do not believe in anything. I am a poor, uneducated barbarian, yet even I have learned to understand the thing you call “reason”.’

‘It’s overrated.’

Decebalus curses under his breath, but his mood is too vibrant to be constrained. ‘You should see them when they train,’ he says, a twinkle in his eye. ‘The very air of the room becomes alive . . . the iron smell of the Blue Fire, so powerful.’ He smacks his lips. ‘It makes my skin tingle and my heart sing. Existence chose well, all of them. And it is not just the Pendragon Spirit! Their hearts are strong. They will face any odds. They will risk their lives for what Existence requires of them. You should be proud to be a part of it, Mallory.’

‘Yeah, they’re heroes. So who’s killing them, Decebalus?’

High overhead, the alert sounds, a lone, tolling bell that ignites in Mallory the chill of dread every time he hears it.

‘Two dead,’ he continues. ‘Holes punched in the centre of their foreheads. Church didn’t save them from slaughter in their own time only for them to be murdered here.’

‘You know there is an enemy in our midst. The force we oppose attacks from without and within. It will not allow us the space to take a stand. Time is running out—’

‘I know!’ Mallory snaps. ‘You don’t have to remind me every damned minute of the day.’ The bell tolls again, and again, turning his stomach. ‘I’m sorry. It’s the waiting. For Hunter to build his coalition of gods who refuse to acknowledge each other’s existence. For Church and the others to find the Two Keys. For the location of the Extinction Shears. For us to do anything before we get wiped out.’ Frustration drives an edge into his voice.

‘You are a man of action, I understand that. This period is difficult. But soon there will be action enough for all of us.’

Stepping onto the palace roof, Mallory sees that the defences are already in place, here and on the other highest points around the city. He knows Decebalus has trained them well since the first attack that had killed so many. Ranks of golden-skinned archers from the elite forces of the Tuatha Dé Danaan face the roiling black clouds on the distant horizon. Behind them, the Army of Dragons prepare to use the bizarre  but devastating weapons created in the vast armoury of Goibhniu, Creidhne and Luchtaine.

The tolling bells continue to sound. Clang, clang, clang. In the city below, the streets clear rapidly in a mood of fear and desperation. Doors and shutters are bolted.

Mallory watches the black clouds move slowly across the great plain. ‘I don’t know how much more of this we can take,’ he says. ‘We can’t just sit here under siege until every building is reduced to rubble.’

‘Huh. The Enemy’s full army has not arrived yet,’ Decebalus grunts.

‘Thanks for the reassurance.’

As the storm clouds near, they part to reveal the creatures at their core. Three Riot-Beasts, each with twin leonine heads, eyes rolling with idiocy as they silently roar, their big-cat bodies covered with scales, feathers and fur. They are engines of destruction, throwing out crackling bolts of energy more devastating than any missile. Each time he sees them, Mallory is unnerved by the way they float without wings or any other visible means of staying aloft.

The day becomes like night as the storm clouds fill the sky, and a low bass rumble vibrates through everything. As the Riot-Beasts reach the city walls, plasma balls sizzle erratically, exploding rooftops and sending out waves of superheated air. Towers crash to the ground in a rain of masonry as the creatures blunder across the city.

‘Now!’ Decebalus roars, and a hail of arrows arc majestically. Some hit their target, but the Riot-Beasts show no pain, if they can even feel it.

Mallory nods, and Decebalus orders the firing of the greater weapons from the vaults of the Tuatha Dé Danaan. The air becomes glassy or boils in a wave of fire, and bolts of energy shriek like banshees. Sometimes the Riot-Beasts are knocked off course. Mostly, they continue on their paths of destruction, occasionally bursting into flame until the wind or gusting rain extinguishes the blaze.

‘We haven’t got anything that can hurt them,’ Mallory says redundantly. His anger boils within him, but he maintains a cool demeanour for the sake of his troops.

‘Whatever, we send out a message,’ Decebalus replies. ‘We will resist unto death.’

‘Very poetic, with an unnerving knack for premonition.’

The battle continues for fifteen full minutes. Across the city, buildings collapse and roofs are torn off. Many die. Finally the Riot-Beasts drift away as if they are leaves caught on the wind. The storm clouds follow, the thunder’s rumbling decreasing, until the sun eventually breaks through.

‘As soon as you have the figures, let me know how many died this time,’ Mallory orders.

‘Why do you punish yourself?’

‘Because until I find a proper defence, I’m responsible for every one.’

They wait until their exhausted troops file off the rooftop before making their way down. There have been too many attacks, and little chance to rest.

Now the attack has passed, you prepare to move on. You are unsettled; the threat here is palpable. But you know there is still more to see. The Far Lands is a place of subtlety and intrigue, and many things shift behind the surface of all that you see.
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In the ringing corridors of the palace, a woman staggers, blood streaming from a gash on her temple. Her name is Marie, a scullery girl in a large London house during the Regency period of George IV; ignored by those who believed themselves to be her betters, she gained renown as a brave Sister of Dragons. Here, though, she is disoriented, terrified; the world has shifted beneath her feet.

As Mallory and Decebalus come down from the roof, engaged in deep debate about tactics, she comes to a halt, wide-eyed. Seeing her wound, Mallory and Decebalus rush to her aid, but she only shrieks and presses against the stone wall as if hoping it might swallow her.

An accusing finger points at Mallory. ‘Stay back!’ she says, and then to Decebalus, ‘He tried to kill me!’

‘When?’ the barbarian asks.

‘Not five minutes ago, during the attack.’

‘Impossible. Mallory was at my side then, up on the roof.’

Marie wavers, her eyes flashing from side to side. ‘He tried to kill me, I tell you!’

Decebalus motions for Mallory to step back as he attends to the young woman. ‘This is not the truth, Marie. Either you are mistaken, or it is some kind of magic.’

‘Magic, then!’ She stares at Mallory accusingly. ‘His face, Decebalus. He came at me as the fire rained down, in the dark of the upper floors. Instinct made me turn at the last. Good fortune was all I had, but it was enough. I did not see his weapon, but I felt it as it tore through my flesh. I did see his face.’ She points again. ‘And I ran . . . here—’

‘Think, Marie,’ Decebalus says sharply. ‘You ran into us - Mallory was not pursuing you. He was ahead.’

The woman wavers, tries to make sense. ‘Then who . . . ?’

‘The one who’s already killed two Brothers and Sisters of Dragons,’ Mallory says. ‘The Enemy’s sent an assassin to pick us off one by one.’

‘If it uses your face, then it attempts to undermine our spirit,’ Decebalus says gravely. ‘If it can use any face, then who can we trust?’

Troubled, Mallory and Decebalus deliver Marie to a healer and then seek out comfort and the sun in the herb garden, which lies beyond a maze of lavender in a walled area at the rear of the palace. The air is heavy with rich perfumes. Decebalus and Mallory find Aula tending her herbs, as she does at that time every day. At first Mallory does not recognise her. Her blond hair shimmering in the sun, the Roman Briton’s face is strikingly peaceful as she immerses herself in the garden’s atmosphere, a far cry from the fierce looks that usually accompany her caustic tones. Her mask returns when she sees them both.

‘So little to do you must trouble me here?’ she says tartly. ‘No wonder we face disaster.’

‘Your day would be bereft without a visit from the one who gives your life meaning,’ Decebalus replies with a broad grin.

Aula snorts unconvincingly then turns to Mallory. ‘She plays in the maze,’ she says.

Past clouds of honeybees, Mallory weaves through the heavily scented bushes and eventually sees the top of a young girl’s head in the centre of the maze. Virginia Dare never smiles. Occasionally, a heartbreaking, haunted look will appear in the depths of her eyes. In that moment it is possible to comprehend the many atrocities she has witnessed since the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders kidnapped her and her fellow settlers from Roanoke in the New World almost five hundred years ago. She has spent her formative years in the heart of horrors, the Void’s Fortress on the edge of the Far Lands, until her escape. Though only eight years old, her eyes say she is a hundred.

‘Is it time?’ She cradles a doll made for her by one of the kitchen staff who had hoped it would bring back some aspect of childhood.

‘Not yet. But soon. I need to ask you if you are prepared to do it.’

‘You have asked me twice already.’

‘Now I’m asking you a third time.’

‘Yes,’ she says without hesitation. ‘I will travel with you to the Enemy Fortress, and show you the secret way I discovered under the walls.’

‘You know what it will mean?’

‘You want to protect me, Mallory,’ she replies in too-old tones, ‘but it is too late for that. I am ruined.’

Mallory cannot look in her face; it makes him too desperately sad.

‘She’ll be fine.’

Frequently, these days, he never hears Caitlin come up on him. She stands at the entrance to the maze’s central rest zone, still slick with sweat, holding her axe loosely. Mallory searches her eyes to see who is in control this time. He doesn’t know why he tries, for even when he sees the bright innocence of Amy, there is always the dark of the Morrigan just behind.

‘It’s me, Mallory. Caitlin. The one, the only, the original.’ She smiles, kisses him on the cheek.

Virginia hugs Caitlin tightly, the first time she has looked like a little girl. ‘Have you come to play with me?’

‘I said I would, didn’t I?’

With a whisper of desperate thanks, Virginia buries her face in Caitlin’s midriff. ‘No hide and seek,’ she says. ‘I don’t like that.’

When Virginia has raced away to fetch a board game from her room, Mallory observes, ‘She likes you.’

‘We have an understanding.’

‘I still don’t want to take her to that place.’

‘She’s tougher than you think, Mallory. When it comes down to it, we all are.’

He watches the bees, and the clouds scudding across the blue sky. ‘Do you think it’s enough?’ he enquires. ‘Wanting to do the right thing?’

‘No, it’s not enough,’ she replies. ‘But we do it anyway.’
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And so you move again through the twisting, ever-multiplying branches of the World-Tree, and now you watch the walls of Asgard crumble. From out of the swirling blizzard, blazing rocks crash with a steady beat of destruction. The Enemy’s siege machines never rest. The monstrous troops wash out of the snow in a black tide that Hunter wills to ebb but which never does. They swirl around the foot of the walls, throwing up ladders as quickly as the Aesir can despatch those who scurry like insects to the ramparts. But their greatest weapon is insubstantial: a potent atmosphere of despair radiating from every fibre of their being, infecting any who allow their defences to slip; a moment’s doubt is all that’s needed. Hunter sees shoulders sag, heads bow, weapons fall to their sides.

‘It is only a matter of time before we are overrun,’ Baldur mutters in a daze of abject disbelief.

‘This is a taste of what’s to come,’ Hunter intones above the din of battle cries, clashing weapons, the screams of the dying and the constant howl of the icy gale. ‘Nobody survives on their own.’

Amidst peals of deafening thunder, a storm cloud races along the ramparts towards them, lightning bolts flying in all directions. Only when it nears does Hunter recognise Thor, his face consumed by volcanic fury. Swinging Mjolnir with the devastating force of a hurricane, he shatters the face of a Redcap attempting to climb over the wall. The god grips the siege ladder and thrusts it back out into the blizzard. Howls rise up from those falling below.

‘Asgard shall not fall!’ he bellows to the wind.

At intermittent points along the walls, the lie is being given to his words. Hordes of decaying Lament-Brood haul themselves over the ramparts, losing an arm here, even a head there, but continuing relentlessly. Aesir warriors run to confront them at the points where they have broken through the defences, but the Lament-Brood attack the moment their feet touch the walkway.

An Aesir warrior is impaled on a rusty sword embedded in the handless wrist of one of the Lament-Brood. The sword is roughly twisted and the warrior explodes in a cloud of golden moths gleaming against the white snow, a single moment of beauty at the instant of his death.

All along the walls, the Aesir stop what they are doing and watch, aghast, disbelieving, fixated on each individual moth as it struggles to pick a path through the gusting snowflakes.

A single teardrop rolls slowly over Thor’s cheek.

And then along the ramparts bursts of golden moths rise up here and there, the interval between each explosion growing shorter, like bursts of smoke and light in a magician’s stage show.

‘No!’ Thor thunders, and renews his furious hammer-attack.

The Aesir return to action, blades and axes flashing, but Hunter can see something has gone out of them. Their attacks are less sure; they glance at each other, seeking reassurance, finding none.

Forseti, one of the younger gods who had been responsible for justice in the city, is surrounded by six Redcaps. Before Hunter can react, the god is hacked to pieces.

As the moths soar, Baldur cries out, ‘My son!’ Consumed by grief, he races towards the Redcaps.

‘We must leave.’ At Hunter’s shoulder, Math’s four-fold mask turns implacably. ‘There is no hope left here.’

From his backpack, Hunter removes a silver-scaled gauntlet with brass talons. ‘It would be impolite to leave at the height of the party.’

‘What is that?’ Math asks suspiciously. ‘A weapon?’

‘The Court of the Final Word called it the Balor Claw.’ Gritting his teeth, Hunter slips on the gauntlet. ‘And now it’s mine.’

He arrives at the fray as the Redcaps surround Baldur, as they had done  his son. One sweep of the Balor Claw takes the first Redcap apart. Another falls as he turns, the Claw breaking the bonds of his body at the molecular level. After his slaughter in the Court of the Final Word, Hunter has grown used to the sight of bodies unfurling, but the other Redcaps are, for the first time in their existence, rooted. In a frenzy of despair, Baldur despatches three with his sword and Hunter kills the last. Catching his breath, the god represses his grief and looks Hunter deep in the eyes. In that one moment, he accepts everything Hunter has attempted to communicate to the council.

‘The age of gods and men is passing,’ Baldur admits. ‘It is time to make the final stand.’

The Aesir fight furiously, but the Enemy keep coming, devoid of fear, wave after wave with no purpose save destruction. Their atmosphere of despair is corrosive. The clouds of golden moths are now indistinguishable from the snow.

‘Fall back!’ Baldur yells. ‘To the Groerland Square!’ Piercing the crackling lightning, he grips Thor’s arm. ‘This is no place to make a stand. We must leave with the Brother of Dragons.’

‘But the Golden City will fall!’

‘Stone and wood, brother. It can be rebuilt. The true glory of the Aesir is a light that must never be extinguished.’

Thor weighs the words for only a second and then roars, ‘Fall back! Do as the Bleeding God says!’ He grins at Baldur. ‘Lead the way, brother. I will protect your back.’

Baldur snatches the horn from his side and blows one blast, loud and clear, rising up above the howling gale and the thunder of battle. Along the walls, the gods retreat, down the steps to the avenues of Asgard radiating out from the Groerland Square.

‘You’ve made the right choice,’ Hunter says as he and Math follow Baldur into the streaming mass of warriors.

‘Asgard is surrounded. You can free us from this place?’

‘As long as your man with the hammer can keep the Enemy off our tails for a little longer.’

‘He does not stand alone.’ Baldur indicates a balcony on a tall tower where Freyja stands, arms raised to the sky. ‘She uses her seior in the city’s defence.’ The direction of the wind changes suddenly, hurling many of the Enemy to their deaths from the walls.


The Aesir will make good allies, Hunter thinks, but will even they be enough?


In the Groerland Square, a large public space centred on a statue of the World-Tree, Yggdrasil, the axis mundi around which all reality turns, the gods silently look towards Hunter, the unfamiliar expression of confusion  etched in their faces. The only sound is the heartbeat of the Enemy’s missiles against the walls.

‘Are you sure you can take them all?’ Hunter asks.

‘We shall go by Winter-side,’ Math replies. ‘There will be no Enemy there yet.’

At the foot of the Yggdrasil statue, the sorcerer utters an incantation in a language Hunter does not recognise. Amidst a sound like rending metal, a section of air as big as a barn door shimmers and appears to become a two-dimensional sketch of what had previously been there. Math pulls it open to reveal a cavernous darkness.

‘We go into the World-Tree, to follow the branches to other worlds,’ Math explains.

‘It’s just a statue,’ Hunter replies.

‘The depiction of the reality is the reality. Have you not learned anything?’ As Math beckons, Baldur hesitantly leads the Aesir into the dark.

Hunter waits until Thor and Freyja come running from the battle-lines. Tears stream down the thunder god’s face.

‘The Eternal City is falling,’ he says. ‘How can this be?’

‘You’ll get your chance to make amends,’ Hunter replies. ‘This isn’t the end.’

Along the western wall, a sheet of flames rises up. They watch it for a moment and then step into the dark. The door that is not a door closes behind them, and the snow fills their footprints, and for the first time there is silence within the walls of the Eternal City.
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In your dreams, you see these things. Across the worlds, there is a sense of winter approaching, of the dying of the light. The steady rhythm in the ground and behind the sky now sounds less like a heartbeat and more like the ticking of a clock, growing imperceptibly slower.

You see all this. You know. You are now a part of it.
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You travel across the infinite Far Lands to a point that is neither here nor there, that anomalous place on the distant edge, where the Otherworld breaks up and opens onto another infinity.

Words mean nothing here. Ideas have more substance than things. But you see as you move that numbers underpin everything. Repeating patterns that form the basis of a greater pattern. At a distance, the mathematical complexity creates the illusion of chaos. It is all random, you would have said in another time, under other circumstances.

Move closer and you see the truth. The structure. The plan. You understand the mechanics of Chaos Theory, without needing to know the name, that within seemingly chaotic systems there is a hidden order, masked by a complexity so great our brains cannot comprehend it.

Five, you say. That is one of the numbers. It is familiar by now. Comforting. You know it well.

But there is another important number, too. Hidden till now, waiting to be called into the Light.

Odin, the great god of the Nordic lands, hanged himself on the cosmic ash tree Yggdrasil for nine nights in order to learn the wisdom of the dead. That great tree of life, around which all reality revolves, sheltered nine worlds beneath its branches.

Nine books of wisdom tell a story that is more than a story, in which you now play a part. Nine symbolises completeness in the Bahá’í faith. To the Celts, the ninth wave is the boundary between our world and the Otherworld. King Arthur was brought in on the ninth wave. The Chinese consider nine to be lucky because, in their language, it sounds the same as the word for ‘long-lasting’. The Japanese consider nine to be unlucky because it sounds like the Japanese word for ‘distress’ or ‘pain’. The cat is believed to have nine lives.

The Forbidden City in Beijing is filled with the number nine. It is linked with the Chinese dragon, a symbol of power and magic. There are nine forms of the dragon. It has nine attributes, and nine children.

There are secrets here, you realise, if only you could divine them.

But you are distracted by a terrible sight. The Fortress of the Void sprawls across a blasted, desolate terrain of rocks and dust. It is bigger than any city you have ever seen, as big as a country, and from a distance it resembles a gigantic squatting insect. Indeed, part of the city appears to be organic. Amongst the walls of fused volcanic glass and the detritus of failed civilisations are areas that appear to be constructed from spoiled meat. It continues to grow by the day, new wings, new towers spreading in all directions, consuming the land.

The Fortress swarms with the worst that the universe has to offer, not just the Lament-Brood, the Redcaps, the Gehennis and Baobhan Sith, but things worse still, things you cannot bear to examine for fear you would be driven insane.

And above it all towers the Burning Man, so close you can feel the heat from its blazing outline. Here is the place where it was born. Within the Burning Man you can see writhing figures being consumed. These are gods, or ones who consider themselves gods, providing the fuel that gives the Burning Man shape, and allowing it to shine like an infernal beacon across all worlds. You cannot hear their screams, but you can see their mouths fixed in a continual ‘O’.

On a balcony overlooking the suffering stands a man living a new life of perpetual cruelty, a mirror-image man who still sees echoes of his former existence; but he can discard them, for he is better, at peace now, unlike before. He emphasises his flamboyance, wearing all black like a silent-movie villain, or all white, however the mood takes him. His eyes are blood-red, with no lids, so he can never shut out the horror he sees, the horror he causes. He is wedded to the idea of peace and stability through control, not the torments that come from the uncertainty of free will. He believes hope is a debilitating virus, and love, and that contentment only comes from not looking to the distant horizon. It is a simple philosophy, but many things spin from it.

‘They may be the most efficient warriors in all the worlds, but they could do with a few tips on interior design,’ the Libertarian says. He takes a deep draught of sour air and turns back to the austere chamber where fires rage continually in the braziers, a futile attempt to bring warmth to bodies that can feel none.

Niamh, former queen of the Court of the Soaring Spirit, now truly queen of the Waste Lands, wears a black headdress with six horns, like the arms of Shiva, and ebony armour etched with silver. She is filled with spiders. She considers a geometric design that resembles a mandala, or a Mandelbrot set, revolving slowly in mid-air. It glows gently with a rich, white light. Though you only see three dimensions, she sees more. It is a map of the worlds, and the trail they make through time. Her brow knits, for what she sees changes continually. Nothing is fixed; everything is fluid. She finds that puzzling.

The Libertarian takes her hand and pulls her away from the map and into his arms. ‘Don’t you find that all this power and destruction make the sap rise?’ he says, pressing his groin into hers.

She smiles, not without affection. ‘I find the patterns of Existence a mystery. My heart yearned for you from the earliest times, in your past life, and we danced back and forth across the ages, until it appeared we would never share the same space. Yet here we are.’

‘All good things come to those who wait.’

‘Together now, and always, and in all time before this moment.’

A headache stabs briefly at the Libertarian, a nagging thought, hardening by the moment, of troubled times ahead, sights, disturbingly, that he cannot see, an area of insecurity, of disconnection.

A tolling bell echoes dully through the Fortress.

‘It’s time,’ he says.

Niamh nods, takes his hand. They make their way along corridors of pulsing meat, down echoing stone steps, until they come to a hall so large that the far walls are not visible.

You will not want to enter. Even in your dreams it affects you, the stink, the feeling of subsonic vibrations in the pit of your stomach, but most potently a dread so terrible it would drive you insane if you lingered. You want to shut it out, pretend you never experienced it, but it will haunt you for the rest of your days. Amidst a seething mass of shrieking foul creatures floats the great god Janus, his two faces switching back and forth, black on white, white on black. He holds aloft the golden key to open the doors and then the ironwood stick to drive away those who have no right to cross the threshold. The monstrous beings shriek louder, the noise rising and falling, and you realise that hideous sound is singing, a form of celebration. In their ecstasy, they fight and tear at each other like animals in a pit. In a circle around Janus’s feet lopes the god Loki, part-man, part-wolf, his head rolling as he mouths incantations, lost to the ritual, lost to the dread and the frenzy, round and round in circles.

Niamh smiles, closes her eyes and breathes deeply of the foul atmosphere. ‘You can smell it. An ending,’ she says. ‘And a beginning. The serpent eats its own tail.’

Janus raises the key once more and a door opens behind him. Listen. That beat, steady, growing louder. It is the sound that lies behind everything you see and feel.

‘He is coming,’ Niamh says.

The Void, the Devourer of All Things, the essence of Anti-Life approaches the door, preparing to coalesce in this place, this time, and fill the receptacle that has been made for it: the Burning Man.

For once the Libertarian has nothing to say. A tear stings his eye. It could have been joy had he not relinquished that emotion long ago.

Niamh claps her hands. ‘It is over,’ she sighs.

Quickly. You must leave before it is too late for you.

The pounding grows louder, and the beasts fall silent, and still, and look towards the door, and wait.




Chapter One

[image: 003]

GOD ONLY KNOWS
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The Last Train thundered out of the world. Behind it, swarming spiders tore apart the land and rebuilt it with a boiling intellect and a cold eye. Hope and wonder and magic could not survive under that scrutiny. The unequivocal image of the Void was all that would remain.

Through the carriage window, Church attempted to see some pattern in the dark pressing in on all sides, but the dream was still heavy on him, distracting, haunting. Lying on some kind of bed or trolley or bench, faces loomed over him uttering familiar yet unrecognisable voices. On awakening, he had been convinced of some life-changing meaning just beyond his grasp, but it was slipping further away with each moment. It felt very much like a death dream.

His reflection in the window revealed the burden of responsibility carved into his brooding features. There was too much darkness about him, from the black hair, to the eyes lost in shadow, to the hollowness of his cheeks. Was this the chrysalis state before he would emerge as the Libertarian, bloody eyes staring from the gloom?

Veitch came up silently behind him. His features carried the hardness of a life lived on the street, his eyes registering every hurt, every betrayal, every disappointment, all too close to the surface. Church still didn’t know how much he could trust him.

‘You know what we need? Some music,’ Veitch said.

‘Sinatra,’ Church replied.

‘Nah. Something . . . something sunny. A bit of heart, bit of hope. I’ve got this Beach Boys song stuck in my head. Can’t remember what it’s called.’ He quietly hummed a few off-key bars.

Lounging back in a seat, Veitch’s silver hand caught the lamplight, the glow illuminating another hint of uncertainty in Veitch’s eyes. ‘Laura’s never going to accept me,’ he commented.

‘Surprised? She never liked you much before. Now she knows you’ve killed about ten times as many people as the worst serial killer in history, all of them Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.’

Veitch gave nothing away.

‘Any regrets?’ Church pressed.

‘I did what I did.’

‘You had the spiders whispering in your ears—’

‘Don’t blame them. I knew what I was doing.’

‘The Void deals in despair, Ryan. Once you get infected with that you can believe black is white and up is down. Nothing looks right.’

‘You’re the one always banging on about accepting responsibility. What I did felt right then. Now . . .’ Veitch gave a shrug that was supposed to represent easiness. ‘All that matters is I did it. I’m never going to put it right, no chance. I’ve got to accept what I did and live with it.’ Veitch rolled up his shirt to reveal the mass of colourful tattoos that covered his torso. He indicated a Promethean figure strapped to a rock being attacked by ravens. ‘See that? That’s me. Being punished for ever for what I’ve done. No relief. Just pain. You fuck up like I did, you deserve to pay the price.’

Church felt a pang of pity. ‘You’re here now when we need you most.’ ‘So you trust me?’

‘I do.’

‘You’re an idiot, then. Even I don’t trust me.’

Their eyes locked, and Church was acutely aware of the weight that lay between them. Veitch loved Ruth as much as he did, and neither of them was wholly sure where Ruth stood. What would happen when the time came for choices to be made? Could he trust Veitch to walk away? Could he trust himself?

His transformation into the Libertarian would be sparked in some way by his relationship with Ruth. Before, he couldn’t comprehend how that could possibly happen. Now he could see with startling acuity the road begin to appear before him. The question was clear: how far would he be prepared to go for the woman he loved?

Something similar unfolded in Veitch’s face.

‘None of us are heroes, mate,’ Veitch said quietly. ‘In the end we just do the best we can.’

‘And sometimes we fail.’

Veitch nodded.

‘But that’s the thing about five. If one screws up, there’s always someone else to make sure the job gets done.’

Veitch pondered this for a moment. ‘We’ve all got a part to play. Thinking about this too hard does my head in, but it’s like even bad stuff is important. Like you couldn’t have had some of the good if the bad things hadn’t happened to cause it. So it’s all linked. Pull back a bit and you start seeing things for what they are. They’re just part of some . . .’ He struggled to complete the concept.

‘Pattern?’

‘It’s like we’re so far inside it we don’t see how it all fits together, but if you could float above it somehow . . . you know . . . Listen to me - I sound like bleedin’ Shavi.’ He laughed. ‘Looking forward to spending some time with that fucker. I missed him. He keeps me calm.’

‘We go well together.’

‘Yeah. We do.’

Outside the carriage, the impenetrable black was like deepest space, punctuated every now and then by a burst of fire in the far reaches, a beacon crying for help, quickly extinguished. Briefly, a vast mountain of stone came into view, topped by a sharp spire with gargoyles and carvings and windows but no sign of life: the Watchtower between the Worlds.

‘You think Miller and Jack are enough to stop the Void?’ Veitch was lost to the gloomy view.

‘Not without the Extinction Shears. Maybe not even then.’

‘It’s not going to end well for us, is it?’

‘No happy endings.’

‘I never expected that for me, but you lot . . . you deserve better. You’ve fought hard.’

‘Maybe dying won’t be so bad. I just feel so tired. All this running, and fighting.’

They were interrupted by the silent arrival of Ahken, the host of the Last Train, his heavy-lidded eyes staring from a skull-like face. His black robes were pristine, but he smelled of the grave, and when he clasped his hands before him in a show of obsequiousness, it hid something darker. ‘Brothers of Dragons,’ he said. ‘Is there anything that would make your final journey more pleasurable?’

His words chilled Church.

‘Yeah. Some dancing girls,’ Veitch replied.

Ahken smiled slyly. ‘You feel at home on the Last Train.’

Veitch stroked the leather seat. ‘It’s weird. It feels a bit Egyptian, some Chinese, Arabic, Victorian.’

‘Oh, the Last Train is very old,’ Ahken said. ‘It was here in the earliest time, before the Golden Ones, before even the Drakusa.’

‘Before the Oldest Things in the Land?’ Church asked.

Ahken did not reply.

‘What are you going on about?’ Veitch asked.

‘There’s a hierarchy. The gods manipulate us. The Oldest Things in the Land manipulate the gods and us. Puck, the Caretaker . . .’ With an involuntary shudder, Church recalled the two figures he had seen, or imagined, hovering over the cauldron that was not a cauldron while he suffered the Sleep Like Death in the casket of gold and ivory. ‘There’s always something higher. Apparently.’

Defiance hardened Veitch’s features. ‘Humans are on the way up, and we’re not taking any bollocks from anyone any more.’

Church nodded in agreement. ‘This whole period is ushering in the next step of our evolution, if we can follow the right path. Not Fragile Creatures any longer. A lot of the ones above us don’t like that.’ He eyed Ahken, who smiled, giving nothing away.

‘So does that mean we get one of those little silver rats like all the gods?’ Veitch said.

‘A Caraprix?’

Ahken flinched.

‘You know something about them?’ Church asked him.

‘I know the Last Train, and that is all,’ Ahken lied.

‘The Tuatha Dé Danaan can’t live without them,’ Veitch said. ‘But what use are they? They change shape, yeah, but I mean, so what, right? It’s not like they serve up your dinner. They’re like pets.’

‘Except I can never tell which is the pet - the Caraprix or the god,’ Church said.
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Laura kept one eye on her reflection in the window of the adjoining carriage as she teased her white-blond hair. ‘The end of the world is no excuse for looking less than perfect,’ she hummed.

Further down the carriage, a piper played a heart-wrenching lament to the four lost cities of the homeland of the Tuatha Dé Danaan. The king of the Seelie Court maintained a cold dignity, but the queen’s head was raised, eyes closed, tears streaming down her cheeks.

‘Do you miss Hunter?’ Shavi sat cross-legged on the opposite seat.

Laura noted the tinge of rawness around his left eye where the stolen  alien orb had been inserted, but it only emphasised the beauty of his bone structure, the gleam of his black hair, his flawless skin. ‘Like I miss crabs.’

His smile revealed he recognised the truth behind her words.

‘All right, so he’s not a complete loser. And trust me, I’ve shagged enough of those in my life to tell one at fifty paces.’

Shavi continued to smile.

‘Will you stop that?’ She sighed. ‘He’s not had the experience we’ve had. I mean, we’ve all died and come back, for a start.’

‘He is a strong and capable man. There is little in the Far Lands that would give him pause.’

‘I’m going to be really pissed off if he goes and dies on me. At least before I’ve managed to suck the life out of him.’

‘You deserve a little happiness.’

‘Yeah. Tell that to her.’ Laura nodded towards Ruth, who stood apart from the strange members of the Seelie Court, lost to the music and her thoughts. She leaned on the Spear of Lugh as if it was a crutch.

‘Ruth does not think badly of you.’

‘She doesn’t like it that I’m not a frosty, miserable moaner. And she envies my beauty, wit and charm.’

‘You know, you do not have to be afraid to be honest about your feelings.’

‘I’ve never been honest in my life. Why start now?’ She fixed him with a telling gaze, but for once Shavi did not notice the subtle signs.

‘When are you going to tell us your real name?’ he asked.

‘It’s DuSantiago.’

Shavi nodded; another faint smile.

‘So how’s the new eye? Causing you a great deal of pain?’

‘It appears to have settled in remarkably well. For an eye stolen from an otherworldly construct to replace the one it stole from me.’

‘Shame.’ She saw the briefest shadow cross Shavi’s face. ‘What’s up?’

‘The eye doesn’t always show him things he wants to see.’ Ruth stood in the aisle. Laura felt a charge in the air, as if Ruth were some kind of generator. It was both comforting and unsettling at the same time.

‘So what are you seeing, Shavster? Or should I cross your palm with silver?’

‘Nothing.’

Laura grew serious. ‘I’m going to throw back at you all that shit you tell me about friends. You shouldn’t keep all this stuff inside you. It’ll eat away at you and drive you mad. Trust me, I know.’

‘She’s right, Shavi,’ Ruth prompted.

‘I do not see specifics, just fleeting images, impressions.’ He shrugged.

‘He sees death,’ Ruth said.

Shavi flinched.

‘How do you know that?’ Laura asked.

‘It’s circling all around us. Can’t you feel it?’ Ruth hugged herself. ‘A coldness, that brief feeling of a shadow passing over you?’

Laura shook her head. ‘What do I know? Thanks to Cernunnos I’m more plant than human. A beautiful little nature sprite.’

‘Maybe it’s my Craft,’ Ruth accepted. ‘Come on, Shavi - share your burden.’

Reluctantly, he replied, ‘Yes, death is all around. As it comes closer, symbols of its presence will arise, as they always have done, but we are usually oblivious to their presence.’

‘You’re creeping me out now.’ Laura said. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘In life, death is an anomaly. It is like a weight dropped onto a taut rubber sheet, bending the patterns all around, throwing up indicators of its presence. In the midst of them, we discount them as coincidences, randomness. Only after death has passed do we see those things for what they are.’

‘Patterns,’ Ruth said. ‘Symbols. That’s where the true magic lies.’

‘Who dies, Shavi?’ Laura said sharply.

‘The Pendragon Spirit responds to the gravity that lies ahead.’

‘So if I can cut through all your verbal wankery,’ Laura said, ‘you’re saying Brothers and Sisters of Dragons. Us. One? More?’

‘The details are not clear.’

Laura couldn’t tell if he was lying.

The musician came to an abrupt end of his piece, and with silent awe the Seelie Court moved to one side of the carriage. The Last Train emerged from the gulf into a crepuscular zone and then rapidly burst into a blaze of colour and detail. They had arrived at the distant edge of the Far Lands.

But the members of the travelling court were not entranced by their return to the land the Golden Ones now called home. Their apprehensive attention was fixed on the Fortress that sprawled to the lip of T’ir n’a n’Og, as big as several cities and growing with every moment as armies of labourers relentlessly scurried with ant-like organisation to erect annexes, walls, towers, courtyards, keeps. From one angle, it didn’t resemble a fortress at all, but an enormous insect squatting on the land. All around was blasted, dry and dusty, and devoid of life. And over it all loomed the Burning Man.

Everyone remained silent until the Fortress had passed from view, and then they returned to their seats, muttering darkly to those beside them.
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The Last Train moved rapidly across the blasted zone, past the long columns of monstrous beings marching out from the Enemy’s Fortress. Their great war machines shook the ground as they rumbled towards the centres of habitation. Soon the train passed onto rolling downs, where the breeze-blown grass looked like waves on a green sea, and then to misty valleys and tree-covered slopes.

In the carriage beyond the one occupied by the Seelie Court, Tom perched on a seat, studiously constructing a roll-up from the small tin he carried in his haversack. With his silver hair tied back in a ponytail, he still carried with him the spirit of Woodstock. ‘Scared?’ he said.

‘No, of course not.’ Crowther watched the passing scenery intently. He was a big-boned man, wrapped in a voluminous overcoat topped with a wide-brimmed hat that made him appear even larger. ‘I have been here many times. In my dreams—’

‘Nightmares.’

‘Speak for yourself. Our world is a place of low horizons. Here, anything is possible.’

‘Yes, death from nowhere, torture, the dismantling and rebuilding of the body in infinite, agonising variations. It’s one long, fun-filled holiday of the mind.’

‘If you don’t have the intellectual capacity to see the possibilities,’ Crowther sniffed, ‘there’s little point in discussing it further.’

Tom eyed him coldly. ‘Intellect is a poor substitute for experience.’

‘As people without intellect always say.’

‘Oh look, the old folk are arguing again. This journey is like one never-ending visit to a rest home. You’ll be fighting over the Rich Tea biscuits next.’ At sixteen, Mahalia had the cut-glass tones of an expensive private education, but her eyes suggested easy violence and a much greater age.

‘Oh yes, the teenage delinquent,’ Tom said. ‘Move along. No mobile phones to steal here.’

‘For God’s sake, don’t engage her.’ Crowther sighed. ‘You’ll only find ground glass in your food.’

Mahalia snorted. ‘I can be much more inventive than that.’ Her hardness fractured briefly as she glanced back along the carriage to where her boyfriend, Jack, sat in gloomy conversation with Miller. At seventeen,  with his shock of blond hair and healthy farm-boy appearance, Jack was a stark contrast to the older Miller’s sickly pallor, only emphasised by the lank brown hair falling around his ghostly face. ‘You need to do something about those two. They’ve got some kind of death wish,’ Mahalia added.

Realising they were the subject of the conversation, Jack and Miller approached.

‘Tell them!’ Mahalia pleaded with Tom and Crowther. ‘Just because they’ve been given these special abilities doesn’t mean they have to go out fighting.’

‘Don’t, Mahalia.’ Jack had a world-weariness that belied his age. ‘Everyone can see how this is going to turn out.’

‘No, they can’t!’ Refusing any sign of weakness, she quickly brushed away a tear.

Jack took her hand. ‘My memory’s back now. I know what happened. Snatched from my mum when I was a baby and taken to the Court of the Final Word where they worked on me.’

Tom winced.

‘They made me into a weapon,’ Jack continued. ‘The ultimate weapon. The Wish-Hex that they buried inside me is like . . .’ He fumbled for words to describe a concept he could barely comprehend.

‘Like a nuclear bomb that can devastate the very fabric of reality,’ Crowther interrupted.

‘So it’s there,’ Mahalia said. ‘So what? That doesn’t mean it has to be used. You can have a normal life—’

Jack silenced her with an affectionate squeeze of her hand. ‘You know I’ve got a part to play.’

‘All right!’ she snapped. ‘So you release the Wish-Hex. There has to be a way you can do that without destroying yourself.’

Jack’s sad smile stung more than any words could have.

‘We all want a little happiness, but sometimes we have to give that up so everybody else can have a chance to be happy,’ Miller said. Tom saw in him an echo of Shavi’s inner peace.

‘Shut up, you simpleton.’ Mahalia sighed.

Refusing to be deterred, Miller took a seat across the aisle. ‘I’ve got something inside me too, but mine heals. You don’t know what it’s like to have these gifts, Mahalia—’

‘Gifts!’ she snorted.

‘They are! Jack’s too, though it’s hard to see it at the moment. They speak to us in a way I can’t explain and they tell us we’ve got a job to do. If there’s a chance we might be able to stop the Void—’

‘Might, might, might!’

‘We’ve got to try! To have an ability and not use it . . . and everybody suffers because of it - how could you live with that?’

‘I could,’ she said.

‘We’re the Keys,’ Jack said. ‘Miller . . . me . . . there’s no chance of winning without us.’

‘There’s no chance with you!’ Mahalia stormed down the carriage so no one could see her tears. Jack and Miller followed, trying to comfort her. Crowther watched Tom’s face and saw an echo of Mahalia’s desire for peace and happiness after a long period of responsibility.

‘They say you have the Second Sight,’ Crowther said.

‘One of my many wonderful attributes.’

‘And the tongue that never lies?’

‘Oh, yes. But that doesn’t mean I have to answer.’

‘Can you see how all this plays out?’ Crowther asked hesitantly. ‘Victory or defeat? Who lives, who dies?’

Tom smiled tightly, rose and made his way to the opposite end of the carriage where he sat with his back to the others and closed his eyes. The gentle rocking of the train should have calmed him, but nothing did any more. Instinctively, his fingers went to the gold ring in the shape of a dragon eating its tail that the goddess Freyja had given to him in Norway. Known as Andvarinaut, it was cursed to bring misery to anyone who owned it. He had bartered away his future to help Church, Laura and the rest, and soon enough he would be forced to pay the price.
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