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			Prologue

			The Walker

			The twisting, multi-storey bridge had uselessly violated the rock of the ridgeline. The Walker was almost used to the nonsensical angles, the shadowy corners that stretched away from the eye, the optical illusions that weren’t actually illusionary. He clambered through an irregular arch, only banging his head twice, and made his way across the bridge, high over terraced spore fields that weren’t what they had once been.

			The city was the last bastion of life. The remnants of humanity had flocked here when there had been nothing else left, though they were little more than animals now. They had separated into subspecies – herd, predator, parasite humanity – but they remained in the city. Urban living, it seemed, was part of some shared race memory; the fleeting pretence of something approaching civilisation.

			The Empty Bridge was still one of the main thoroughfares into the city, though it saw little use these days. The Immortal Mr Jenkins was still there, however. He was something between a rat and a monkey, with a narrow, buck-toothed, but undeniably human face. Sometimes he claimed to be a witch’s familiar, or a particularly wilful homunculus, and at other times he claimed to be the King of the Rats. Mr Jenkins was standing on the bench that ran down the deceptively crooked bridge in one of the more low-ceilinged areas. He was absently turning the bodies of a number of spitted, blackened, rat-like bodies over a small rubbish burner while looking towards the living tombs at the centre of the city.

			‘Mr Jenkins?’ the Walker said cautiously. Mr Jenkins turned and ran an appraising eye over him before a smile appeared on his face.

			‘I’m pleased to see you. Such a day for visitors. I don’t think the stones themselves can remember the last time that happened.’ He was eyeing the skull shells that the Walker was carrying. ‘Now, what can I do for you on such an auspicious day?’

			‘Food and screaming demons,’ the Walker said. 

			Mr Jenkins narrowed his eyes. ‘I see. The skulls bonded?’ the grotesque little creature asked. 

			The Walker nodded. 

			‘One will get you something to eat and two more will get you the bound service of a demon.’

			‘I need more than one,’ the Walker said irritably.

			‘I don’t doubt it, I don’t doubt it at all. Well yes, I ‘spect we’d all like an army of screaming demons for a hardened skull-shell or two, but that’s not the way economics works, is it? With the emphasis on economy, and don’t you go thinking you can negotiate with a sword, you know there’s more of me where I came from. Besides,’ he waved at two of the cooking rat-like things, their faces deceptively human, ‘these are fresh. Me wife, queen of my harem and my heart mind you, just popped them out last week.’ 

			The Walker tried to remember a time when this would have disgusted him, but frankly he needed to eat.

			The centre of the city was bathed in hard destructive light from the red heavens. Twisted spires, which had reached for the blood-coloured sky, started to fall. Mr Jenkins watched, appalled. The skull shells clattered onto the bench next to the creature.

			‘Now,’ the Walker said.

			‘Right you are.’ Mr Jenkins turned and ran into the inky blackness of one of the bridge’s oddly angled corners. The Walker watched the spires fall as he chewed on one of the cooked creatures. Moments later Mr Jenkins reappeared from the darkness. The lines around his small grotesque eyes had deepened, there was more white in his fur.

			‘They don’t like what’s happening,’ Mr Jenkins said, between grunts of exertion. He seemed to be tugging on the corner’s inky darkness. ‘They know the city’s sleep has been disturbed.’ Slowly the darkness started to coalesce into a form.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			1

			Ancient Britain

			Tangwen stumbled through wasteland that had once been dense forest, before collapsing to her knees in a cloud of grey dust that defied the weather. Tears ran from her eyes as she vomited.

			There was a dividing line. Just to the north of her the forest started. Everything south was a grey wasteland that the driving rain was turning to mud. All along the demarcation line were the crumbling remains of the creatures that Crom Dhubh, the Dark Man, had drawn from Andraste’s poisoned womb. The warped forms created from the beasts, plants and even the rocks of Ynys Prydain, the Isle of the Mighty, were returning to their original state, robbed of the animated life the goddess’s magics had provided.

			She touched her neck. It itched painfully as the mouth that had grown there during the battle with Andraste’s spawn started to heal over with new skin. When the goddess’s magic, her seeds, had tried to transform Tangwen into one of her brood.

			She drew a painful breath as sobs wracked her body. A shadow fell across her. She wiped the vomit from the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand and looked over her shoulder. Britha was standing there holding the little girl from her village. The one who had survived the wicker man, the march north, and Andraste’s spawn. Neither the girl nor Britha looked like they were ever going to let go of each other. The girl was quiet. She had seen too much to cry. Britha grimaced in obvious pain; some of her flesh still had a life of its own.

			‘I remembered her name,’ Britha said quietly. ‘It’s Caithna.’

			Tangwen nodded. She tried to speak but could form no words.

			‘I’ve killed too much …’ Tangwen finally managed. Britha looked down at the younger woman and nodded. She gripped Tangwen’s shoulder with her free hand. The skin looked pink and raw, new, almost as if it was still in flux. ‘What now?’

			‘Now? Now we start to fight each other.’

			Tangwen nodded again and looked down. A small flower had grown through the mud.

			

			There was little of the gwyll’s fortress left. Whatever the Muileartach’s spawn hadn’t pulled down had collapsed into the crater created by the Red Chalice. All that was left was one of the watchtowers and part of the rear wall. Despite the rainwater trickling down the side of the crater the chalice was still where they had left it, in a growing pool at the bottom. Britha was sure she could make out the raindrops that hit the red metal turning to steam.

			They had wasted no time. The warriors and the survivors were regrouping in the woods to the north of the ruined fortress. Those who wanted the chalice, who wanted the power it offered, were all here regardless of their fatigue.

			Britha was disappointed to see that Ysgawyn, rhi of the Corpse People, was still alive. His warband had burned and murdered in Crom Dhubh’s name, back when they had thought it meant power. They had changed sides when their master had abandoned them. Now that his retinue numbered only two warriors the rhi was looking for any opportunity to increase his fortunes. Of all of them Ysgawyn looked the least weary from his exertions in the recent battle.

			Guidgen was the dryw and leader in all but name of the gwyllion, the forest tribe whose land they were on. He looked ready to collapse into the crater, despite being one of those who had drunk of Britha’s blood to receive the gifts of the chalice’s magic. The bearded, wizened old man may have been imbued with the powers of speed, strength, vitality and healing that the cup offered, but it was obvious the battle had taken its toll.

			Germelqart, the short, once portly, Carthaginian trader was tugging at his beard, a worried expression on his face. He was looking anywhere but down into the crater at the chalice. It had been Germelqart and Britha who had spoken with Goibhniu, the god in the chalice who had claimed to be the servant of other greater gods long since gone.

			Anharad, the highborn Trinovantes woman who was friend to Tangwen and had helped lead the survivors to eventual safety, was trying not to glare at Britha. The Pecht dryw knew that the older women hated her for siding with the Lochlannach, the Otherworldly raiders. They had slain Anharad’s family and imprisoned her in the wicker man as part of the sacrifice to the Llwglyd Diddymder, the Hungry Nothingness, the dark god that Crom had tried to summon to eat the sky.

			Mabon, Anharad’s grandson, the only surviving member of her family, remained close to his grandmother. Britha saw that he had a shortsword now and had clothed himself in a patchwork of boiled leather armour. Despite the raggedness of his attire he held himself as a warrior, though Britha knew he had not said a word since his parents had been killed and he had been taken as prisoner from the boys’ camp.

			Britha noticed that Anharad was standing quite close to Bladud, known as the Witch King. The heavy-set, bearded bald man wore the black robes of a dryw once more, despite having been cast out. Britha knew that Bladud, rhi of the Brigante, had ambitions to be the bannog rhi, the high king of the Pretani. He wanted the chalice for himself.

			Finally there was Tangwen. The younger woman, a small, wiry warrior and hunter with spiked hair from the Pobl Neidr, the People of the Snake, swayed on her feet as if she was about to pitch forwards into the crater. This was despite the fact that she had drunk of her blood as well. Britha could see the ravages of the magic on Tangwen’s wiry form. It had fed on her flesh – she looked emaciated and would have to eat soon. Warriors and landsfolk alike had decreed Tangwen should be guardian of the chalice.

			Along with Britha, still holding onto Caithna, they formed a rough circle standing around the edge of the crater. Britha had no illusions about why Caithna would not be parted from her. The girl had been frightened of her but terrified of the spawn of the Muileartach. In such times it made sense to seek the protection of someone as frightening as the Pecht dryw.

			There were so many of them missing. Kush, the Numidian warrior, had been killed by Crom Dhubh in Oeth, the Place of Bones. Sadhbh, the Iceni scout, and Nerthach, Bladud’s right hand, had fallen in the same place. Teardrop had been killed by the Ettin in the wicker man. She herself had helped Bress kill Fachtna, her lover and the father of her daughter – now taken from her by the dryw of the Ubh Blaosc. She touched her stomach as she thought of her stolen daughter. She knew that Bress, Crom Dhubh’s champion and warleader, held the control rod that would allow her to open a trod back to the Otherworld where the dryw of the Fair Folk kept her unborn child. She would take the rod from Bress if she could. From his corpse if need be, as they had both done with Fachtna. Old lore and newer magic, however, told her that she was once again with child. The dread she felt at this was because the father was Bress.

			Her people were gone. Cruibne, her mormaer, Feroth, the war leader and all but a father to her, Talorcan, the quiet tracker. And Cliodna. So many in such a short period of time.

			‘The blood of our fallen hasn’t yet cooled. This is unseemly,’ Guidgen started. The dryw was right but Britha had respect for his cunning. Guidgen knew he was fatigued. He would want more time to recover so he could bring all his wits to bear on the coming argument. Bladud, however, was as much warrior as he was dryw. He thought to strike while his enemy was weakened.

			‘And yet you are here,’ Ysgawyn pointed out in a tone less courteous than one would expect when speaking to a dryw, even for a rhi.

			‘If this isn’t resolved quickly then it will cause trouble among us, and we still have a greater threat,’ Bladud said. Britha could hear the fatigue in his voice as well, but something told her that he had planned this before the battle.

			‘It has already been resolved,’ Guidgen said. ‘Tangwen has guardianship of the chalice until the threat has passed.’

			‘Tangwen did an admirable job in safeguarding the chalice and protecting Germelqart and Britha while they worked their magics; we owe them much, but the agreement held until we had dealt with Andraste’s Brood. This we have done. We need to decide what happens with the Red Chalice now,’ Bladud told them.

			‘You said it yourself,’ Guidgen muttered. ‘Tangwen was a worthy guardian, let’s leave her as such.’

			Britha glanced at Tangwen’s face. She did not think the younger woman was listening to them. Britha had seen the same look on warriors before. She was locked in a prison of fatigue and the memory of her experiences. This would have been the first time she would have had the luxury to reflect on everything that she had seen, everything she had done, since the wicker man, if not before.

			‘I notice this time we are not having this discussion in front of everyone,’ Britha said. 

			Bladud looked over the crater at the black-robed ban draoi, meeting her gaze easily. ‘Nor do I have my warriors at my back,’ he pointed out. 

			Britha noticed Anharad and Ysgawyn nodding. No, but you brought allies, she thought.

			‘There is still the matter of the Lochlannach and Crom Dhubh. Let us leave things as they are until we have dealt with them and then we can fall on each other.’ Guidgen’s tiredness was telling in his lack of subtlety. There was no trace of his normal wry smile.

			‘Some of us are strong enough to keep going even after the exertions of battle,’ Ysgawyn said. 

			Bladud glanced over at the rhi of the Corpse People. He did not look pleased. Guidgen closed his eyes. For the first time since Britha had met him he looked his age, his normal vitality gone.

			‘I did not see you in the battle, rhi of two,’ Guidgen said, then he opened his eyes, bloodshot. He stared at the bristling Ysgawyn.

			‘Enough of this,’ Bladud growled, raising his voice enough to be heard across the crater, over the rain. ‘I am well aware of the threat that Bress, the Lochlannach and this Crom Dhubh pose …’

			‘Are you?’ Britha asked. Normally she would not interrupt a rhi in such a way. It wasn’t that she lacked the authority to do so. It was just that it showed a lack of respect to their station. ‘You have not fought them. They raided little of your land, as far as I can tell. You were not at the wicker man. I think you know little but what you’ve been told.’ Caithna was growing restless in her arms. Presumably cold and hungry, but the young girl showed no sign of wanting to be put down yet.

			‘If we are to fight them then more of us will have to drink from the chalice,’ Ysgawyn said, almost managing to keep the eagerness from his voice. Britha glanced at Tangwen. Normally the young hunter would counter anything said by Ysgawyn; she had borne witness to the depredations of the Corpse People, she hated them and their rhi. Instead she just swayed on the edge of the crater, looking up into the sky, the rain falling on her face.

			‘We will certainly need the magic of the chalice to fight the Dark Man,’ Bladud said, and then spat to avert evil. ‘Magic that must be shared.’

			‘And controlled,’ Guidgen said. He pointed at the chalice. From their position on the lip of the crater they could see its bubbling, liquid, red metal contents. ‘We have the means of our own destruction here if we are not careful.’

			‘Control requires strength,’ Bladud said. ‘We have proven time and time again that we are the strongest.’

			‘Bladud has our support,’ Ysgawyn said. Again it was a sign of Guidgen’s tiredness that he laughed in the so-called rhi’s face.

			‘All three of you? That’s an impressive warband.’ Britha could not hide the contempt in her voice.

			‘And where are the people you swore to serve?’ Ysgawyn asked. ‘Is that the only survivor there in your arms?’

			Britha opened her mouth to retort, but no angry words came. He was right, after all.

			‘The Iceni are with me,’ Bladud told them. This was significant. After the Brigante, the Iceni were the largest tribe that had answered Bladud’s summons to fight the monsters. They were powerful and warlike.

			‘And the Trinovantes,’ Anharad said. Mabon nodded at his grandmother’s words.

			‘And you can speak for them?’ Guidgen said.

			‘I have some influence,’ Anharad said.

			‘We are to be wed,’ Bladud told them, and suddenly he had the attention of all but Tangwen. Britha guessed that Anharad had underplayed just how important she was to her tribe.

			‘Congratulations,’ Britha said. 

			Guidgen laughed bitterly. The old dryw turned and looked to the south at the plain of mud that used to be his people’s wooded land.

			‘After we have dealt with the Lochlannach you will need strong allies,’ Bladud told the old man. ‘All the southern tribes will.’

			‘Allies yes, rulers no, tyrants certainly not,’ Guidgen said. ‘And we have already had this discussion. The chalice was given to Tangwen to safeguard because we would have fallen on each other with sword and spear if we did not. Nothing has changed. We still have a threat that we need to deal with.’

			‘So you see war between us when we have dealt with the Lochlannach?’ Bladud asked. Britha sensed a trap in his words.

			‘There will be war if you insist on ruling all,’ Guidgen said angrily. ‘There is always war when a rhi wants to own more than they can see from the highest point of their land. We should use the chalice and then throw it into the deepest part of the sea.’

			‘Things like the chalice have a way of finding their way back into the hands of mortals,’ Germelqart said quietly.

			‘We need its power to defeat the Lochlannach,’ Bladud told them.

			Britha laughed bitterly. ‘You are assuming that you can defeat the Lochlannach,’ she said.

			‘Andraste’s spawn and the Lochlannach have proven that we need to be united …’ Bladud said as if Britha hadn’t spoken.

			‘But not ruled—’ Guidgen started.

			‘I understand the danger of the chalice’s power,’ the Witch King continued. Ysgawyn turned to look at Bladud, distrust written all over his face. Bladud ignored him. ‘Can we come to an accord?’

			Guidgen peered through the rain at the Witch King. ‘An accord that will benefit you, no doubt,’ he said.

			‘Of course.’

			‘I don’t mind an agreement that benefits you and yours; I object when it is to the detriment of all else.’

			‘Bladud may have forgotten that your people crept into our camp as we slept, slit throats and stole the blood of many, including children,’ Anharad started. Bladud was making calming motions with his hand. ‘I have not. You need to remember that he can take the chalice whenever he wants.’

			Britha saw Germelqart sigh. She understood how he felt.

			‘We would murder him and flee with the chalice.’ Britha was surprised at just how strong Tangwen’s voice sounded. She was staring straight at the Witch King. She was more surprised when she looked up and saw Bladud smiling.

			‘At best it would bring dissension in your forces before you face the Lochlannach,’ Britha added.

			‘Indeed,’ Bladud said. ‘Before the battle we sent messengers out to all the tribes asking them to meet us in the valley of the Mother Hill where the entrance to Annwn and the Place of Bones is. We could also send a message to Ynys Dywyll. I am assuming that you will abide by the judgement of the council of dryw?’ Bladud asked. Britha knew Ynys Dywyll, or the Island of Shadows, was a place far to the west where the southern dryw were trained. It was also home to their council and arch dryw.

			Guidgen did not answer. Britha could tell by the firm expression on his wizened face that the old dryw was less than pleased. Britha wasn’t sure what Bladud hoped to gain from this. He had betrayed the dryw when he had pursued power as a warrior, leader, and ultimately rhi. She had heard that he had been satirised, censured and then cast out, though he still wore the robes and used the influence. She could not see the council on Ynys Dywyll ruling in his favour if they were anything like the dryw in her homeland to the north.

			‘And you will accept the council’s judgement in this matter?’ Guidgen asked.

			‘Of course,’ Bladud said. Britha knew that if Guidgen refused then Bladud would have reason to turn on him and the gwyllion for rebelling against the council. The Red Chalice was a thing of power; magic and the Otherworld should be their responsibility anyway.

			‘I’m surprised you would seek their guidance,’ Guidgen said suspiciously.

			‘I do not have to,’ Bladud said.

			‘We all had a part in retrieving it,’ Britha pointed out.

			‘Aye, while you tried to betray us,’ Ysgawyn spat.

			Britha looked down to hide the look of shame on her face. She had tried to bargain for the rod she needed to return to the Ubh Blaosc and her stolen, unborn daughter.

			‘And you weren’t there,’ Tangwen said, staring at the rhi of the Corpse People.

			‘We could claim it as a spoil of war from you,’ Bladud said evenly. Suddenly everyone went very still. The only sound was the rain in the trees just to the north of the ruined fort and the constant drip of water as Bladud’s threat settled in. Britha noticed Tangwen’s hand go to the hatchet pushed through her belt. She felt Caithna grip her more tightly.

			‘Or?’ Guidgen managed between gritted teeth.

			‘Or we seek the guidance of the dryw and we leave the chalice in the hands of Tangwen and Germelqart until they send someone to make judgement.’

			‘Britha as well,’ Tangwen said, slurring the words slightly in her tiredness.

			‘She cannot be trusted,’ Bladud said. He sounded almost sad. Tangwen opened her mouth to protest.

			‘He’s right,’ Britha said. I would give the chalice back to Bress if I thought it would mean I could see my daughter.

			‘The Red Chalice is the responsibility of the dryw,’ Bladud said, glancing over at Britha as he did so.

			‘I grow tired of this; speak plainly,’ Guidgen told Bladud. ‘What do you want?’

			‘Your support,’ Bladud said.

			‘Against the Lochlannach? Gladly.’

			‘I mean your oath of loyalty.’

			Guidgen stared at Bladud. Britha had never seen the old dryw so angry before. She suspected that he would have struck the Witch King, had it not been for the muddy crater in the way.

			‘False tongue! Deceiver! Liar!’ the old dryw spat. Bladud narrowed his eyes but controlled himself with great restraint. They weren’t words you called a warrior lightly. ‘You swore—’

			‘That we would not conquer you. We are negotiating over the Red Chalice. Have the events of the last moon taught you nothing? Show me a stronger leader and I will step aside. Or he may challenge me and kill me in single combat.’

			‘We will aid and follow your leadership for—’

			‘No!’ Now Bladud became angry. ‘This does not work! You know this does not work! If everyone wants one rule for themselves we are divided.’ He pointed at Guidgen. ‘That is just you putting your arrogance and the arrogance of your people before the good of all!’

			Guidgen stared at Bladud. The old man was shaking with rage. Britha had to give Bladud his credit. Guidgen was wily but Bladud had completely outmanoeuvred him.

			‘I will take this to my people,’ Guidgen muttered with little grace before turning and stalking out of the ruins. 

			Bladud watched the old dryw walk away before turning and nodding to Britha and then starting to walk back to camp himself. Britha wondered how much it cost him to leave the chalice at the bottom of the muddy crater. That said, it would not be seemly for him to scrabble around in the mud. Ysgawyn smiled and then followed the Witch King.

			‘The child,’ Anharad said, nodding towards Caithna.

			‘I will look to her,’ Britha told the other woman. Anharad looked less than sure but started back towards the temporary camp. Mabon followed. ‘Her name is Caithna!’ Britha called. Anharad stopped. Something in the set of her shoulders told Britha that the other woman was feeling her age. The highborn Trinovantes woman did not turn around, and after a moment or two she continued on her way.

			Britha sagged, overcome by a sudden wave of fatigue, and she realised just how hungry she was. She looked to Caithna. The girl had fallen asleep.

			‘I do not mislike Bladud …’ Germelqart started.

			‘But you would not trust him with the chalice,’ Britha supplied. 

			The Carthaginian navigator nodded. ‘I do not think I would trust anyone with it.’

			‘Except yourself?’

			Germelqart looked up at her. ‘I would not trust myself with such a thing.’

			Britha noticed that Tangwen was staring down into the crater at the chalice with a look of loathing on her face.

			‘I had better go and get it then,’ she muttered quietly to herself. She started to climb down into the crater and almost immediately slipped. By the time she had made her way through the mud to the chalice she was covered in filth from head to foot. Her fingers curled around the red metal and she lifted it out of the mud.

			

			He felt heavier with each step up the bone spiral staircase. It had been several days since the Dark Man’s last summons had crawled into the back of his head like a sickness. Bress hoped each time that it was the last. That his master would finally let him go, but he knew that it would not be the case this time – if indeed it ever would be.

			Crom Dhubh was standing on the top of the tower looking out over the boneless, drifting bodies in the huge subterranean lake. There were no carrion eaters here, and little current to carry them away from the isle of rock that the skeletal tower grew from, deep in the huge cavern.

			‘They did it, didn’t they?’ said the pale warrior with the long silver hair. He held his master’s gaze when the Dark Man turned back to look at him. ‘They defeated the Muileartach’s Brood?’

			‘I was as much their father as that slug was their mother,’ Crom Dhubh said, his voice a silk corruption. ‘Does my children’s destruction please you?’

			‘They will come for you,’ Bress said.

			‘It does not matter, they can do nothing to me. Your Lochlannach can distract them until I am ready. The war will not be fought here.’

			‘You will travel to the Ubh Blaosc?’ Bress asked.

			‘Me? No, they could destroy me. You will travel there. You will die there, but you will make the Ubh Blaosc’s location known to the Naga.’

			‘How?’ Bress asked, showing no reaction to the news of his imminent death. If anything, he found himself struggling not to show excitement at the prospect.

			Crom’s expression of consternation looked alien on his face. ‘That is the question.’

			‘You called them before.’

			‘Relics from this world. The Ubh Blaosc is too far.’

			‘What of the one in the cave, to the south and east?’

			‘A frightened old creature, if it still exists, if my children did not consume or transform him. I have not heard his mindsong again. No. I think the answer lies in the body of the dragon.’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			2

			Now

			

			Six Months Ago

			

			The trees had been sucked towards the portal and some residual energy still played over the stones as lightning. They were standing there in what were thought to be period-appropriate clothes, all of which were armoured, though to Crabber they didn’t feel right without an energy dissipation grid woven into their fabric. His neunonics reached out and found a painfully slow connection to a painfully primitive communications network. He started to assimilate information on this world. Search routines filtered through the masses of information. They knew what he liked.

			‘I think there’s a habitation nearby,’ his attractive, if dead-eyed ‘partner’ said.

			Crabber just smiled, and let the hybrid assault weapon hang horizontally on its sling down his front.

			‘I guess we’ll have to kill them, then,’ Crabber said.

			‘It will be cleaner just to rewrite their memories.’

			‘You’re being well behaved. That’s not your reputation.’

			His ‘partner’ turned to look at him.‘You know as well as I do, the job’s all that matters.’

			Crabber nodded. ‘You ever think about what we could do here? Just with what we have in our heads, in our bodies? We could live like kings, like gods. After all, we’ve been sacrificed; we’re just betas, clones – the real us are living large with the money they were paid for us doing this pre-programmed work. I say fuck ‘em.’ His ‘partner’ looked down at him. Programmed or not, Crabber could still detect the slightest trace of contempt for him. ‘Couldn’t break free, huh?’ Crabber said quietly.

			‘What’s that suppos—’

			If anything his ‘partner’ was faster, but Crabber had the drop on him. The shorter, squat, unnaturally broad-shouldered bounty killer with the offset head had his sidearm out of its holster and fired first. He’d changed the magazine in the pistol for the nano-tipped bullets he was supposed to use on the target. He put two in his ‘partner’s’ head while the taller human was still stepping back and bringing his hybrid weapon to bear. The bullets beat hardening skin and armoured bone. Their nanite payload started eating grey matter. His ‘partner’ spasmed, staggered backwards a few more steps and then hit the ground, shaking. Crabber was standing over him and put another two rounds in his head. He reached down and took the taller human’s magazine of nanite-tipped bullets and his grenade magazines – those would be hard to come by. Then he set the self-destruct code for the neunonics and liquid hardware, dropped an incendiary grenade on the corpse, and walked away.

			Alpha Crabber and Patron had made one mistake. They had let him say goodbye. His reconstructed man-plus body had a second hard-tech neck on it. It contained some very illegal corpse-hacking hard- and nano-ware. If he severed someone’s head and put it on the stump, the ’ware in his neck grew into their neunonics, hacked their liquid hardware and interrogated them. For a laugh, it also provided an artificial larynx and enough electrochemical stimuli to reanimate their head briefly. So they could see what he had done to them. Crabber was in a tough business. He needed a laugh every now and then.

			Normally, however, Little Crabber lived on the secondary, hard-tech neck stump. An automaton, which was just a head designed with a complementary personality. The head was packed with electronic and immersive hard- and liquidware. Basically, Little Crabber handled the hacking for him.

			Beta Crabber had been surprised when Alpha had agreed to let him say goodbye. He guessed the Alpha had assumed that Little Crabber was onboard with the plan to sacrifice the Beta. It seemed that the automaton’s loyalty programming hadn’t been as specific as it should have been. The programming had to allow for dealing with clones because their business was dangerous, but having two clones up and running was highly illegal. Patron didn’t seem to care about that. Little Crabber was just as loyal to the Beta as he was to the Alpha, and he didn’t like seeing him slaved. He had downloaded an attack program to go after the meat-hack.

			Of course that hadn’t helped his ‘partner’. So he had to die.

			As white phosphorus lit up the night behind him, illuminating a forest of broken trees, he drew his knife. He had heard panicked voices after the gunshots. Doubtless they were investigating the lights emanating from the ancient stones. He might not have much time but he was going to enjoy himself.

			

			Now

			Beth felt like someone had beaten every inch of her body with hammers. Even as she struggled to deal with the pain it started to recede. The technology inside her flesh was healing her. Instinctively she was aware of just how damaged she was. She was starting to feel very hungry. Like a machine, she needed fuel.

			Du Bois helped her get to her feet. For some reason his leather coat, shirt, and even his jeans did not look soaked through. His clothes seemed to have repaired themselves as well. The last time Beth had seen him he’d been lying on the roof of his Range Rover with a broken spine. Despite everything they had been through, even his shoulder length, sandy-blond hair didn’t look all that out of place. He looked undernourished, though. His sharp cheekbones normally made his face look aristocratic; now they made it look angular and gaunt. Beth was up to her waist in water looking out at the choppy Solent. She was standing on the road that ran down the seafront in Southsea. The road had been completely swamped. She could barely make out the top of the remains of South Parade Pier, which du Bois and the strange bag lady – who had put the alien technology into Beth’s body – had destroyed when they had fought. There was no trace of the huge and very alien creature that she knew lived under the water. The one she had been inside. She could make out smoking wreckage in the water to the west of them, a sinking warship.

			Talia! Selfish bitch! But Beth knew her sister was gone. Talia was with the creature, or part of the creature. She wasn’t sure which. Her sister had joined the cult that seemed content to live as some sort of parasite within the alien. She staggered a little, trying to assimilate it all. She had been caught up in events: car chases, gunfights, alien creatures. It was only now that she had a moment to try and think it through. She tried to sit down in the water, borrowed weaponry still hanging off her on slings. Du Bois helped her back up with one arm, the other holding his carbine at port.

			‘You want to go into shock,’ du Bois said. ‘That’s not unreasonable. The nanites, however, are trying to counteract your body’s biochemistry. You’ll be fine.’

			Nearby a woman’s body floated on top of the water, and as Beth swayed she could see the gunshot wounds that had killed her. She also saw the thing that had tried to grow and pull itself out of her flesh. Beth was vaguely aware of many phones ringing in the distance.

			‘Did you …?’ Beth managed. Du Bois followed her eyes to the floating body.

			‘I killed her,’ du Bois told her quietly. ‘I did her a favour.’

			For a moment Beth had a hysterical urge to attack du Bois. Punch him, kick him, claw at him. Just as soon as the feeling of hysteria came, it disappeared in a way that felt unnatural. She didn’t think that was the way that emotions, feelings, were supposed to work. Blue eyes looked down at her, du Bois’s expression grim.

			Beth was suddenly aware of just how itchy her skin was. She scratched at it.

			‘What is that?’ she asked, the unpleasant sensation distracting her for a moment from everything else that was happening.

			‘It’s sporing,’ du Bois told her. ‘It’s trying to make new life. The itching is your body’s defences warring with it, protecting you.’

			They heard raised voices, cries of terror and the sound of breaking glass, then an agonised scream followed by more of the same.

			‘What the fuck is going on?’ Beth demanded. Despite all the strangeness she had seen, she was struggling to understand what was happening. She couldn’t stop anger creeping into her voice.

			‘I don’t know. All the phones started ringing at once. If I had to guess, it was some sort of attack on the communications infrastructure.’

			‘Portsmouth’s?’ Beth asked, almost hopefully.

			‘The world’s,’ du Bois told her. He was no longer holding her up. He was checking all around them, his carbine at the ready.

			‘I don’t know what that means,’ Beth said in a small voice. Du Bois saw some figures moving on the other side of the now-flooded boating pond. He sighted on them with the carbine and then lowered it. They were too far away to be any real threat. He glanced back to Beth.

			‘Yes you do. It means that anyone who answered their phone when it rang was subject to the attack. I think they were driven insane.’

			‘But that could be—’ she started.

			‘We need to go,’ he told her, and started wading back towards Alhambra Road where the Range Rover had been parked. Beth didn’t move.

			‘Go where?’ she demanded. ‘Everything’s fucked, isn’t it?’ Du Bois turned back towards her, still looking around. ‘I mean, you’ve just told me that the whole fucking world’s been driven mad … right?’ She sat down in the water. It practically came up to her neck. ‘And the only thing that’s stopping whatever it is that’s growing out of everyone else is the little machines inside us, right?’

			‘We don’t have time—’ du Bois started.

			‘Wrong! We’ve got all the fucking time! Because unless I’ve misunderstood, it’s the end of the world, right? And the only people not going to be affected by these … these spores are people like you! Well, I’m sorry, but that means a world entirely populated by either the mad or wankers!’

			For a moment Beth thought she saw du Bois’s resolve falter. Then his face hardened again.

			‘Your sister has gone, and that means the only hope humanity has at all is in the genetic sample I took from her. That sample is in the hands of the Do As You Please clan. They are a group of psychopathic children who use the same kind of technology that runs through your body to turn people into their fantasy playthings. They tried to take your sister, they tried to kill us, they turned all those people into their slaves and made us kill them. Even if we are all doomed I will not have them profit from our fall.’ He all but spat the word ‘fall’.

			Beth opened her mouth to argue but as she did something occurred to her, and with it guilt.

			‘Maude and Uday!’ she said, standing up.

			They had seen the people warping and shifting as they made their way back to the Range Rover. Human bodies as cocoons consumed in the act of birthing. Flesh ran and flowed, distended mouths were frozen in silent screams.

			‘Will these work?’ Beth had asked quietly, referring to the recently soaked guns du Bois had loaned her. She felt like her gorge should be rising, that panic should overwhelm her, but instead she felt strangely and artificially calm; sedated yet somehow still aware.

			‘Not reliably,’ du Bois said, intent on checking the local areas, his SA58 FAL carbine at the ready. As they made their way down the flooded, narrow Alhambra Road, away from the now-submerged beach, they could see more of the locals staggering, sliding into the water as the new forms tried to pull themselves free of their host flesh.

			‘Is it an invasion?’ Beth asked. 

			Du Bois considered this. ‘More like an infection,’ he said, sparing a look of contempt for the dead thief floating in the water close to where they’d left the Range Rover. 

			Beth climbed into the passenger seat. The door had been torn off by one of the creatures that had accompanied the cult when they had come for her sister on the motorway. Du Bois sighted his weapon on some of the transforming locals who were close to the vehicle. Beth could hear the sounds of violence in the distance. She felt numb. Du Bois handed her the carbine and climbed into the Range Rover, starting it up. With trained precision Beth checked and then readied the weapon. Du Bois put two magazines within easy reach. There was an explosion in the distance. Beth looked around, her eyes freshly wet.

			The water had come as far north as Campbell Road. The Range Rover was creating a wake with its passage as they turned into the tree-lined street. One of the locals, a new face growing out of his own, staggered towards the open passenger side and Beth kicked him away with a look of distaste.

			As they had passed through Clarendon Road, and then Albert Road, the two main shopping areas in Southsea, what they had seen looked halfway between a riot and the shell-shocked aftermath of a bombing. Parts of the city were already burning. Some people appeared to have been driven to violence, either against themselves or others. Many, however, just seemed to be wandering in a fugue state, waiting for the spores to infect them. Beth felt like her skin was on fire. She had noticed du Bois scratching his skin red-raw as he drove, though it healed moments later. He looked even gaunter now.

			Beth clambered out of the four-wheel-drive, splashing into the water, carbine at the ready, swinging it round to cover the closest of the once-people. She’d put the two extra magazines into the pockets of her sodden combat trousers.

			‘They will be infected,’ du Bois said quietly as he climbed out of the other side of the Range Rover.

			‘We don’t know that,’ Beth said through gritted teeth.

			‘Even if they haven’t been so far, they have phones, don’t they?’

			Beth blinked back tears. She heard two suppressed shots. She glanced back at du Bois. Both the hopper-mounted, shrouded, snub-nosed .38s were in his hands. He had shot one of the creatures as it slithered too close to him. There was something serpentine about the new birth.

			‘You people have to kill everything, don’t you?’

			Blue eyes met her own. She couldn’t read his expression but he followed as she went into the four-storey townhouse.

			They had fused. Uday and Maude had become mother and father to one organism. Beth had turned away and fled the lounge. Even among the agonised, twisted flesh, even after the assault on their minds, somehow Beth was sure she had seen an accusatory look in Uday’s remaining dark eye. Beth’s family had been a curse to both of them and yet they had been kind, they had befriended her despite what her sister had done to Maude. They were just two students who hadn’t seemed to ask much of the world.

			She squeezed her eyes tightly closed. Information came unbidden to her, information she had effectively been programmed with. She opened her eyes. She could see du Bois through the doorway into the lounge, raising one of his arms. He was about to execute them. Put them out of their misery.

			‘Wait!’ Beth cried. Du Bois didn’t look at her but he didn’t fire either. ‘Your phone, you can record their consciousness.’ It was information she had assimilated from the vast data packets du Bois had sent her when he had needed her help to fight the DAYP in Old Portsmouth. He hadn’t had time to edit the information and had sent her pretty much everything. She knew that the phones du Bois and people like him carried were capable of whole brain emulation. They used a mixture of electromagnetic resonance scanning, infrared light pulses and infrasound to map and record a brain, effectively downloading a copy of the original human consciousness. ‘You also have access to cloning facilities, don’t you?’

			Du Bois hesitated. Suddenly he looked tired.

			‘Even if there are any Circle facilities left, it’s not that simple, and they certainly wouldn’t allow them to be used for this.’

			‘Are they not valuable enough?’ Beth demanded.

			‘No,’ he said simply. Beth glared at him. ‘Do you want me to lie to you?’

			‘Fine. We can still record them, right?’

			This time du Bois sighed. ‘It’s not them any more. Even if they have minds left the spores will have corrupted them and the human consciousness is a complex thing, it takes petabytes of data, and that’s assuming my phone hasn’t been corrupted.’

			‘Please,’ Beth said very quietly from the hall. She still could not bear to go back into the lounge. She watched as du Bois lowered his arm. She tried to ignore the wet ripping noises coming from the fused bodies. It looked like du Bois was studying the thing that Uday and Maude had become. Finally he nodded and took his phone out. Beth actually sagged from the relief. She pushed open the door to one of the bedrooms and went to sit on the bed.

			‘No,’ du Bois said. ‘The world has just become infinitely more violent and you have soaked all my weapons in the salt effluent of the Solent. They need to be stripped down and cleaned. Take the carbine with you and keep it near. This is going to take a while.’

			Beth opened her mouth to argue and then closed it again. She walked out of the bedroom and left the flat.

			It was busy work. Beth had known that. They would almost certainly need the weapons but she was sure that du Bois had asked her to do this to keep her mind off her friends. The problem was it didn’t. She had stripped down the Accurised Colt .45 first. She had done it practically unconsciously. Her fingers seemed to move of their own accord, the practiced movements of a military veteran unlearned, a technological cheat. It was something else she found herself feeling absurdly guilty about. She had heard du Bois tell McGurk that the .45 had been a present from an officer in Delta Force, who she now knew were an American special forces unit.

			As she stripped and cleaned the .45 calibre Heckler & Koch UMP sub-machine gun in the back seat of the Range Rover she felt like she was going through the motions. She knew that trying to record Maude and Uday’s consciousness was clutching at straws. She had always wondered why people bothered in post-apocalyptic films. When everything and everyone was gone, when existence was beyond miserable, what exactly were you living for? Was the simple urge to exist that strong?

			As she finished reassembling the UMP, she glanced across the street. There was a man in a raincoat watching her. He looked sad somehow. The side of his face was bubbling but he showed no sign of feeling the pain. She stopped and looked over at him. He was a little older than her. He had the kind of dishevelled attractiveness that she used to like, or at least he would have if his face stopped moving of its own accord. Their eyes met. His hand came up to the bubbling flesh on his face. Beth wondered who he had been before things so utterly beyond his control had fucked his life. She looked away first and pretended to busy herself with the Benelli M1014 semi-automatic shotgun. He had gone when she looked up again.

			Beth felt something hit the Range Rover, rocking it. She climbed out, bringing the butt of the carbine to her shoulder as she did so. Something rolled in the muddy water, an indeterminate form in a caul-like membrane. She raised the carbine to her shoulder and sighted on the thing, but lowered the weapon again. The gunshot would bring du Bois running and she wanted him to concentrate on the job in hand. She knew there was a suppressor for the carbine and the UMP somewhere in the vehicle, but she also knew that even suppressed guns weren’t as quiet as they were made out to be in films. She slung the carbine and drew her great-grandfather’s bayonet. She stood on the thing, pushing it under the dirty water, then, bending down, she pushed the bayonet into its centre mass. It writhed but the only noise from it was a low squeal that sounded like air escaping from cooking meat. Some of the dark fluids that leaked out of it into the water looked a little like blood. She straightened up and looked in disgust at the ichor covering her bayonet. Then she looked around the road. She could see more of the horrific transformations going on in the street, and in the houses as she looked through the windows. It was only then that she wondered why she had killed the creature.

			Du Bois was standing on the other side of the Range Rover looking at her. Again she could not make out his expression.

			‘Did you do it?’ Beth asked. Du Bois nodded. ‘I need pr—’

			‘I did it!’ he snapped. ‘For what it’s worth.’ Beth regarded him. It didn’t seem like he was lying but she suspected that meant nothing. ‘You can either trust me or not.’ Something in his voice told Beth that he wanted her to believe him. She just nodded. Maude and Uday’s continued existence was something she needed to cling to. ‘Are you ready?’ 

			There was no question of her not accompanying him. ‘I need a few minutes to sort out the shotgun,’ she told him. 

			Du Bois nodded. He picked up the UMP and went round to the open concealed weapon cabinet in the vehicle’s boot. He changed the magazine. Beth knew he was loading it with subsonic rounds. He affixed a long tubular suppressor to the SMG. It made sense; less chance of drawing attention to them.

			As Beth stripped down and cleaned the shotgun, she wondered if her dad was alive. He had been weak and ill. She hoped that he had answered the phone when it rang and the shock of whatever had screamed at him had killed him. It was probably the kindest fate that this brave new world had for her father.

			Du Bois only had to kill one more of the things before they were ready to go.

			She was belted into her seat, one foot on the Range Rover’s running rail, weapon at the ready. It reminded her of footage she had seen of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, but this was Hampshire. She was still soaked to the skin but the cold and the wet didn’t seem to bother her any more.

			The roads were carnage, multiple pile-ups and crashes everywhere. Physically and mentally damaged people wandering the tarmac. More than one of them had thrown themselves at the Range Rover. She guessed that many hadn’t answered their phones while driving, but enough had to have caused chaos.

			Du Bois used the Range Rover’s off-road capability to avoid the worst of it where he could, and the vehicle’s power and armoured weight to shunt cars out of the way when he couldn’t. Beth tried not to think too much about the bleeding, staggering people wandering between mangled, often burning wreckage. It had all gone so quickly. She had lived in Bradford during more than one riot. Civilisation had seemed little more than a surface façade to her, and prison had confirmed this. Alien entities or not, somehow this devastation didn’t seem to surprise her as much as it should. She still found herself blinking back tears. Trying not to think about the few genuine friends she had in Bradford. She felt du Bois look over at her but he didn’t say anything. Instead he concentrated on driving the Range Rover up a grass verge on the side of the northbound A3 to avoid a tangled mess of cars and an articulated lorry.

			A small convoy of military vehicles drove past them heading south on the other side of the dual carriageway. She knew they would be of no use.

			‘Where are we going?’

			There had been some military presence in the ugly red-brick town of Aldershot. People who hadn’t been able to access phones for one reason or another, Beth guessed. They were very jumpy and had nearly fired on the Range Rover but there was almost a sense of order in the old military town. There were also bodies in the street. Du Bois had shown them the special forces warrant card he carried and they had been allowed through. He had to talk his way through several more checkpoints as nobody was risking using radio, or any other form of electronic communications. Each time Beth had found herself subconsciously ready to fire if it looked like the situation was about to turn nasty.

			They were driving across the runway at Farnborough Airport. She could make out figures on the runway. They appeared to be wandering aimlessly across the concrete. In the distance they could make out the wreck of a civilian C-130 Hercules transport plane. Beth hadn’t seen any more plane wreckage but she had to assume that if the entire communications structure of the planet had been compromised, then thousands upon thousands of planes all over the world must have crashed. The areas surrounding airports would look like battlefields. Even with all the technology expanding her mental capacities she was struggling to deal with the scale of what had happened.

			‘Don’t think about it,’ du Bois told her, reading her mind. ‘Concentrate on the task at hand.’

			‘You used to be a soldier, didn’t you?’ Beth said.

			‘A very long time ago.’ Beth had to strain to hear him.

			Du Bois steered the Range Rover into one of the smaller hangars on the edge of the airfield. It was empty. She saw du Bois visibly sag in his seat.

			‘An aircraft?’ she asked.

			‘A suborbital transport. We could have been in America before the DAYP.’

			Absurdly the idea of travelling to America seemed even more extraordinary than what was happening all around her. ‘Surely all this has messed them up as well.’ Perhaps her sister’s all-important genetic material was already at the bottom of the Atlantic.

			‘They have access to the same kind of protection we do. But until we know for sure we have to behave as if there is still hope.’

			‘The thing in the Solent, it did all this?’ Beth asked. The question seemed to trouble du Bois. It seemed there were things that he didn’t want to think about either. ‘It didn’t, I don’t know, it didn’t feel all that malevolent.’

			‘There are others. If they’ve …’

			Beth looked at him expectantly but he did not continue. ‘Can you think of a good reason not to tell me everything?’

			‘Yes,’ he said simply and then took his phone out of his pocket.

			‘Wait, what the fuck are you—’ Beth protested, but du Bois switched it on. The hangar was filled with the sound of electronic screaming too loud to be coming out of a normal phone’s speaker. Beth clamped her hands to her ears. There was a feminine quality to the sound. Du Bois, grimacing, switched the phone off.

			‘Are you trying to drive us both mad?’ Beth shouted at him.

			‘Our communications are often carried by human mediums for convenience’s sake but the Circle has its own satellite network and it’s very secure.’

			‘But it’s been compromised, right?’

			Du Bois frowned. ‘I don’t think that’s what everyone else heard when they answered their phones. That wasn’t them.’

			‘What was it?’

			‘I think that was Control, one of the Circle’s AIs, artificial intelligences, and I think it was in pain.’

			‘So they can’t tell you what to do?’ Beth asked. She had expected anger but instead she saw momentary confusion on du Bois’s face. Then the ground shook. They stared at each other. For a moment Beth wondered if the thing in the Solent had burrowed through the earth and was coming for them. She followed du Bois out of the hangar and into bright light.

			It looked like a white sun was rising in the south. Her vision darkened, polarising, and she swallowed hard.

			‘Is that a nuclear bomb?’ she asked. Even to herself she sounded like a frightened little girl. Du Bois nodded. ‘Portsmouth?’ He nodded again.

			‘A tactical nuke, probably delivered by an artillery shell. All the missiles will be compromised. If I had to guess it was probably fired from Salisbury Plain. The British aren’t supposed to have tac nukes.’

			‘Your Circle?’ she asked as a warm wind blew across the runway. She was aware of the radiation she was soaking up but she also knew that the technology inside her could easily handle it.

			‘They certainly have the resources for something like this.’

			‘Will it … will it deal with the problem?’

			‘Possibly,’ du Bois said. He didn’t sound convinced. He turned and walked back towards the Range Rover.

			‘Where are we going?’ Beth called, unable to turn away from the fading light in the south.

			‘London.’
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			A Long Time After the Loss

			He may not have had the soft-tech augments or the combat neunonics gifted by the Dark Mother but he felt exhilaration, not fear. He may have been on the bottom rung of the hierarchy according to the Murder Darwinists, still unproven, but he wanted to kill. He wanted to find out if he could taste the tiny machines in the blood, the machines he had heard stories about but didn’t quite believe in.

			He was small, lean, and pale from his time in the dark. They’d been fed little and had to fight for that. He looked down at the chitinous, barbed, spear-like weapon grafts. He knew if he fought enough, killed enough, then one day he could have hands. Maybe even a name. He knew the name he wanted but he would have to live up to that one. As a neophyte he knew he was little more than a hunting animal.

			The neophytes of the rival street tribe were loping towards them, some of them on two limbs, others on more. He was out ahead of the rest of the Darwinist neophytes; he leapt up onto the wide, low lip of the catwalk, the gas clouds far below him looking like they were trapped in glass. The first enemy neophyte swung a fused, club-like limb at him. He somersaulted sideways over his opponent. Landing behind him, he twisted and rammed the spear-graft into his enemy’s back. His first kill happened so quickly, so instinctively, he barely registered what he had done, let alone had time to savour the warm splash of red.

			Both of his graft arms were dripping, his pale naked body was spattered in blood. He could hear the older Darwinists coming up behind him, the rough bark of projectile weapons as they put injured neophytes out of their misery. He used his boot to push an enemy with mandibles off his spear-graft, the barbs tearing at the flesh as they were ripped free. He strode towards the ziggurat. The way the stepped building’s smart matter opened for him reminded him of sex. He stopped for a moment. He knew he should not go any further, that was for the higher ranks, so they could receive their gifts. He was gripped by a compulsion, a wanting. He wanted to know what was in there. He speared the dead enemy neophyte again, an offering, and then dragged the body through the opening.

			He didn’t really understand the feeling of disappointment at the plain, empty chamber inside the ziggurat. He let the corpse of his victim drop to the floor. He heard a cracking noise. He looked down to see black tendrils growing from the floor into the enemy neophyte’s head.

			‘Do you want hands?’ He didn’t understand the inflection in the words. He was always told what he had to do. It almost sounded like there was some kind of option here. Despite the clattering of the mandibles and his victim’s apparent base-male gender, there was something feminine and seductive about the voice emanating from the corpse. He wasn’t sure if his blood-stained erection was from the killing or the sound of the voice.

			He ran through the options. He was supposed to earn his hands through acts of blood. He would be killed if someone or something outside of the Murder Darwinists provided them, therefore if he wanted hands he would have to prevent this from happening. It seemed simple once he had thought it through. Making a decision was still something of a new experience.

			He almost cried out as the tendrils grew from the smart matter and pierced the pale flesh of his leg, but pain was a friend, a teacher; sweat still beaded his bloody skin. He felt movement in his body, then the pain in the barbed spear-grafts made him stagger and almost fall to his knees. He watched them change. He found himself looking at four fingers and a thumb on each hand as the last of the chitinous barbs sank into his flesh, the matter transformed and reused.

			‘I …’ the neophyte started. ‘I want more.’

			The corpse started to buck on the floor, its chest caving in as its base matter was harvested to make an egg. One of the Dark Mother’s ‘gifts’. The neophyte plunged his hand into the chest cavity, fingers closed around the egg and he yanked it out, his fist still red but now dripping again. He held the egg in front of his eyes and watched it ‘hatch’, the harvested carbon changing at a molecular level, growing and transforming into his gift. A projectile weapon, a large frame, old-fashioned revolver, a tumbler pistol.

			‘That is mine.’ Suddenly he was standing in the shadow of a bulky figure in the ziggurat’s doorway.

			‘I don’t think I’m a neophyte any more, Evisceral.’

			‘The first half of your statement is correct. Hand me the gun, neophyte.’

			He continued to stare at the red dripping gun held in his fist. The tumbler pistol couldn’t belong to Evisceral. It felt like it had always been his. It was an extension of his new-grown hand, little different from the weapon grafts.

			‘I want a name,’ he said, still not looking at the Murder Darwinists’ leader.

			‘You will get rendered down for this insolence,’ Evisceral told him. There were other named members of the Darwinists crowding around behind him. Nobody ever did anything like this. Everyone knew their place.

			‘When I rest, behind my eyes, I see a tower of bone.’ He turned to look at Evisceral. ‘Do you see a tower of bone?’

			For a moment the gang leader didn’t seem to know how to respond, then his face hardened. ‘Give me the gun, neophyte, now!’

			‘I have a name now.’ Ever since he had slithered, wet and half grown, from the smart matter exo-womb in the walls, he’d heard whispers that his genetic code came from the Bad Seed line. ‘My name is Scab.’ He levelled the tumbler pistol at Evisceral’s head and squeezed the trigger, nice and sweet.

			Scab wasn’t sure why the memory of his first kill had come to mind. He was not one for dwelling on the past and this … glory that he was witness to, even holographically, despite having witnessed it in action himself, was still a thing to behold.

			They were in a windowless, stone-walled, open plan room, part split-level lounge and part conference room, high up in the hundred-mile-long habitat that was the Cathedral, the Church’s base of operations.

			At first Scab had thought the ten-foot-tall golden armoured form of Churchman was an automaton. Perhaps it was the bulbous tinted visor between its shoulders that changed his mind but Scab was beginning to believe it was some sort of exoskeleton. He was sitting on a throne-like chair against the interior wall.

			The Monk, whose name was apparently Beth, was Talia’s sister. This meant that she had been alive before the Fall and the loss of Earth. Or at least her original body had – Scab had killed her at least twice himself. She was leaning against the wall to the left of Churchman. Tall, lean, athletic looking, her head completely shaved. She was dressed in a simple black gi and was watching the holographic display with a look of concentration.

			Talia was sitting on a mouldable cushion affair, low to the floor, staring in horror at what the hologram was showing. She was wearing a leather corset with a lace dress underneath it. The dress had a flared skirt. Her clothes were all in black to go with her hair and her eye make-up.

			Elodie, his sometime consort, a feline intrusion and kick-murder specialist, was reclined on a chaise longue the room had grown for her from the smart matter. She had been body sculpted to look almost human except for her feline eyes, ears and the dark downy fur that covered her body. In her chitin-style armoured bodice and thigh-length boots, she looked as elegant as she looked bored. The feline was inspecting her envenomed nails and ignoring the holographic display. Her long, animated hair braid, ending in a spike, was swishing from side to side impatiently, like a tail.

			The chair that the room had grown for Vic, his seven-foot-tall, hard-tech augmented, insect partner, actually looked comfortable. Scab had tried to subtly hack the room’s smart matter to make the seat less so but the Cathedral’s security systems were more trouble than they were worth for something so petty. Vic was staring at the holographic display, mandibles agape in what Scab suspected the ’sect thought was a human expression of horror. Scab knew it for what it was, a humanophile’s affectation. Vic was trying too hard. Again.

			Scab’s personal satellite, a small black sphere containing sensors, electronic warfare hard- and software, and a laser normally used for personal point defence, hovered on its anti-gravity motor just over his left shoulder. The P-sat provided information on his surroundings and the other people in the room via interface with Scab’s neunonics, but it was the hologram that had most of his attention. He was watching a star being consumed by what looked like a swarm of squirming black bacteria or maggots. It was the thing he had seen in Red Space when they had found the Seeder ship Talia had been on. The thing he had summoned with the girl’s blood and the blank Elodie had stolen from Mr Hat, the diminutive lizard bounty hunter with the god complex who was pursuing them. Watching the swarm consuming a ship, even a fleet of ships, was one thing. Seeing it eat a star was another. He watched the red sun grow dimmer and dimmer in the black sky. It was a level of destruction far in excess of even what he had wrought as an Elite. It took him a moment to realise that the feeling spreading through him was his under-utilised sense of wonder.

			‘Beautiful,’ Scab found himself saying. Talia looked at him, horrified. Vic shook his head, another human affectation. The rest of them ignored him, though he couldn’t shake the feeling that Churchman was staring at him through the tinted visor.

			‘That thing …’ Talia started. The fear in her voice was unmistakeable. Scab could smell it on her. He was sure that before the Fall she’d had some kind of experience with the thing. The image was becoming darker as the sun was consumed. Finally the room was almost dark. He suppressed his feelings of contempt when he heard Talia sob.

			Suddenly they were bathed in the orange glow that illuminated all of the Cathedral, though Scab would have preferred the blood-coloured light of Red Space that lay outside the Church’s hidden base. Two of the walls, apparently smart matter, became transparent. The interior facing wall looked down on the cloudy fifteen-mile drop to the dolphin pools far below, the main chamber of the Cathedral. The now-transparent smart matter wall on the other side of the room looked out on one of the gothic flying buttresses, its foundations far below in an asteroid. One of the three capital ships present at the Cathedral, each one the size of a small city in its own right, was passing outside – silent, ponderous and balletic. A heavy boarding/ground assault shuttle was setting down on the landing platform embedded into the massive flying buttress.

			‘What is it?’ Vic asked.

			‘We don’t know,’ Churchman’s deep, obviously modulated voice boomed. ‘We know it consumes matter.’

			Talia’s face scrunched up in concentration as she wiped tears of eyeliner off her face.

			‘Conservation of energy …’ she managed. She seemed to be dredging through some long-distant memory. Scab turned to look at her. The Monk could not hide the expression of surprise on her face. ‘What? I liked physics at school.’

			‘The teacher was attractive, wasn’t he?’ the Monk said, smiling.

			‘Fuck off,’ Talia muttered.

			‘What does conservation of energy mean?’ Vic asked.

			It took Scab a moment to realise the odd noise emanating from Churchman’s exoskeleton was a sigh. ‘Is that information not in your neunonics, Mr Matto?’ Churchman asked.

			‘Obviously not,’ Vic said irritably. ‘Or I wouldn’t have asked.’

			‘No, it doesn’t seem very important these days, but then the uplifted races are a parasitical species,’ Churchman continued. The Monk rolled her eyes.

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Vic demanded. The ’sect seemed to have overcome his fear of being captured by the Church, judging by the way he was speaking to Churchman.

			‘That we have spent too long relying on the benefits of S- and L-tech …’ the head of the Church started.

			‘L-tech?’ Vic asked.

			‘What you call S-tech is actually two kinds of technology. Seeder tech is the soft-tech, the biologically derived technology of the alien progenitors of the uplifted species. L-tech is the hard-tech, the material technology such as Mr Scab’s energy javelin, and the technology from which the Cathedral itself is derived.’

			‘What does the L stand for?’ Vic persisted.

			‘Lloigor,’ the Churchman told the ’sect. Vic shook his head. Scab had never heard the name before. Talia looked mystified, but then she would, and Elodie was still examining her nails.

			‘All we know about them comes from examining their technological artefacts and talking to the frequently damaged or corrupted AIs within those artefacts, the Lloigor’s machine servants. As far as we can tell they lived in a universe that predated ours. They ascended but did not survive the destruction of their universe.’

			‘Are you saying that Scab’s energy javelin is older than the universe?’ Vic asked.

			‘No. More likely, when the Lloigor’s machines bridged into this universe they did so with some kind of assembler with a powerful AI driving it. One of the original AI’s offspring or descendants would have created Mr Scab’s weapon, which is among one of the least of their technologies.’

			‘We may look for these artefacts,’ Vic said. ‘They may be powerful enough for the corporations and the noble houses to fight over, but that doesn’t make us parasites.’

			Scab started to laugh as he realised what Churchman was telling them. ‘Everything?’

			‘Everything of worth. Bridge technology, our information and communication infrastructure, nanotechnology, material science, augmentation of our bodies, all of it is derived in one way or another from L- or S-tech. With a little help from social conditioning we just stopped trying. We’re too lazy, too self-absorbed, and too busy trying to crawl all over each other for a slightly bigger slice of shit that we can’t be bothered to develop our own science and technology. And why should we, when we can just cannibalise the remnants of more advanced alien civilisations?’

			‘Well that’s fucking depressing,’ Talia muttered. ‘Surely you’re trying to improve on it.’

			‘Mostly we’re trying to reverse engineer it. The Seeders and the Lloigor were so far in advance of us that any progress made outside of these walls tends to be for privatised profit rather than the betterment of all.’

			Scab frowned. He didn’t really understand what Churchman was talking about. People only ever did things for gain. There was no betterment of all because the person next to you was just competition for resources, unless they could be used in a way that meant they contributed more than they cost. That was just the way people were, regardless of their species or gender. It was the way things had always been.

			‘And this place, your secret base, it’s L-tech?’ Vic asked. Scab heard Elodie sigh.

			‘Yes, but this isn’t just our base. This entire facility is basically one big telescope. We use bridge technology to study real space from here,’ Churchman said. Suddenly Scab found himself paying more attention. He noticed Elodie look up from her nails as well. There was a slack-mandibled expression on Vic’s face. It was clear that it was going above the ’sect’s head.

			‘Why?’ Vic asked.

			‘What do you mean “why”?’ the Monk asked, exasperated. ‘To find things out, expand our knowledge.’ Scab knew enough about his ‘partner’ to know the ’sect was confused. Information was only useful when it could be used for gain. Knowledge for the sake of knowledge would make no sense to Vic. Like seemingly everyone else in Known Space, Vic had very little in the way of curiosity.

			‘Why a cathedral?’ Talia asked. The golden armoured form shifted slightly on the throne to look at her.

			‘A crucible for the transformation of man,’ Churchman said.

			‘But apparently not women,’ the Monk muttered.

			‘Conservation of energy?’ Scab asked. His head was starting to throb.

			‘Talia?’ Churchman asked.

			Talia’s face screwed up in concentration. ‘Energy can’t be created, or destroyed, only transferred. Something like that.’

			The Monk was smiling.

			‘Close enough,’ Churchman said. Scab was pretty sure that if Churchman had a face he would have been smiling in a patronising manner.

			‘But you said it consumed matter?’ Vic said. Scab assumed the ’sect was taking an interest because Talia was.

			‘Yes. Consuming matter and energy is the only time that it seems to interact with the visual spectrum, but we think that is merely a side effect of its true purpose,’ the armoured form’s booming voice explained.

			‘Get to the point,’ the Monk told him. It took Scab a moment or two to realise the odd modulated noise was laughter.

			‘It is consuming dark energy,’ Churchman said, then paused expectantly. Talia looked confused, as did Vic, though again Scab was sure he was just aping Talia. Elodie still looked bored.

			‘You know nobody knows what that means,’ Scab growled. 

			A rasping sigh emanated from the armour. ‘But they should.’ Churchman sounded sad. ‘In that it’s relevant to this discussion. Dark energy is the force responsible for the expansion of the universe.’

			‘So if it’s being consumed, it’s slowing the expansion?’ Talia asked.

			‘Yes,’ Churchman said. Talia looked pleased with herself. ‘If enough of it is consumed then it changes the critical density, which was already quite carefully balanced, and the universe starts to contract.’

			‘But this would be over a vast amount of time, right?’ Talia asked.

			‘At the moment,’ Churchman said. ‘So far these attacks have appeared random, spasmodic, perhaps even reflexive. They can be stimulated, which we’re sure is what happened to you in Portsmouth.’ Talia brought her knees up to her chest and hugged them tightly. Scab noticed the Monk move as if to comfort her sister but then think the better of it. ‘But these attacks are increasing in frequency. Entire star systems gone, and if what we believe is correct, that is just a by-product. If they continue to increase exponentially we could be looking at the Big Crunch in the very near future …’

			Scab started laughing. He couldn’t help himself. He doubled over in his seat. Everyone was looking at him now. Acid tears fell from his eyes to sizzle on the carpet. Eventually he managed to control himself. He sat back, sniffing. Talia looked appalled, Vic was staring at him, the Monk looked angry.

			‘The sociopath act is getting boring,’ she told him. Scab just smiled, saying nothing. 

			The Monk opened her mouth to continue her harangue but Churchman held up one massive armoured arm. ‘Beth, please.’

			‘So it’s breaking the law of energy conservation?’ Talia asked. The armoured form inclined his upper body slightly in what Scab assumed was supposed to be a nod. ‘How?’

			‘Some kind of naturally occurring bridge effect,’ the Monk said, anger in her voice, still glaring at Scab. ‘One theory is that it is some kind of sentient singularity.’

			‘We’ve seen it bridge,’ Vic said. ‘When we …’ He looked over at Talia. ‘It bridged into Red Space.’

			‘It’s taking the dark energy from Known Space and bridging it somewhere else,’ Churchman told them.

			‘Where?’ Talia asked.

			‘Maybe here,’ Churchman said, pointing out through the transparent smart matter wall to the swirling crimson gases of Red Space. ‘For all that we utilise Red Space for its coterminous short cuts, we understand little about it, and it defies analysis. It could be expanding. It could be utilising the dark energy in some other way. We do know that Red Space is a younger universe where different laws of physics apply, and that it was artificially created by picking a baby universe out of the quantum foam and inflating it.’

			‘How do you know that?’ Scab asked.

			‘Discussions with ancient AIs in L-tech artefacts.’

			‘Created by whom?’ Talia asked.

			‘The Seeders. It would have required an amount of energy beyond belief. Perhaps this thing that is consuming Real Space is the mechanism for such creation. Perhaps Red Space has always existed as a parasite on our universe. But we do know things are changing. Redshift has become blueshift in living memory.’ Everyone was looking blankly at him now, with the exception of the Monk, who was staring at the ceiling in frustration, and Elodie, who was still studying her nails. Another sighing noise emanated from Churchman’s exoskeleton. ‘The universe, Real Space, humanity’s home, is contracting, becoming smaller, starting to collapse in on itself.’

			‘And this thing, the squirming maggoty thing, that’s what’s causing it?’ Vic asked. Churchman nodded. ‘What is it?’ Vic asked.

			Neither Churchman nor the Monk answered for a moment.

			‘We don’t know,’ the Monk said.

			‘Is it intelligent?’ Scab asked.

			The Monk looked over at Churchman’s armoured form. Scab had the feeling that the Church’s leader was trying to decide whether or not to tell them something.

			‘Some of the AIs seem to think so,’ Churchman said. Outside, the capital ship was almost past their position, its manoeuvring engines glowing brightly, subsidiary craft zipping about it as maintenance automatons crawled across its hull like insects.

			A piercing cacophony suddenly filled the room. Scab grimaced slightly and he saw Vic jerk back. Elodie hissed and looked up. Talia grabbed her ears and curled into a ball. Only the Monk showed no reaction. Then the noise was gone.

			‘What! The fuck!’ Talia shouted at Churchman. ‘I’m not … bionic like everyone else!’

			‘I am sorry, I wasn’t thinking,’ Churchman rumbled.

			‘What was that?’ Vic asked. ‘Was that it communicating?’

			‘It’s a signal within the cosmic microwave background radiation of the universe. We shifted it up sixty or so octaves so humans could hear it.’

			‘Is that it talking?’ Talia asked.

			‘Screaming,’ the Monk said. There was silence. ‘Its presence in the CMB means that it’s existed since the birth of the universe.’

			‘You make it sound like it’s God,’ Talia said quietly.

			‘No,’ Churchman said simply.

			‘Does the Consortium know? The Monarchist systems? What are people doing?’ Vic asked, more than a hint of panic in his voice.

			‘Don’t you get it?’ the Monk asked sarcastically. ‘Nobody cares now. It’s not what you’re bred for.’

			Vic stared at her. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

			‘Besides,’ said the Monk, glaring at Churchman. ‘We’ve been covering it up.’

			‘What? Why?’ Talia cried.

			‘Because people don’t look for solutions any more,’ Churchman said. ‘They have been conditioned to look for someone to blame. It keeps them divided.’

			‘The Consortium care about conspicuous consumption, the Bluebloods about decadence, everyone else is somewhere on the survival-self gratification spectrum,’ the Monk added.

			‘How did it get like this?’ Talia asked.

			‘It was going this way before the Fall,’ the Monk said quietly.

			‘And it has been given some guidance,’ Churchman added.

			‘Who by?’ Talia asked.

			Scab was desperately trying to recall the name of the man they had met under the influence of Key. The tall man. The one who had hired him to steal Talia’s cocoon in the first place. But neither meat nor neunonics could remember him, which shouldn’t happen.

			‘The organisation that became the Consortium, and their leader. The man you know as Patron, though he has had many other names,’ Churchman told them.

			Talia was staring at him. ‘That makes no sense. He’s helping that thing?’

			‘As far as we can tell he serves it,’ Churchman told her. ‘All his actions seem to be about stopping any organised resistance against it.’

			‘Why?’ Talia asked.

			‘He has some kind of connection to it. We suspect the connection causes a great deal of pain. Beyond that we don’t know.’

			‘This all seems … I don’t know, so abstract. It’s too big,’ Talia said. Her voice sounded small.

			‘Patron said I owed him. What has this got to do with me?’ Scab asked. Churchman started to answer but the killer held up his hand. ‘I have a better question. So what?’

			The Monk was glaring at him.

			‘Mr Scab, I’m sure that nihilism as a way of life is all very exciting as an adolescent but—’ Churchman started.

			‘Think of what you’ve just described. What’s worth saving? We were grown by the Seeders, these biotech gods. Why? Slaves? Pets?’ Churchman didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. ‘And we’ve done nothing with our existence. You said it yourself. We’re parasites.’

			‘There is a great deal more to this universe than the uplifted races.’

			‘Let them save it then,’ Scab said as he got up and walked towards the door.

			‘Mr Scab, you’re greatly mistaken. We’re not asking you to do anything. You may stay here and live in comfort if you wish, or you may have the location of the Cathedral removed from your memory and your ship’s, and you can take your chances back in Known Space. We’ll make you as rich as Croesus if you wish. Of course, Miss Luckwicke will have to remain with us.’ The massive armoured form shifted slightly to look down at Talia. Talia looked up at Churchman and then her sister. She smiled and then nodded. Churchman turned back to a seething Scab. ‘I’m intrigued, were you honestly arrogant enough to think we would let scum like yourself anywhere near possible solutions for this? I am simply doing what I promised and providing you with answers to whatever you wish to know. I am sorry if they do not live up to your expectations …’

			‘On the contrary,’ said Scab. ‘God is real and it’s about to eat everything. Good news, we’ll be leaving soon. Just a few more pieces of business. My … Benedict?’

			‘As I’m sure you can imagine, our resources are stretched a little thin at the moment but we will help you track down and deal with the possessed Benedict on board the Templar …’

			‘You have his backups here,’ Scab said, cutting Churchman off. The massive armoured form shifted in his throne-like chair again. Scab was sure that he was being stared at, despite the tinted visor.

			‘You’re worried about leaving some trace of yourself, aren’t you?’ the Monk said, unable to keep the disgust from her voice.

			‘I suspect that this will be difficult for you to understand, Mr Scab, but I’m not wiping Brother Benedict’s backups. I’m not going to murder him out of some sense of genetic insecurity on the part of his psychopathic father.’

			‘Why not?’ Scab demanded.

			The Monk laughed humourlessly.

			‘Because it’s not the decent thing to do,’ Churchman told him.

			Now Scab started to get genuinely angry. ‘What the fuck are you talking about? It’s going to happen. You decide how hard you’re going to make it on yourselves,’ he said, quietly.

			‘Do you honestly think we’re frightened of you?’ the Monk asked. Scab turned to look at her with his dead eyes. He felt calm and cold now, like he always did before a fight.

			‘The next time I kill you it might be in a way you can’t walk away from,’ he told her. She laughed.

			‘Don’t threaten my sister,’ Talia told him, though she was obviously frightened. The Monk couldn’t keep the look of surprise from her face.

			‘No,’ Vic said. Scab turned to stare at his ’sect ‘partner’. ‘You can go if you want. If they’ll have me, I’m staying.’

			‘That’s not how this wor—’ Scab started.

			‘You are most welcome, Mr Matto,’ Churchman said.

			Scab smiled. ‘She doesn’t give a fuck about you. She was using you.’

			Talia looked down at the floor. Out of the corner of his eye he could make out Elodie smirking. Scab’s olfactory sensors picked up on Vic’s pheromonic misery.

			The ’sect nodded, another human affectation. ‘I know.’

			Scab walked out of the conference room.

			‘I’m bored,’ Elodie said. ‘I don’t like being bored.’
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			Ancient Britain

			You did not fight in winter. Britha was no warrior, but she did know this. In winter your greatest enemy was the cold. In autumn you returned from raiding to tend to the fields and harvest for the cold, dark months when the dead could be heard on the wind. Crom Dhubh and the Lochlannach had given them little choice, it seemed.

			She was sat on an outcrop overlooking a flat plain in a valley between steep hills, many of which were edged with rock escarpments and cliffs. The chill she felt wasn’t just from the cold air. The valley ran from east to west. She could make out the Mother Hill at the western end. She had since discovered that the hill had been sacred to the southron tribe’s Mother goddess, Cuda. It had been a place for the dead and the ravens when she had been there last. Now the magics that ran throughout her flesh allowed her to see movement in the fort atop the hill. She knew they would be the Lochlannach. She could not, however, make out the cave that was the entrance to Annwn where lay Oeth, the Place of Bones where Crom Dhubh dwelled.

			There were a number of small settlements, mostly clusters of roundhouses and granaries. Closer to the west end of the valley, in the shadow of the Mother Hill, she could see a small village with its own longhall but she knew it was deserted. Even from this far out she could make out that much of the farmland was overgrown. The crops had not been harvested and the frost was killing them.

			She tried to suppress the irritation of seeing the field rot, sheep, aurochs and smaller cattle left to roam free. She suspected that there were so many of the beasts wandering the valley because the wolves, bears and lynx knew that the western end of the valley was inhabited by the corrupt and unnatural.

			With one hand Britha pulled the furs she had bartered for tighter around herself. The other grasped the longspear that she was leaning on. It was mostly a memory of cold. Even the shaved side of her head did not feel the cold as she once had. She had decided to keep her hair as it was. They did not trust her, so they may as well fear her. Her odd appearance went some way towards accomplishing this.

			Below, the warband snaked into the valley. The scouts, mostly women of the Iceni with their lynx headdresses, and ash-painted members of gwyllion, had gone in first. Only a few of them had carried weapons blessed by the Red Chalice – though perhaps empowered was a better word. Or even cursed. The scouts certainly didn’t lack for courage in Britha’s eyes.

			There were outriders spotted around the high ground watching over the warband as they entered the valley. After the final battle with the Muileartach’s spawn they had continued marching north. Each night as they camped Bladud had called his advisors to him, which now included herself. They may not have trusted her but it seemed they had started to value her wisdom, her knowledge.

			They had sent scouts into the wasteland in the south. Goibhniu had been true to his word. The land there was starting to recover. Natural plant life seemed to be returning, albeit unnaturally fast. Bladud was reluctant to send people back into the wasteland to live and Britha had agreed with this.

			They had discussed what to do with the survivors who marched with them. Bladud had spoken to all the landsfolk. He had told them he would send them to their homes in groups if they lived north of what the southrons were calling Andraste’s Wasteland. If they had lived south then they could go and seek new lives in the north, for the Lochlannach’s raiding had left many lands short of people to work them. Bladud had said they were welcome in Brigante lands. He had, however, explained that if they stayed then they would become spear-carriers and would fight. He left the appeal of vengeance against the Lochlannach unsaid. Many had stayed, and now Bladud had an army, one that was very loyal to him. He had become the saviour of Ynys Prydain. Britha had wondered how generous he had been to the bards who sang of his victory across the land. More warriors from the different tribes had come to join the fight, following stories of glory, magics and power. They could scarcely credit the stories told by those who had lived through the wicker man and the children of the Muileartach’s onslaught.

			‘Act like a rhi long enough and everyone starts to believe you,’ Britha said quietly to herself, her lips curving up into something that came close to a smile. She had to admit to liking the Witch King, even having a degree of respect for him, but he was dangerous because he was greedy and too ambitious. However well intentioned he might be, he wanted to tell others how to live. That could only end in war.

			She had been aware of Tangwen’s approach for some time now. The small, wiry warrior scrambled onto the outcrop with her.

			‘Did you climb up here?’ Tangwen asked. There was disapproval in her voice but the hunter also sounded and looked tired. She had gone into the valley ahead of Bladud’s warband with the scouts. Britha knew that the younger woman was doing just about anything that didn’t require her to take time to think, or sleep.

			‘I am pregnant, not crippled,’ she told Tangwen. ‘Where is the chalice?’

			Tangwen managed a raised eyebrow at the change in the conversation. ‘Germelqart has it.’

			‘And if some of the warriors decide that they want it?’ Much of their conversation these days seemed to be about the chalice and its whereabouts.

			‘They will need to be stronger than me, faster than me, and more cunning than a snake to keep it, and if so then they deserve it. It would not be good for Bladud to hear you taking such an interest in the chalice,’ Tangwen warned. Britha suspected that her constant enquiries were making the other woman nervous. Britha glanced at Tangwen. She smelled of leather, and sweat and the cold earth.

			‘I will be discreet with my enquiries and speak with only those who I trust.’ Even though they will not, can not, trust me, she left unsaid.

			‘Look at these fools,’ Tangwen spat. The warband was slowing. Starting to form into a rough circle as they prepared to camp for the night. The hunter and warrior were staring at a number of chariots struggling over rough ground; some of them had to be carried by the landsfolk. Britha laughed.

			‘Warriors have to have their trappings,’ Britha said. She understood the reason for it but often wished they could be more practical.

			‘This is no terrain for chariots,’ Tangwen muttered. Britha had agreed with Feroth on the matter of chariots. The only good terrain for them was a really flat beach. Though even then the chariots hadn’t done the Cirig much good. They could hear shouted commands and landsfolk being bullied in the frigid night air. The ban draoi glanced up the valley.

			‘There’s flat ground further to the west,’ Britha pointed out.

			‘Bress will not fight us in open battle. He is not like other warriors; he seems only to do that which will bring him victory, no matter if it’s the right thing or not,’ Tangwen said. She glanced over at Britha. ‘But you would know that better than me.’ Britha suppressed the urge to flinch, as if the younger woman had slapped her. ‘He will fight from the fort on the Mother Hill, or in Annwn itself. There’s not much reason for him to leave Oeth.’

			The first snowflakes drifted down out of a darkening, pregnant sky. Tangwen looked up at the older woman.

			‘Are you still a dryw?’ she asked, and then glanced down at Britha’s stomach.

			‘As much as Bladud is a rhi,’ Britha said, angry despite herself. Once she would have castigated Tangwen but she understood why the other woman had asked the question. And still dryw enough to be asked to conduct a wedding ritual, she thought. Though she had been the second that Bladud had asked. Guidgen had refused. There was only so much humiliation that he would put up with.

			‘I have not forgotten what I swore to you,’ Tangwen said after a while. Her voice had softened. Her words reminded Britha of another moment of weakness, of Tangwen telling her that she would help Britha on her impossible task: to steal back her never-seen daughter from the Otherworld. Britha wanted to release the young warrior from her oath. She wanted to destroy the false hope of ever seeing her daughter again. Instead she said nothing.

			‘Let us go and find Anharad then,’ Tangwen said. She started to climb down off the outcrop. The air was filled with falling snow now.

			Tangwen felt the looks, and thanks to having drunk from the Red Chalice, could actually hear the mutters as they made their way through the camp. The warriors who had not fought with them against Andraste’s spawn looked too clean and well fed to her jaded eyes. She heard the words they called Britha. She knew they thought Tangwen too young and weak to hold onto such power as the Red Chalice. She knew she would have to kill some soon. Or Britha would. The ban draoi was pretending that she couldn’t hear them describe her as their enemy’s whore, but as her pregnancy became more obvious Tangwen knew that one of them would be stupid enough to say something. She did not wish to kill any more of the people that stood with her. Britha had no such qualms. So far the newcomers had been kept in line by those who had fought with them against the spawn of Andraste, those who had seen Tangwen fight and had seen the magics of the chalice unlocked. She still didn’t like the feeling of all those eyes on her as they made their way through the camp.

			They found Anharad close to the centre of camp. Bladud and the rest of the Brigante were conspicuous by their absence. A number of the new warriors were of the Trinovantes tribe and Anharad was well known to them. She was deep in conversation with the warrior who commanded their contingent. He looked young for the responsibility but the network of scars down one side of his otherwise handsome face, and the claw-like ruin of his left hand, told her he had seen battle.

			Mabon was nowhere to be seen but Caithna, the young girl from Britha’s tribe, was sitting on a barrel just outside the skin-and-branch shelter Bladud had made for his wife-to-be. The snow was coming down steadily now and sticking to any surface that wasn’t being churned up by heavy boots. Tangwen smiled at Caithna and the girl looked terrified. Even though Tangwen had cared for the little girl, Caithna had also seen her kill to maintain discipline, to keep more people alive, because she had to. The girl was considerably less afraid of Britha, despite her position as a dryw, her bizarre appearance, and her black robes. Caithna stood up and ran to Britha, peeking out at Tangwen from behind the dryw. Absently, Britha stroked the girl’s hair. Tangwen caught the unhappy look on Anharad’s face at Caithna’s actions. It was quickly replaced with a look of distaste.

			‘I am no more pleased at this than you are,’ Britha said.

			‘Then why did you agree?’ Anharad snapped. The highborn Trinovantes woman had no love for Britha.

			‘It seemed churlish to refuse,’ Britha said.

			‘That didn’t stop Guidgen from doing so,’ Anharad pointed out. Tangwen could see by the set of Britha’s mouth that the dryw was getting angry. ‘There will be dryw with the rest of the Trinovantes …’

			‘Well, perhaps if Bladud wasn’t so quick to marry—’ Britha started.

			‘Both of you be quiet!’ Tangwen said. Britha turned on Tangwen, her face like thunder. ‘I’m sorry, but if we are to spend the night together among the trees …’ Britha’s expression softened a little. Tangwen could practically feel the discomfort coming off the Trinovantes warleader in waves. She turned on him. ‘And why are you still here?’ she demanded. ‘Have you a cunt between your legs as well? Do you wish to walk among the trees and sacrifice to the gods for a virile young warrior to fill it?’

			‘What? No!’ the man sputtered.

			‘Perhaps you would be wed to Bladud and see yourself ploughed on the morn?’ Anharad demanded. The warrior went a red bright enough to make out in the fading light. She was surprised the snow in his moustache wasn’t turning to steam.

			Britha took a step towards him. ‘Or perhaps you seek to learn the magics of women?’ she asked in a low, dangerous voice. ‘Would you know of the power of the moonblood? Do you wish me to fetch my sickle so I can harvest the fruits between your legs that you may learn?’

			The warrior fled with as much dignity as he could manage. The three of them started laughing, and even Caithna managed a smile.

			‘And the funny thing is Clust would not think twice about facing a Lochlannach shield wall on his own,’ Anharad said between gasps for breath. ‘Utterly fearless in battle.’

			‘Unmanned by women’s words. It’s a wonder we ever get pregnant at all,’ Tangwen said without thinking. Anharad stopped laughing and her eyes went wide. Britha turned to stare at Tangwen, but then the ban draoi’s face cracked and she started laughing again.

			Relieved, Tangwen knew that the laughter could not heal the dislike the two women held for each other, but it might make the night that bit more tolerable.

			‘Call this heather ale?’ Britha demanded, looking at one of the jugs they had taken with them into the woods. ‘I’ve pissed better than this!’

			‘I’m not drinking that,’ Anharad said. There was more laughter from the three of them. They were now drunk enough that almost everything seemed funny.

			‘My mouth hurts,’ Tangwen complained.

			‘It’s because you haven’t laughed in so long,’ Britha said sombrely and then the mood was broken. The silence stretched out, becoming uncomfortable. Caithna was wrapped in fur and asleep in a bough of the tree they were sat by. They had made a fire in a root-lined bowl at the base of the tree. It was bitterly cold but not even Anharad, who had not drunk from the Red Chalice, seemed to be feeling it, though she too was wrapped heavily in fur. Some of which was so fine that Tangwen assumed it was a gift from her husband-to-be. The Trinovantes woman was also wearing a heavy wool dress that was obviously new, and a new ring, torc and headband of interlaced spun gold. All this, better food, the chance to bathe and groom, and not being harried by monsters across the land had revealed Anharad’s beauty despite her years.

			‘Give me that,’ Anharad snatched the jug from Britha. For a moment Britha seemed confused as to where it had gone. ‘After all, I’m the one that needs to be drunk enough to get married in the morning.’

			‘Aye, I just need to try and remember the ritual,’ Britha said. ‘I should do it in my own tongue. I mean, how would any of you know whether you were being wed or told how to make heather ale? I mean proper heather ale, not that shite.’ She nodded at the jug Anharad was drinking from.

			‘Thought it was good,’ Tangwen said and then frowned. She wasn’t sure that the words she had used were what she had meant.

			Anharad lowered the jug and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Aye,’ she said, and looked down.

			‘Is this what you want?’ Britha asked. Tangwen looked up. Suddenly everything was serious and Britha seemed oddly sober. ‘I’m supposed to … it’s one of the things I have to ask this night.’ Perhaps not that sober.

			‘I …’ Anharad started. Then she took another long swig from the jug.

			‘Can I get some of that?’ Tangwen slurred.

			‘I had thought that my children, and my children’s children, would have been enough …’ 

			Anharad handed Tangwen the jug. Tangwen took a long swig from it and immediately regretted it. 

			‘Myself and Gwern believed we had made something. We had increased the fortunes of our tribe. Increased our village’s and our own standing among the Trinovantes. We had become wealthy. Our people had plenty, yet we had not become fat and lazy. Our warriors trained hard, they raided and practiced warfare, yet we never warred needlessly. We had brought up our daughters and sons well and they would continue the work we had done once we had seen our last sunrise. Then it was all taken away.’ 

			Anharad took the jug from Tangwen. The older woman’s face was wet with tears now. ‘And that’s the thing that galls me the most. I could accept if another tribe had done this to us, if the Iceni had attacked from the north.’ 

			Tangwen could hear the fervour in Anharad’s voice as she leaned forwards, the flames in the fire reflecting in her eyes. 

			‘We would have given them such a fight, but if they had won it would have been because they deserved it. There was no chance with the Lochlannach. They were good fighters but we could do nothing against their magic.’ Anharad was glaring at Britha. Britha reached down and took the jug from the other woman and took a long swig of it. ‘It’s over a child, isn’t it?’ said Anharad. ‘That’s why you betrayed us?’ 

			Britha turned to stare at Tangwen. Tangwen managed to feel absurdly guilty, despite not having said anything to Anharad. 

			The Trinovantes woman nodded. ‘I would have betrayed all for my children, which is why you must know I’ll see you dead if you do anything that will harm us.’ 

			Britha stared at the other woman. ‘I have never seen her,’ she said quietly. ‘They took her before I had a chance to.’ 

			‘Does anyone ever see the Horned God?’ Tangwen asked. ‘Let alone get ploughed by him on these nights?’ Many newborns were supposed to be the children of the Horned God. It was why on the night before the wedding the betrothed was accompanied by two others, ideally one of them being the dryw that would perform the marriage ritual.

			‘I’ve seen some foolish lovers and husbands-to-be running around the woods naked with antlers strapped to their heads, but I’ve never seen the Horned God in all the years I have done this,’ Britha said, ‘Though my people try … tried to avoid the gods.’

			And with good reason. Other than her Father, all the gods Tangwen had encountered, in one way or another, had brought them nothing but ill.

			‘You didn’t answer her question,’ Tangwen said to Anharad. She did not want to talk of gods. It would have her thinking about her Father again. 

			Anharad wiped the tears from her cold skin and shivered under her furs.

			‘There’s a reason weddings are for the summer,’ Britha said, not unkindly.

			‘He has enough power and you hand him more,’ Tangwen said, sounding serious despite herself.

			‘Has he not earned everything he has?’ Anharad snapped back, but Tangwen could hear the defensiveness in the older woman’s voice.

			‘Aye, he has,’ Britha said. ‘Including his satire and casting out. He has taken oaths in the past not to wed, and he has broken those oaths. Why would he not do the same to you? He cares about the words of an oath only, not its meaning. Look what he did to Guidgen and the gwyllion.’

			‘Have you never broken any oaths?’ Anharad asked. Britha opened her mouth to answer angrily but then closed it again. ‘Do you think he is an evil man? Or is it because he is not evil enough for you?’ 

			Britha bristled.

			‘Enough, I beg you,’ Tangwen complained. ‘Anharad, Britha must ask you these questions.’

			‘And the more honest you are, the more likely you will get what you want from your marriage,’ Britha said irritably. ‘Despite what you may think, we are not here to judge you.’

			‘And yet you are no friends to Bladud,’ Anharad pointed out.

			‘I like him well enough,’ Britha admitted. ‘But I would not be living under his boot. The same cannot be said for your tribe.’

			‘I like him less since he started to count Ysgawyn as an ally,’ Tangwen muttered.

			‘He is no fool, he can see Ysgawyn for what he is,’ Anharad said, but she did not look at either of the other women. ‘Everything I … we sought to build has been snatched away. I am not like either of you now. I am no longer beautiful …’

			‘What matters that?’ Britha asked. ‘That is not what we are about.’

			Tangwen barely realised that her hand had covered where the acid scar on her face had been before the drinking of Britha’s blood had healed it.

			Anharad fixed Britha with a long, hard look.

			‘Easy enough for you to say,’ she told the dryw, who looked genuinely confused. ‘By all accounts you can still catch the eye of a rhi yourself.’ Britha opened her mouth to retort. ‘Peace, please. I have been strong enough. I do not have that many winters left. I would live them out in as much comfort as possible and see Mabon well placed. I do not think Bladud will be a tyrant, I will add my word to his with the Trinovantes but in the end it will be their choice.’

			‘It is dangerous,’ Britha started cautiously. ‘For a woman of—’

			‘For a woman who has seen as many winters as I have to have children?’ Anharad laughed. ‘My days of giving birth have passed long since. He has another wife in the north who has provided him with children. He may have other wives if he wishes, lovers; it makes little difference to me as long as I have primacy.’

			Something about this whole conversation bothered Tangwen. As a warrior among her people she counted as much as any other warrior. She did not like the way Bladud seemed to be the important one in the marriage. She could see that Britha looked uneasy as well.

			‘His first wife will not like this,’ Britha said.

			Anharad shrugged. ‘By all accounts she is young, pretty and docile. Who knows? Maybe I will teach her to respect herself, but if she troubles me I know a number of recipes that are difficult to trace. I’m too old to call her out with sword and shield, I think.’ 

			Tangwen was appalled but Britha just smiled and looked down. 

			‘But I tell you this much.’ Anharad turned to stare into the fire. ‘I will see the Lochlannach, Bress and this Crom Dhubh dead first.’ Her spit arced into the fire and sizzled.

			Tangwen swallowed. 

			Britha nodded. ‘I go to seek the Horned God,’ the dryw said.

			‘Are you sure you can fit another child in your belly?’ Tangwen asked and both she and Anharad laughed.

			‘You go too far, little snake!’ Britha said, unable to keep the smile from her face as she left the fire and walked into the woods.

			

			Britha lifted her robes and squatted. She did not feel the cold as she once had but the draft on her hindquarters was still an unpleasant experience. Steam rose from the snow that had settled as she made water.

			‘So your friend would see me dead?’

			Britha actually cried out as she stood bolt upright, looking around frantically for her spear. She had left it leaning against a nearby tree. She found it and grabbed the weapon as Bress stepped into the faint moonlight that filtered through the branches.

			‘Britha?’ Tangwen called from the fire. 

			The dryw could see the warm glow of the flames through the bare wood. They were supposed to have been left alone but since Anharad was with them Britha knew that the copse of woods where they performed their pre-wedding vigil was surrounded by Brigante and Trinovantes warriors. Of course they would not be difficult for Bress to slip past.

			‘I’m fine,’ Britha called back to Tangwen. ‘I slipped.’ She wasn’t sure why she lied. Her spear was levelled at Bress. The last time she had seen him she had run him through with the weapon. Even so, even though she had helped him kill Fachtna, even though he had denied her the rod that she needed to get back to the Ubh Blaosc, she could not deny how he made her feel.

			‘It is not right—’ Britha began.

			‘Really? Another lecture on how I should behave? Are you sure you are in a position to sit in judgement?’

			‘Not on all, but even a slave is in a position to sit in judgement of you!’ Britha snapped, trying to ignore how much she wanted to lie with him. ‘For you are the lowest of all the slaves.’ Bress was circling, making her turn to keep the tip of the spear between them both. She tried to remind herself of all that he had done. How he had all but wiped out her tribe, but she wanted to grab him by his hair, ram him against the closest tree, and take him.

			Bress nodded towards the spear. ‘I can take that from you any time I wish.’

			‘Draw your sword, let’s end this now,’ Britha spat, but it was bravado. Even with her own skill, even with the magics of the chalice inside her and the demon imprisoned in the spear whispering to her, hungry for gore, she knew she was no match for Bress. ‘You lied to me. You said that you would take me back to the Ubh Blaosc!’

			Bress made a claw with his hand and nodded towards her belly. ‘I could tear it out of you now, like I tore out your friend’s heart.’ 

			Britha tried to blink away her tears. It was the cruellest thing he had ever said to her. 

			‘Kill it with tansy. It will only live to do Crom Dhubh’s bidding.’

			Britha heard someone running through the forest towards her. Her attention was diverted for a moment and Bress was gone.

			Tangwen almost slipped over in the snow as she came to a halt next to the dryw, a hatchet in one hand, her dagger in the other, looking around frantically. ‘He was here, wasn’t he?’ she demanded.

			Britha did not answer. Instead she looked through the trees towards where she knew the cave entrance to Oeth lay.

			

			Bress staggered against the wall of the cave and sank into a crouch, hugging his knees, his tall, thin frame wracked by sobs. The Lochlannach stood sentry at the mouth of the cave paying not the slightest bit of notice to their master.

			Eventually he straightened up and walked over to the mouth of the cave. From there he could see much of the valley. It was dusted in white and seemed to glow in the moonlight. It was still snowing, though the cloud cover had disappeared, making it bitterly cold. To the east, far in the distance, he could make out the fires of Bladud’s warband.

			Staring at the camp, Bress drew his dagger and ran it across the palm of his left hand. He went to first one and then the other Lochlannach guard. They were unmoving as he smeared his blood on their faces. She was right, he was a slave and his master wanted him to travel south, to return to where they had grown the wicker man from the very roots of the earth, to search the corpse of a dragon for a way to summon others. She was right that he did not have the courage to disobey the Dark Man, and now he lacked the courage to do the deed himself.

			He had given the two Lochlannach one simple order: kill her.

			You leave soon. It was not a question. The guilt that the words crawling into his skull made him feel was absurd. If Crom Dhubh wished to know what Bress had just done there was nothing Bress could do to prevent it.

			‘Yes,’ Bress said out loud.

			Summon the remainder of your forces before you leave. The presence was gone. Bress had stopped feeling the residual nausea a long time ago. He closed his eyes and reached out to the south and the east.

			In a copse of woods on the banks of the Tros Hynt rows of Lochlannach turned and faced the west and started to march. Giants rose out of the water and stepped onto land, pushing trees aside as they went.

			

			A freezing mist had formed in the lower ground and in bowls on the surrounding hills in the morning. Britha recognised that she and Tangwen should have felt much worse than they both did, though she observed that once again the young hunter had avoided sleep.

			As she wrapped the holly around Bladud and Anharad’s arms, both of them wearing crowns of mistletoe, Britha noted that the Trinovantes noblewoman, with her bloodshot eyes, looked as tired and hung-over as befitted a bride on her wedding morn.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			5

			Now

			Du Bois knew it was ridiculous to get attached to objects, particularly for someone as long-lived as he was, but he was going to miss the Range Rover. Absurdly he found himself worrying if Alexia had damaged his Vincent Black Shadow. He was worried about his brother … his sister. Despite her augmentations she was not ready for a situation like this. Nobody really was.

			The roads into London, however, were just too jammed with wreckage. Much of the Heathrow area, and indeed the westernmost parts of London, was on fire from what must have been a rain of falling planes.

			From raised ground they had caught sight of the M25. It had become one big bumper-to-bumper traffic jam interspersed with huge piles of wreckage. Some of the road was burning and the drivers seemed to have formed tribes and were battling each other across the roofs and bonnets of their now-abandoned cars.

			Du Bois had parked the Range Rover in a back street just off the A30 by a Kawasaki dealership. He had taught Beth how to smear her blood onto her clothes. The nanites in her blood used the matter in her clothes to replicate themselves. Her clothes looked the same but, like his, would harden when they were hit and distribute the kinetic energy of blows and bullets. He provided her with some simple webbing that could carry ammunition for the Heckler & Koch USP and the Benelli M1014. Then he shut and locked the concealed weapons locker and ordered it to destroy the remaining ammunition they couldn’t conveniently carry. Du Bois tossed an incendiary grenade into the Range Rover and walked away knowing that he had just started yet another fire.

			They walked in through the glassless windows of the bike dealer – it seemed people had got there before them. Du Bois smeared blood onto two of his keys and passed one to Beth.

			‘I’d say I can’t ride a bike, but that’s not true any more, is it?’ Beth said, her boots crunching on broken glass. Du Bois glanced over at her. Beth was solidly built, quite heavily muscled. Her face was plain but not as unattractive as she seemed to think it was. He didn’t really approve of the Celtic-style tattoo creeping up her neck, though it matched the interlocking knotwork design painted on the back of her leather jacket. Her dirty, dark blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail. ‘Where are we going?’

			Du Bois reached one of the remaining bikes and straddled it. ‘We’re going to see the King of London,’ he muttered, unable to keep the distaste from his mouth. ‘We need transport.’ Beth just frowned. Blood changed the shape of the key as he slid it into the Enduro’s starter. The bike fired first time and he gunned the throttle.

			‘You want to go to London? After what we just saw?’ she demanded. 

			Du Bois said nothing. 

			‘Look, my father …’ she tried. 

			He could see the guilt all over her face. There was no need to mask his own as the only bit of guilt he felt at having killed her father was the pain that it would inevitably cause her.

			‘I think you should stick with me for the time being,’ he said. ‘But it’s up to you.’

			When he roared out of the showroom Beth was following.

			

			At one point on the ride into London they had found themselves on a deserted, sunken, dual carriageway. At the top of the grass banks on either side of the road a firestorm had raged. Ash rained down on them like snow and only their augmented bodies had enabled them to breathe. It was strangely beautiful. Du Bois had glanced behind him to see a look of wonder on Beth’s face.

			They had made their way through the city towards Kensington. They had seen a few people in the streets. Many of them had seemed lost and had little idea what to do. There was some sort of migration towards the centre, however, and every Tube station they had passed had been crammed with people. He had seen double decker buses lying on their sides but some of the underground trains still seemed to be moving and full. The streets were jammed with abandoned cars. Only a few of them had been wrecked, or burned, though the sky was full of smoke. They’d only had to avoid a few attacks. Still, du Bois found himself using all his concentration to navigate the streets. This at least stopped him from becoming angry thinking about whom he was going to see.

			

			They’d had to dump the bikes when the press of people became too much. A military convoy was making its way down Kensington High Street between the designer shops and pricey cafés. Challenger tanks and Warrior armoured personnel carriers with eight-pointed stars painted on them crushed expensive German saloons and Italian sports cars as their tracks rolled over them. The armoured vehicles had loudspeakers bolted to them, playing something that du Bois’s internal systems assured him was a form of music called UK Grime. The soldiers were handing out SA80 assault rifles, ammunition, and other weapons to young men and women wearing shell suits. As one of them ran by, du Bois could see that he had shaved off an eyebrow and crudely tattooed a postcode just over his eye.

			There were bodies hanging from lampposts, street names carved into their flesh. Directly across the road he saw a table of young men outside a café. They had salon-groomed beards and hair. They were wearing tweed and very tight trousers. They were studiously ignoring each other as they frantically tapped at their phones. Du Bois wondered for a moment if they were communicating with each other via text instead of talking, or just describing the firefight on whatever passed for social media on the corrupted internet. A stray, or perhaps not-so-stray, bullet caught one of them in the head and he fell sideways off his chair, spilling his latte.

			Du Bois and Beth backed further into the doorway of a designer make-up boutique. Du Bois glanced behind him to see naked men and women painting make-up on their bodies in a way that reminded him of tribal war paint. There was a severed head on the floor of the shop.

			Beth’s eyes were wide. Again it looked like her body wanted to panic but the technology in her system was fighting it. It had been so long since he had first been in a battle that what was going on in Kensington High Street barely registered with him. Though the battle’s location did feel a little incongruous.

			‘Beth?’ du Bois asked. She ignored him. He was pretty sure she would be shaking if the nanites in her body hadn’t been controlling her biochemistry. He wasn’t surprised that she wanted to shut down. The fight with the Do As You Please clan in Portsmouth had been one thing. They had obviously been evil and they’d taken her sister. What was happening here was on such a massive scale as to be abstract. Du Bois had no doubt that Beth was tough. He had seen that first-hand, but there was only so much a mind could take in one go and this whole situation had been engineered to drive humanity insane.

			‘Beth!’ du Bois hissed louder. 

			Beth jerked round to look at him. ‘What’s the fucking point?’ she demanded. There was the snap of bullets passing close to them. A nearby car bounced on its suspension as holes appeared in its bodywork and the remaining glass in its windscreen shattered.

			‘I’m sorry to break this to you, but people lived like this all over the world before today. Just because it hasn’t happened in your country for a while doesn’t mean you can just give up!’ He knew it was harsh but he suspected it was what she needed at this moment.

			‘What’s your fucking postcode?’ an almost guttural, south London accented voice demanded. 

			Du Bois glanced over at the young man with the tattooed postcode above his eye. His hair was shaved into a pattern that du Bois suspected was supposed to be a Tube map. He looked very young. Du Bois found himself reminded of the root of the word infantry. London was at war, it just didn’t seem to know who with. It was a horrible inverse parody of the blitz spirit.

			‘Do you think there’s any way I can convince you of the imbecility of fighting over an address?’ du Bois enquired.

			‘Yeah? Well there’s no oil in Lambeth, is there?’ the postcode soldier told him. Du Bois just stared at the youth as he raised the SA80 to his shoulder. Du Bois didn’t like that the boy seemed to know how to use the weapon, that it was trained at his head rather than where he was wearing more armour, and that the boy knew enough to keep out of reach. ‘Now, what’s your fucking postcode?’

			‘I’m a tourist,’ du Bois suggested. 

			He practically felt Beth wince behind him. The boy started to squeeze the trigger. Du Bois started to move. Three red holes appeared in the boy’s chest and du Bois was aware of the sound of suppressed gunfire. Hot metal shell casings bounced off his face. The boy staggered back and fell to the floor. Beth was staring down at him, looking stricken as she lowered the suppressed UMP. Du Bois saw her swallow hard.

			‘I—’ she started.

			‘He was going to shoot me,’ du Bois told her.

			‘It was barely me doing it … it was like I was on automatic …’ She flinched and jerked the UMP up to cover a sprinting girl who reached down to grab the fallen SA80 as she ran by.

			Du Bois brought his weapon up and moved off. Beth followed only a moment later. They were making their way past the front of an art deco building containing a number of high street clothes shops. It looked like the roots of trees had pierced the ceiling of the building and grown down through the floors of the shop. It didn’t seem to be deterring the smartly dressed, middle-aged female looters. 

			They turned right off Kensington High Street and onto Derry Street. The street battle seemed to be heading east towards Kensington Gardens.

			Du Bois led Beth to a door in the side of the art deco building and looked into an empty reception area.

			‘It’s their worst nightmare, isn’t it?’ Beth said, nodding back towards Kensington High Street. She still looked like she was struggling to hold it together.

			‘What is?’ Du Bois asked, distracted. He had his carbine at the ready.

			‘All those south London scrotes rampaging through the nice parts of the city.’

			‘Yes, this apocalypse seems full of irony. I don’t think there’s a “they” any more. Beth, are you with me?’ du Bois asked.

			‘I don’t know what we … what I’m doing.’

			‘Surviving.’ Du Bois stepped into the reception area, scanning all around. Beth followed, the UMP at the ready, the shotgun slung down her back. Du Bois accessed old plans of the building. It had been a while since he’d had to come here and he had never used the stairs before.

			

			‘I think I’ve seen some of these people on the telly,’ Beth said. The room was full of beautiful people, all of whom had the look of someone faintly famous. Du Bois’s internal systems were identifying most of the partygoers as micro-celebrities from reality or talent shows. ‘Now I want to start shooting,’ she added. All of them seemed to be trying too hard to have a good time. They were coated in sheens of sweat and desperation.

			‘Fucking arsehole,’ du Bois muttered. They were standing in a glass-fronted restaurant looking down on a roof garden with a stream running through it. Beth gawped at a pelican wading through the water. There were more micro-celebrities sat in deck chairs on the level below.

			The restaurant provided a great view of London’s rooftops. Smoke was rising from many places in the city. There were holes in the dome of the Royal Albert Hall, and the big wheel that was the London Eye burned.

			‘He’ll be in the Spanish Garden,’ du Bois said, and went down the stairs. 

			Beth followed, looking around, seemingly confused by what she was seeing. ‘Don’t they know there’s—’ She only just managed to stop herself. 

			Du Bois led her through an open area where a DJ was playing insipid music and more of the partygoers were dancing.

			They came out into a garden with fountains. Vines climbed the Moorish inspired architecture that surrounded the landscaped area. It was quiet here. Decorative stone and ornamental flora deadened the sound of the disco. There were small grottos with comfortable sofas all around the garden. A number of the partygoers were engaged in various intimate acts in the grottos while paparazzi photographed them.

			Du Bois pushed his way along the raised path at the edge of the courtyard to one of the nooks. He could hear The Doors playing ‘Five to One’.

			The music was coming from a modified walking cane. He was lying on one of the sofas, naked, but little of his nudity was on show due to the masses of hair and beard. He wore coloured sunglasses and was surrounded by a detritus of drug paraphernalia and empty bottles. There was a Buckaroo Banzai comic lying, open, across his expansive, beard-obscured gut.

			‘He looks like a fat John Lennon,’ Beth muttered, clearly unimpressed. The figure opened his eyes with a start.

			‘Is John here?’ he asked.

			‘He’s dead,’ du Bois said viciously. ‘Hello, Gideon.’

			Gideon looked around the Spanish Gardens.

			‘Who are all these people? I don’t think this is what I meant.’ He sounded a little frightened, though he had always seemed somewhat disoriented.

			‘How is this old hippy going to help us?’ Beth asked.

			‘I’m not a …’ Gideon started. ‘This has been done to me.’ He glared at du Bois. He was starting to sound like he was more with it. ‘Can I offer you some drugs?’

			‘I’m fine,’ Beth assured him. 

			Du Bois raised his carbine to port and lit a cigarette with the lighter in his free hand. 

			‘What do you mean “this has been done to you”?’ she asked. ‘Someone forced you to be a hippy?’

			‘I’m not a … well, yes. It’s a thematic prison.’ Again he glared at du Bois.

			‘This guy’s not a friend of yours, is he?’ Beth asked. Du Bois and Gideon continued to glare at each other.

			‘Gideon here is a fantasist, a less malevolent version of the Do As You Please clan—’ du Bois started.

			‘I’m nothing like those—’

			‘His father was an actual scientist. He was with the allies when they liberated Europe and came across the Nazis’ cache of S-tech. Gideon inherited the cache.’

			‘Tell me, Malcolm, do you really believe that, or do I just need an origin story? I’m curious, did my brother work for you in the end? He thought that technology had the potential to free us from brutality as well.’ 

			Du Bois noticed Beth looking at the wall that separated them from the rest of London. The surrounding foliage was doing a good job of deadening the sound of the city’s death. When she turned back Gideon was staring intently at her. Du Bois could see her discomfort growing. 

			‘Didn’t work out so well for him, though,’ said Gideon.

			‘Let me guess, all things aspire to chaos? That’s all you had to offer,’ du Bois snapped, angry with himself for getting enmeshed in this old argument.

			‘Entropy,’ Gideon said quietly, still staring at Beth.

			‘Your brother thought what you wanted him to think. At least until you killed him,’ du Bois spat.

			‘You killed your own brother?’ Beth asked, though there was little in the way of recrimination in her voice.

			‘A number of times. It was complicated.’

			‘It was the wish fulfilment of an insecure child given to daydreaming. The problem was his access to the tech meant that he could effectively live out his fantasies,’ du Bois explained to Beth.

			‘That’s not quite—’

			‘He engaged in some rather unpleasant psychodramas with friends, acquaintances, people he saw as enemies, and most distastefully, his own family. If I’m being charitable, he got carried away.’

			‘Except none of that is true,’ Gideon said, turning away from Beth to look at du Bois. ‘Is it?’ 

			Du Bois had forgotten the unease he felt around this man. He couldn’t believe that with everything going on right now Gideon could still unnerve him. 

			Gideon turned back to Beth. ‘They have no idea what I am so they invented stories, added me to their personal mythology and imprisoned me with stolen technology.’ He raised his hands, gesturing around him.

			‘There are worse places,’ Beth said quietly.

			‘They might not fear change, but they wish to control it.’ Gideon faced du Bois again. ‘How’s that going?’

			Beth was looking between the two of them. ‘So what happened?’ she finally asked.

			‘They made me a cliché. I was an agent for change, and they turned me into a sixties throwback. I can’t conceptualise anything beyond this.’

			Du Bois was laughing but there was little humour in it. ‘Oh yes, he wanted to be a physicist, a science hero, and a rock star. He wanted to have adventures but adventures have victims. He wanted to be an assassin, because assassins are cool, but that meant people had to die …’ He could feel Beth looking at him. He knew there was something in his voice, as if he wasn’t so sure now.

			‘Bad people,’ Gideon said quietly.

			‘In your opinion.’ Du Bois took a drag on his cigarette angrily.

			‘You see, Beth—’ Gideon started. 

			Du Bois saw Beth narrow her eyes. Du Bois couldn’t explain how he knew her name either. 

			‘—Some of the people I killed weren’t very nice. They were just the sort of venal, corrupt, greedy arseholes that the Circle liked to recruit and I killed them properly. With a little needle.’ He turned back to du Bois. ‘They weren’t coming back from that, were they?’

			‘Tell me, do you still believe all that bullshit you used to spout?’ du Bois demanded.

			‘Well, everything since 1969 does seem to have been something of an anti-climax.’

			Du Bois felt his patience slip away. ‘Here we go! Whining about your failed revolution! All the proponents of which either sold out, or died of what amounted to self indulgence!’ He nodded towards the sonic cane, which was now playing ‘Celebration of the Lizard’.

			‘Are you missing feudalism?’ Gideon asked, smiling under the beard. 

			Beth couldn’t help but laugh. 

			Du Bois glanced at her irritably.‘At least we got things done,’ he said weakly.

			‘Trapped in the same mindset for a thousand years? I’m not sure that good organisational skills are justification for tyranny.’

			‘What you and your ilk fail to understand is that someone has to be in charge, or what happened with your revolution is the end result …’ He knew Beth was looking at him, eyebrows raised.

			‘It wasn’t my—’

			‘… nothing!’ du Bois snapped.

			‘It’s a trap, isn’t it?’ Beth said quietly. Both men turned to look at her. ‘There’s a point in time, I don’t know, like when you become aware, or excited by the larger world, and then we go on to compare everything to that moment in history and never quite realise that nothing can live up to when we were all young and beautiful.’

			Du Bois and Gideon were both staring at her. She was turning red with the attention. Du Bois wondered if she had ever truly believed that she was beautiful.

			Gideon slumped back on his soiled sofa. ‘Why are you here? There’s an apocalypse going on, don’t you know?’

			‘I need to get home, and then to America.’

			‘So? Aren’t you the ultimate henchman of the ultimate conspiracy? You have more resources than I do. Besides, I only deal in retrotech, which I thought you would have known.’

			‘We have to go to Bradford as well,’ Beth told him. 

			Du Bois wanted to object, but instead he looked down and said nothing. When he looked up Gideon was leaning forwards, staring at him.

			‘Is this your new Grace?’ he asked, pointing at Beth.

			Du Bois frowned. He felt Beth looking at him.‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			Now Gideon frowned. ‘Are you out of favour, du Bois?’

			‘Just out of contact,’ du Bois said evenly. 

			Gideon studied him. Then he leaned back in the chair. ‘You turned me into a seedy little dealer for S- and L-tech …’ he said.

			‘We tolerated you, nothing more.’

			‘Nevertheless, dealers get paid.’

			Du Bois smiled. ‘I can give you what you want. It’s the apocalypse; aren’t you supposed to be the messiah? Perhaps this time they’ll actually nail you to a cross.’

			Gideon started laughing. ‘Do you think I’m stupid? I’ve been trying to slip my thematic bonds since ‘77. I was free two hours ago. I know that the Circle have more important things to do than check up on me right now.’ 

			Du Bois’s face fell.

			‘Please,’ Beth said quietly. 

			Gideon pointed at her. ‘You … you remind me of someone. I just wish I could remember who.’ He looked around at the guests at his party. ‘This wasn’t what it used to be like. I don’t think I like these people.’

			‘They’re still people,’ Beth told him. 

			This seemed to make up Gideon’s mind. He stood up and started pulling on clothes that looked a little too small for him but would have been stylish more than forty years ago. Though even forty years ago there would have still been too many ruffles, flares and high heels in the other man’s outfit for du Bois’s taste. Gideon slid an odd-looking pistol into a shoulder holster and then threw on a black velvet car coat. 

			Beth looked at du Bois and shrugged. Du Bois just shook his head.

			

			Du Bois and Beth watched as Gideon strolled down Kensington High Street past urban phages with broken teeth. Outside an architect’s office a group of lost and broken well-dressed men with tears in their eyes attempted to trace the cracks in the pavement. 

			Gideon led them into Kensington Gardens. Du Bois was aware of children in romper suits, feather headdresses and war paint, carrying bows in the undergrowth. He was hoping he wouldn’t have to shoot any of them.

			As Gideon headed towards a small copse of trees to the cacophonous sound of the park’s parakeets, du Bois noticed a trail of ash-like carbon coming from the other man. His beard and much of his hair were falling off, his fat was deflating. His clothes were changing, his car coat becoming a hip-length jacket from Lee Roach, shirt and trousers by Gieves & Hawkes of Savile Row. A pair of Rochester ‘Albion’ Chelsea boots, by Jeffery West, completed the ensemble.

			Du Bois was keeping an eye on the young children stalking them in the undergrowth as Beth and Gideon pulled scrim netting off a Westland Scout light helicopter. Gideon climbed in first and started the pre-flight checks.

			The helicopter took them up over the park. The sun was just beginning to go down behind them. Only as they flew over the rooftops could they start to understand the full extent of the damage. The city was spotted with the burning craters of plane crashes on the Heathrow approach corridor. Entire streets had been demolished. Gideon had to fight to control the helicopter as banking Tornado jets flew over the city at near rooftop level. The roundels on the tails of the aircraft had been painted over with black flags. Something dropped from the planes and suddenly St Paul’s roof was silhouetted against a horizon of flame.

			Du Bois was leaning out of the helicopter, one foot on the skid. This reminded him of Vietnam, Iraq, countless other unhappy places around the world. He remembered when Gideon had come close to engineering a US invasion of Britain as a protest against the Vietnam War. The airframe of the Westland Scout was shaking violently. Du Bois had been in enough helicopter crashes in war zones to start to worry. The matter of the helicopter was transforming, turning itself into a more modern aircraft, an MH-6J Little Bird.

			Then they were coming down in the grounds of a nineteenth century brick-building complex. It looked like a large private house attached to a chapel, or a small church. High walls topped with electrified razor wire and heavy, metal gates protected the complex.

			Next to where the Little Bird had landed was a Hawker Siddeley T4A. A two-seat trainer version of the Harrier Jump Jet V/STOL aircraft. It had been given a bright, psychedelic paint job and was fully armed.

			Gideon turned to look at du Bois and grinned.

			‘Why would you do that to an aircraft?’ du Bois demanded.

			‘I know, it seems so retro now, doesn’t it?’

			‘It doesn’t have the range—’ du Bois started.

			‘It isn’t what it seems. That’s basically a shell for an L-tech aircraft. It has enough stealth capabilities to avoid casual detection, though it may struggle to hide from the capabilities of the Circle. But that’s okay, because you’re just out of touch at the moment, right?’

			Something about the way that Gideon said it made the skin on the back of du Bois’s neck prickle. Beth had climbed out of the helicopter and was standing by the Harrier, looking at it with a mixture of awe and worry. 

			‘Have you seen Alexia?’ du Bois asked. 

			‘Now there’s a girl who knows how to change with the times.’ Gideon leaned in close to du Bois. ‘I like your sister, I mean really like her.’ Du Bois gritted his teeth but managed to control his temper. ‘I haven’t seen her,’ Gideon finally said.

			‘Do you have a way to find her?’

			‘Looking? But you know, the indolence.’

			Du Bois just glared at him.

			

			Gideon felt the downdraught ruffle his hair as the Harrier rose above the trees. He could hear the war beyond the walls. He was just about ready for the modern world. He wondered if he should get a new guitar.

		


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf





OEBPS/image/9780575127494.jpg
‘An Xceptlonal talent has arrived to

. e

PETER F. HAMILTDN






