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ALL THE NEWS



BY MAX MICHAELS


We’re a cynical race. With remarkable ease we manage to find the worst in everyone we meet. Charity workers selflessly slave amongst the poor in a disease-ridden quarter of some stinking tropical city. They get spotted kicking a dog or yelling at some unfortunate on a bad day that has somehow surpassed all the other bad days and instantly we’re tearing them apart for being less than worthy. Where does that come from? Is it some kind of repressive religious thing slammed into us during schooling, where everyone is a sinner unless they’re a saint? Look around – the world out there is a nightmare; the same as before, I suppose, only different. It’s a struggle for anyone to get through it, but we carry on, trying to do the best we can under the circumstances. We’re all deeply flawed – that’s our nature. But if we fight to overcome those flaws, surely that’s worth some praise, isn’t it? The only time to make any judgment – and maybe not even then – is at the end of someone’s life, when you can stand and look back, weighing up all the good things and the bad things and the overwhelming majority of thoroughly mundane things, and decide whether it was a life well lived. Let me tell you now, you won’t find many saints. I bet you won’t find any at all. But you will find a preponderance of fundamentally good people striving to be the best they can. And isn’t that the kind of thing we should be celebrating: not that someone is good, but that they’re fighting to be better.


So let’s talk about heroes.


The worst always brings out the best in people, when they’re pushed to the edge and find reserves they never realised existed in their day-to-day lives. And these are, indeed, the worst of times, so it’s hardly surprising that in the midst of them we found the best of heroes. Just normal folk, like you and me, with the usual bundle of neuroses and weaknesses, but they’ve proved themselves to be champions. (Excuse the gushing language: it’s not modern, and it’s not British, and it’s not cynical. But then, that’s the point I’m making.) I’m writing this so the record of their deeds is preserved to inspire future generations. Is that a pretentious hope? I don’t know, but it’s important to me that I do it.


If you’d met them on the street in the time before the Big Change, you probably wouldn’t have given them the time of day. Jack Churchill, Church to his friends, was moody and introspective, driven to the edge of despair by the suicide of his girlfriend Marianne two years earlier. That act had thrown his entire life off course. He’d been an archaeologist and a writer with massive potential, but he ended up going nowhere, losing his friends, his hope. Ruth Gallagher was a lawyer for some big-shot firm. Sharply intelligent, as you would expect, but a little repressed, with a problem finding any relationship to match her exacting standards. Although she’d achieved a great deal for someone in their late twenties, she didn’t feel fulfilled. She’d only taken on her career to please her beloved father, who’d died of a heart attack after learning his brother had been murdered in a bungled building society robbery. Laura DuSantiago was probably the most complex and misunderstood of all of them. By all counts, she was a sociopath and misanthrope with a past blighted by drugs and petty crime. Her acid tongue and sarcastic manner made it almost impossible to like her. At the same time she was brilliant with technology, and once you broke through the unpleasant exterior you found reasons for her attitude and the constant confusion that obscured her true nature: as a child she’d been to hell and back at the hands of a mother who used religious obsession to mask her growing psychoses; Laura’s body and mind were left scarred in the process. And in a struggle with her mother in the family home she had woken from unconsciousness to find her mother dead, seemingly by Laura’s hand.


Shavi – no one ever found out his full name – was certainly the most well-balanced of the five. An Asian who grew up in a strictly Muslim family, he was eventually cut off by his father when he refused to accept his religion and traditional ways. A lifetime of searching followed, during which Shavi dabbled in every religion and explored every occult and New Age byway. It left him a deeply philosophical and spiritual man, the solid moral core of the group. He was a neo-hippie, enjoying his mind-expanding drugs, espousing free love with men or women. Like the others, however, there was a darkness in his life. As he left a London gay club with his boyfriend Lee, he was attacked by someone he couldn’t identify in the dark. Lee was brutally murdered.


And then there was Ryan Veitch, a hard-bodied, hard-minded thug who grew up in a South London family of petty criminals. His childhood had been troubled by vivid dreams that he’d only been able to exorcise by having their images tattooed on his body. His mother died when he was young, leaving him and his brothers to make up for a father so traumatised by his wife’s death he was unable to keep a job, and barely able to hold the family together. It was hardly surprising that he viewed crime as the only option to survive. But then the young Veitches made the mistake of bungling a building society robbery. In the confusion Ryan fired his shotgun and an innocent man died – Ruth’s uncle, one of the many coincidences that are thrown up in this new age. But, as we all know, there are no coincidences. Growing up under different circumstances, Ryan might have been a very different person. He showed great remorse for the murder, and from then on, every waking moment was spent trying to make up for his crimes, ‘to do the right thing’ as he constantly told everyone. More than any of them he wanted to be a hero, to get the girl, the acclaim. To be good.


But that was their lives before. In the cauldron of hardship that came after the world changed they all found what their true characters really were. And in a way, that underlines the subtext of what I’m saying here: you should never judge a book by its cover, and although that’s a bit of a cliché, it serves a point. You can’t trust your perception at all; there’s always something going on behind the scenes. So if you can’t trust what you see, hear, smell, touch, taste, what should you do? Trust your heart, I say. Trust your heart. But I’m getting beyond myself …


It started one cold, misty night beneath Albert Bridge on the banks of the Thames. Church and Ruth came across what at first sight was a mugging: a minor Ministry of Defence official, Maurice Gibbons, was being attacked by a giant of a man. Then the attacker’s face appeared to melt. It changed into something monstrous, and Church and Ruth both blacked out at the sight. The incident turned their world on its head, though we all know what the creature was now – one of the unbelievably ancient race of shapeshifters that passed into Celtic myth as the misshapen, demonic Fomorii, things so alien to us our brain can barely give form to the signals it receives whenever we see them. Our mind fakes up the image the best it can, or it simply shuts down and buries the hideous experience in the subconscious, where it gnaws away like a maggot. Church and Ruth were so troubled by this process they were forced to delve into it further, eventually ending up at the studio of Kraicow, an artist who had seen the same kind of thing. He confirmed their worst suspicions.


The shock drove them on the road in search of Laura, whom Church had come across on the internet and who seemed to have information which might help them; this was after Church glimpsed the ghost of Marianne outside the flat they used to share.


The Fomorii were on their tails immediately. The two of them were saved from certain death by Tom, on the surface a burnt-out hippie. It’s hard to believe, but he was actually the mythic figure Thomas the Rhymer, hundreds of years old, gifted with the curse of second sight and The Tongue That Cannot Lie. The old stories said he was taken into the Land of Faerie, where time passes differently to here, by the Queen of Elfland. And like all the old stories, it captured the essence, if not the whole truth. He did spend time in that strange place, certainly, but no human could have come close to describing the extent of his experiences there. It was, by all accounts, a time of both pleasure and pain. He was ‘taken apart and rebuilt’, suffering so incredibly his mind was scarred. It gave him his strange powers, but left him completely detached from humanity; the loneliest man in the world, of neither here nor there.


While travelling west, the three companions were attacked by a flying, fire-breathing serpentine creature from the story-books. This Fabulous Beast drove them to take refuge at Stonehenge, where that site’s particular powers made them invisible to its attentions. And it was there Tom told them what was at first an unbelievable tale: of how myths and legends are the secret history of the world. Every creature that ever slithered through our dreams and nightmares into old stories actually existed, though perhaps not in forms we knew. And he told the oldest story of all, one that has become preserved in every culture: of a tremendous war between two opposing powers – the Fomorii, known as the Night Walkers, a force of entropy determined to drive all existence into darkness and chaos, and the Golden Ones, known by the Celts as the Tuatha Dé Danann, as hypnotically beautiful as the Fomorii were monstrous. Angels and demons, if you will. But the Tuatha Dé Danann were as alien to us as the Fomorii, unpredictable, unknowable, beyond all concepts of good and evil, and therefore just as dangerous.


The struggle between the Golden Ones and the Night Walkers almost devastated the world in antiquity, but at what the Celts called the second battle of Magh Tuireadh, the Fomorii were defeated. The post-war deal meant both sides vacated this planet for that strange place where the laws of physics don’t seem to work – Faerie, Otherworld, T’ir n’a n’Og, Heaven and Hell, whatever name you prefer – and they took with them almost all the other creatures of myth. The deal was that they would never return. But some of them managed to sneak back for brief visits through the liminal zones, the lakes, the hilltops, the stone circles, where the division between our two worlds were thinnest, explaining all our history of supernatural phenomena from ghosts to UFOs to lake monsters.


The deal held reasonably well for millennia, until, through some process no one quite understands, the Fomorii broke through once again. They unleashed a tremendous force, the Wish-Hex, which trapped some members of the Tuatha Dé Danann in exile and brought some under Fomorii control; only a handful escaped.


But our own world was not without its own defences. Running through everything is a strange energy that manifests itself as a blue fire. The Chinese know it as chi; other cultures call it something different, but every race has an understanding of it. It’s the life-blood of the planet, the life-blood of us, an overpowering spiritual force that heals and uplifts. The Fiery Network is in everything, but is most evident at certain potent sites which have become sacred down the years – the places where our ancestors erected stone circles, or our greatest cathedrals. Over the years we lost touch with this force, and became the worse for it. In all but the most powerful places it grew dormant. The Fabulous Beasts, as the ancient Chinese knew, were both symbolic of the earth energy and guardians of it, following the lines across the land, living on the energy it gave off. These remarkable creatures had awakened with the return of the Fomorii, but the one which attacked Church, Ruth and Tom had fallen, briefly, under the power of the Fomorii; it was too powerfully independent to be controlled for long, though.


And, too, there were human avatars of the Blue Fire, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons, humans within whom the spiritual force burned most brightly. In ancient times they helped defend the world, and now, Tom said, they had been resurrected. There would be five in total, and Church and Ruth were two of them. The five were bound by the Blue Fire and it was up to them to defend the world, however reluctant they felt about this task. But their job wasn’t just defence; there was another side to it too. Prophecies linked to the old Arthurian legends spoke of a king awaking in Britain’s darkest hour to save the land. Like so many other aspects of myth, this was a metaphor. The king was the spiritual force in the land and it was up to the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons to wake it from its slumber. Those tales of King Arthur actually proved a secret guide; sites linked to Arthur were places potent in the spirit power. The stories themselves told in their complex code how the earth energy and its champions defended the land and how it fell into dormancy, waiting to be called back again at a time of greatest need.


Understandably, Church and Ruth found it difficult to assimilate all this new information, especially when it went against the way they had been taught to see the world since childhood. But how could they deny the evidence of their eyes?


As they slept in Stonehenge that night, Church was visited by the spirit of Marianne once again, and this time she left him a gift: an unusual black rose, the Roisin Dubh. He took it, not realising what it meant.


In Salisbury they encountered Laura for the first time. But they were also pursued by frightening aspects of the supernatural: the demonic black dog, Old Shuck, which acts as precursor to the Wild Hunt of legend, fabled for hunting down lost souls, as well as the Baobhan Sith, ghostly, bloodsucking creatures of the night. And Ruth had her first encounter with the goddess who would eventually become her patron, the mysterious triple nature deity that manifested as maiden, mother and crone.


They also had what would prove to be a fateful encounter with a strange wanderer who called himself Callow. On first impression, he seemed merely eccentric, speaking in a theatrical manner, constantly trying to wheedle free drinks and food; harmless enough.


Laura took Church, Ruth and Tom to a depot on an industrial estate where she had had a life-changing experience. The place looked mundane, but the depot was being run by the shape-shifting Fomorii for distribution of cannisters filled with a foul black gunk. Church and Laura plunged through a hole in the air, finding themselves in the Watchtower, a structure suspended in space and time, somewhere between our world and the Otherworld. Here Church experienced several troubling, prophetic visions before encountering Niamh, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann who had escaped the Fomorii’s Wish-Hex. Beautiful and enigmatic, Church felt he knew her instantly, which in a way he did. She had been visiting him at night throughout his childhood, preparing him for his role as a Brother of Dragons, although he had always thought her a dream. She told him everything about the Tuatha Dé Danann, and what was expected of him: to find four mystical objects of power hidden for aeons. They were the sword, spear, stone and cauldron – or Grail – which had played such a part in all our legends, and they were the only things that could free the exiled Tuatha Dé Danann. And they were the only ones who could repel the Fomorii; humanity stood no chance alone, she said. She gave him the Wayfinder, a magic lantern with a flame of the Blue Fire, that would point him in the direction of the artefacts.


Church and Laura returned to Earth, only to find the depot in flames and Tom disappeared. They picked up Ruth and headed to the first location: Avebury. There they met the strange old man known only as the Bone Inspector. He was caretaker of the country’s ancient sites and the last in a very long line of wise men driven underground at the time of the Roman invasion. He led them beneath the stone circle to the main source of the Blue Fire in the south, and the home of the oldest Fabulous Beast. There Laura reclaimed the first of the artefacts, the Stone of Fal, rumoured to be able to recognise the true king of the land; it screamed when Church touched it, the first sign of his destiny.


Leaving the Bone Inspector behind, they headed east. They were halted by the inexplicable failures of technology that had been happening randomly since the change came over the world, stranded with their useless car just outside Bristol. After making camp, Church encountered a young girl named Marianne who gave him a cheap locket containing a picture of Princess Diana. Church felt a connection to the bright, optimistic child, not in the least because her name was the same as his dead girlfriend.


That night Ruth encountered the goddess again, who asked Ruth to look for the missing other half of the nature deity. Ruth fled in terror, but not before the goddess gifted her a familiar in the form of an owl.


The next day they were forced to rush the now-comatose Marianne to hospital. She had been living for months with a blood clot close to her brain. Before, it had been too dangerous to operate, but now only a touch-and-go op could save her. Not long after she went into the theatre, another technology failure struck and the hospital was plunged into darkness and chaos.


But then a remarkable thing happened. Somehow Marianne made her way from the operating theatre to cure an entire cancer ward with some power from within her. It manifested as a brilliant white luminescence, like a light bulb burning itself out. She died immediately afterwards. It was almost as if she had wanted to commit some last act of goodness before moving on. This affected Church deeply. It showed that the change wasn’t all bad; miraculous, wonderful things could happen too. He kept her locket as a reminder of that day.


They followed the lantern south until they came to an inn in the centre of Dartmoor where they planned to stay the night. But as they rested, the terrible, otherworldly Wild Hunt attacked. This shadowy troupe on horseback was led by the goblin-like Erl-King and was accompanied by a pack of devilish hounds. Many people at the inn were slaughtered by the Hunt’s cruel weapons. Church fled across Dartmoor on a motorbike to try to draw the Hunt away, while Ruth and Laura drove off in the opposite direction, but Church hadn’t gone far before he plunged into one of the abandoned mineshafts that dot the moor.


Not long after, Ruth and Laura encountered Shavi for the first time, and the three of them embarked on a desperate race across the countryside, with the Hunt in hot pursuit. They escaped only with the coming of the dawn, eventually winding up in Glastonbury.


Meanwhile, Church found himself imprisoned in a Fomorii den, deep beneath Dartmoor. His cellmate was Ryan Veitch who had been captured earlier, and soon Tom was brought into the cells too; he had suffered greatly at the hands of the Fomorii since his capture in Salisbury. It wasn’t long before Church met Calatin, the Fomorii half-breed and leader of one of the main factions, or tribes, in the Fomorii hierarchy. If you can attribute any human abstract to the Fomorii, it would be Evil, but Calatin was worse than the others, somehow. Perhaps it was just the fact he looked less twisted on the surface, so that whatever lay beneath was amplified. He put Church through appalling torture in search of information, but Church gave nothing away.


There seemed little hope for them until Niamh appeared in the cells, identifying herself firmly as Church’s patron. She helped them to break out into a maze of tunnels with the Fomorii hot on their heels, and finally they made their way out across Dartmoor. Soon after, Church made the shocking discovery that his girlfriend Marianne had not committed suicide; she had been murdered. He vowed to find her killer.


Glastonbury turned out to be the location of another talisman, so Ruth, Laura and Shavi continued the search. In the grounds of the Chalice Well, they encountered a man of the cloth named James, who doubled up his job with the Christian Church as a member of a secret society called Watchmen. The group had existed for centuries, perhaps millennia, with members drawn from various religious orders, generally operating independently of each other. Their role, I suppose, was as some kind of body to organise a defence against the supernatural powers represented by the Fomorii and the Tuatha Dé Danann, if they ever decided to return to our world. They were keepers of vital information that could be used in any coming fight, while at the same time overseeing important sites in the landscape, particularly areas where the Blue Fire was strongest; they all characterised that energy as their own religion’s spiritual vitality. Perhaps it is.


James told them of the mysteries surrounding Glastonbury and of how the Grail was hidden beneath the Tor; not in an earthly space, but through some gateway into another place: T’ir n’a n’Og.


While this was happening, Church, Tom and Veitch were trekking across Cornwall to Tintagel, the legendary home of King Arthur. There they found the mystical Sword Caledfwlch, but before they could get away, they were trapped on a cliff-top by a Fomorii force led by Mollecht, the leader of another tribe. Mollecht was a sorcerer, but his experiments to gain greater power had done something terrible to him. His body had completely disappeared and the only thing preventing his life-force dissipating was a murder of crows constantly flying in a tight, ritual pattern around it. A figure made up of swirling crows must have been frightening enough, but then the crows parted to allow a burst of that awesome power. With no way to turn, Tom dragged the other two over the cliff into the churning sea below.


On top of Glastonbury Tor, Ruth, Laura and Shavi were shocked to see Church and the others fall out of the sky, heaving up sea water at the highest point in the surrounding landscape. In a last desperate act, Tom had summoned up all his power and knowledge and moved the three of them along the lines of earth energy between two potent nodes, Tintagel and Glastonbury. It showed the potential of what they all could achieve if they learned to master the Blue Fire, but even Tom said he didn’t know if he could repeat the act without the pressure of death at his back.


Introductions made, they opened the doorway and crossed over to T’ir n’a n’Og, where they recovered the cauldron – the Grail – from a mysterious structure.


Their next destination was South Wales, where they found the last of the artefacts, the Spear of Lugh. With all four talismans, victory was within their grasp, but they still had to face up to the awful threat of the Wild Hunt. After a terrifying confrontation on a storm-swept night, it was Ruth who saved the day, showing a depth of character she hadn’t before exhibited. She plunged the Spear into the chest of the Erl-King, the two of them rolling down a hillside out of sight. There Ruth witnessed an astonishing transformation as the Erl-King became Cernunnos, another nature deity, this was the ‘other half’ for which the triple Goddess had been searching. Like all of the gods, Cernunnos had different aspects, and he had been trapped as the Erl-King by the Wish-Hex, becoming a tool of the Fomorii. He thanked Ruth for freeing him by burning his brand into her hand and promising to aid her if she ever needed him.


With the Wild Hunt departed, everything was in place for the return of the exiled Tuatha Dé Danann and the defeat of the Fomorii. But the next morning, while Laura guarded the talismans, she was attacked by Callow, who had been secretly stalking them since Salisbury. He had thrown in his lot with the Fomorii for the promise of greater power. He took the artefacts, but not before leaving Laura at death’s door, one side of her face carved up by his razor.


After getting her barely adequate hospital treatment, they raced across country in pursuit of Callow and the talismans, eventually ending up in the Lake District. Here Tom revealed himself as an unwitting Fomorii tool, giving the group up to Calatin and Callow. While in the Dartmoor cells, the Fomorii had inserted a Caraprix into his head, one of the small, shape-shifting, symbiotic creatures which all the Fomorii and Tuatha Dé Danann carry. The Caraprix allowed Tom to continue his normal actions while subtly bending him to the Fomorii will and preventing him from revealing the truth about what had happened to him.


Escaping capture, Ruth hid in the house of a woman who showed her the potential of the powers promised by the Mother-Maiden-Crone. Ruth led the way in freeing the others from the Fomorii, aided unconsciously by Mollecht, whose desire for supremacy in the Fomorii hierarchy led to conflict amongst the opposing powers. Callow was left behind to pay the price of his failure.


The Brothers and Sisters of Dragons made their way to Melrose in Scotland where they crossed over once again to T’ir n’a n’Og, seeking to save Laura’s life and free Tom from the Caraprix. They were aided by Ogma, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, at his immense library that contained all the secrets of existence. It was here that Church finally consummated his doomed relationship with Laura.


With time running out, they returned to our world and set off for Dunvegan Castle on the Isle of Skye, where the ritual to free the Tuatha Dé Danann had to take place. Naturally the Fomorii did everything they could to stop them: the Skye bridge was destroyed; the Kyle of Lochalsh was in flames, their dark forces massed on the island. But the companions commandeered a boat to sail to the castle, where Church and Veitch guarded the approach while the others carried out the ritual.


Church, however, was severely debilitated. The Roisin Dubh gifted him by the spirit of Marianne was actually a mystical Fomorii item called the Kiss of Frost. Its icy power crept into his veins.


In a grim battle with Calatin, Church was slain, but his sacrifice allowed the completion of the ritual and the missing Tuatha Dé Danann returned. The Fomorii, sensing potential defeat, fled the scene. Beseeched by Ruth and Tom, Nuada, one of the Golden Ones, allowed the cauldron to be used to bring Church back to life. And so he was reborn, like one of the heroes from legend, with the taint of the Fomorii and the power of the Tuatha Dé Danann coursing through his veins.


As before, the victory that was so firmly in their grasp was snatched away. They had achieved everything expected of them, but still the returned Tuatha Dé Danann refused to help them to drive out the Fomorii, even though the two groups of gods were bitter enemies. The reason: the Fomorii corruption within Church made him a lesser person in their eyes, too tainted to be an ally.


And then the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons were hit with the bitterest blow of all: since birth they had been manipulated by the Tuatha Dé Danann to achieve their potential, so they could aid the Golden Ones in just such an eventuality as the one that had transpired. The key to making the five companions true Brothers and Sisters of Dragons, with all the power that entailed, was the first-hand experience of death. And so the Tuatha Dé Danann had caused Veitch to fire at Ruth’s uncle, had used an unidentified human agent to murder Lee, Shavi’s boyfriend, Laura’s mother, and Church’s girlfriend, Marianne.


In all their dealings with the higher powers, the theme was constant manipulation. The Fomorii, too, had directed them like rats through a maze, allowing them to escape from the Dartmoor cells so the other talismans could be recovered; transforming Tom into an instrument to keep track of events; holding Callow in reserve to strike when their defences were lowered. At that moment, the five felt they had badly failed their calling as the champions of the land.


Devastated, they watched as the Tuatha Dé Danann rode away, knowing they had made the situation much, much worse: another alien force was loose in the land with little respect for the lives and values of humans. The season had turned; humanity’s rule had passed to a higher power.


At this low point, the fibre of the five Brothers and Sisters of Dragons, and of Tom, their guiding light, came to the fore. Many would have given up in the face of such an overwhelming force, but the companions shouldered their responsibilities well; they decided to fight on. Church vowed to free the spirit of his dead girlfriend, Marianne, and to gain revenge on the Fomorii human agent who had made them all suffer so much. They knew their only option was some kind of guerrilla action, but time was short. The four ancient Celtic festivals – Imbolg, Beltane, Lughnasadh and Samhain – marked periods in the great cycle of existence when the powers behind the gods were at their peak. Lughnasadh lay three months away, and that was the day that would mark the beginning of the end; what would become known as the End of Everything: for the Fomorii had set in motion their scheme to bring back the greatest danger humanity had ever faced, the ultimate urge to entropy. The Celts had characterised it in their myths as the Fomorii leader Balor, the one-eyed god of death, otherwise known as the Heart of Shadows, believed slain at the second battle of Magh Tuireadh when the Tuatha Dé Danann had driven the Fomorii from the land. But none of these gods ever truly died; they could never be described as truly living.


Somehow the five had to find a way to combat this tremendous power. Tom led them to a lonely spot on the west coast of Scotland, where they performed a ritual to summon the spirits of long-dead Celts, the original Brothers and Sisters of Dragons. The ghosts gave them guidance, but like all information offered by the dead it was couched in such vague terms it was easy to misinterpret. Yet three vital nuggets shone out: to prevent Balor’s rebirth they should travel south to Edinburgh and the Well of Fire; to defeat the Fomorii they needed to find the Luck of the Land; and one of them was a traitor who would betray the rest.


Armed with this knowledge, they set off for Edinburgh, pausing at a small island in the middle of a loch to make an offering to Cernunnos, a likely ally in their struggle. In strange circumstances, Laura was given the mark of Cernunnos – the same one Ruth bore; the reason was never explained.


Back at the van they made a disturbing discovery: a severed finger was left as a warning to them.


They broke their journey in Callander. That night Niamh appeared to Church once more and it was apparent her interest in him was much deeper than he had imagined; love lay there, certainly. All such considerations were driven away by a shocking discovery – Ruth was missing, and in her room was another severed finger: hers.


Laura had an inexplicable vision of Ruth being taken by an enormous wolf. Yet after a fruitless search, their only option was to continue to Edinburgh – but not before the local police put out an alert for them.


In Edinburgh, the source of the evil was unmistakable; the Old Town was shrouded in shadows that were almost alive. The Brothers and Sisters of Dragons made their base in the sunlit New Town and set out to investigate the ancient quarter that night. In a pub, they met a rogue member of the security services who suggested everything they had experienced was a great lie, masking the truth of a coup by dark forces in the Establishment. Drugs, psychological manipulation and disinformation had served to present a picture of supernatural powers so the real social upheaval could continue unhindered. While discounting his story, it touched several deeply held fears that they could no longer trust their perception in any encounter with the gods.


Leaving the pub, they came face-to-face with the tremendous power the Fomorii had somehow managed to shackle to protect their plans in the Old Town. The Cailleach Bheur, or Blue Hag, was a nightmare out of ancient myths that carried around with it all the force of winter. The companions fled back to the New Town, realising now the terrible extent of the struggle lying ahead.


It would be wrong of me to give the impression that this was simply a tale of tremendous forces; human emotions were just as important. Indeed, they set in motion events that would have powerful repercussions. Against the great backdrop, the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons were riven with loves and jealousies, petty dislikes and deceits.


Of them all, Laura was undoubtedly the most unstable. Her paranoia brought about an argument with Church that drove her to storm off. She attempted to lose herself in hedonism at some seedy nightclub, only to encounter the Cailleach Bheur. Reeling under the influence of some drug or other, she managed to escape only after a discovery that drove her to the edge. A minor wound bled green blood that had a life of its own, destroying the bars on a window so she could flee.


Desperate, she had no choice but to return to the others. However, her unreliable actions had convinced Veitch that she had something to do with Ruth’s disappearance.


With the strain telling, they made plans to investigate the Well of Fire beneath Arthur’s Seat, an extinct volcano overlooking the city. Tom told them it was once a tremendous source of the Blue Fire, but over the years had grown dormant. Somehow they had to find a way to re-ignite the Well so the spiritual energy would spread out across that part of the land, weakening the grip of the Fomorii.


Once again they decided to consult the spirits. Shavi visited one of Edinburgh’s most haunted locations, where the dead revealed Ruth was still alive, imprisoned beneath the castle where the Fomorii had made their den. Other answers were typically cryptic: the Well of Fire would not be enough to help them defeat the Fomorii. To halt the Cailleach Bheur they would need an extra power, something called the Good Son. There was also a price to pay for the answer – the dead sent the spirit of Shavi’s murdered boyfriend, Lee, to haunt him.


Tom knew exactly who the mysterious Good Son was – the Tuatha Dé Danann god Maponus, missing for millennia. Tremendously powerful, he was the son of Dagda, the Allfather, yet the Golden Ones always refused to speak of what had happened to him. Tom, however, knew Maponus had been imprisoned at nearby Rosslyn Chapel, a mediaeval sacred site renowned for its Celtic and Masonic iconography.


Researching this new information at the Central Library, Church and Laura were attacked by whatever had been stalking them since Loch Maree. After a failed attempt to sever Church’s finger, it fled before they had a chance to get sight of whatever it was.


During all this, Ruth was undergoing terrible torture in the secret Fomorii burrow beneath Edinburgh Castle, but while trapped in her cell, a strange thing was happening: her familiar manifested as a voice in her head, teaching her the great secret knowledge that was her heritage. Eventually, Calatin made her suffer the worst torture all, forcing a large black pearl down her throat.


Finally it was time for the companions to go their separate ways: Church and Tom to find the Well of Fire, Laura and Shavi to seek out Maponus, and Veitch to launch a desperate attempt to rescue Ruth.


At Rosslyn Chapel, Shavi and Laura encountered another Watchman. The chapel’s carvings pointed to something terrible hidden there, but although Laura was open to the warnings, Shavi appeared under the control of some spell, driving him onwards. The Bone Inspector was also drawn there by what they were attempting. He tried to prevent them, but they locked him outside the chapel so they could continue. While Shavi and the Watchman dug into a secret chamber beneath the chapel, Laura listened to the Bone Inspector’s warning.


He told her Maponus was struck down by the Fomorii as he attempted to cross over to our world from T’ir n’a n’Og. Whatever the Fomorii did to him drove him mad, so that when he arrived in our world he was an uncontrollable force, slaughtering hundreds and laying waste to many villages. Only a ritual enacted by the Culture, the Bone Inspector’s people, could stop him, and then he was not destroyed, only bound in the sacred spot beneath the chapel that was raised up as both a marker and a warning. If he was freed, the Bone Inspector warned, devastation would be laid on the land once more.


Before Laura could act, Maponus was freed, slaying the Watchman on the spot. Laura and Shavi escaped as the mad god stalked out across the countryside. It appeared to be yet another of their great failures.


Back at Arthur’s Seat, Tom helped Church through his first steps into learning how to perceive the Blue Fire in everything. The energy guided them through a magical doorway into otherworldly tunnels beneath the volcano where the two were separated. In a massive cavern where time and space had no meaning, Church experienced visions of the past, present and future. Reuniting with Tom, they came across an enormous hole plunging down into the bowels of the earth – the Well of Fire – ready to be re-ignited by what Tom called a leap of faith. Church decided to use the locket given him by the young Marianne; he had always believed it a powerful symbol.


Before he could act, Church glimpsed a giant wolf, the same Laura witnessed before Ruth was taken, the thing that had attacked him in the library. Tom told him it wasn’t really a wolf; once the old gods had tampered with someone, the results confused the mind’s perceptions; the real person lay somewhere behind the perceived image.


The two of them edged out around the abyss to hide, but their pursuer followed them. Church slipped into the well, dropping the locket into the depths. Somehow this created a tear in the fabric of reality. Blue fire licked out, the energy carrying Church, along with Tom, out to the foot of Arthur’s Seat, where they could see Fabulous Beasts moving towards the Old Town.


Veitch, meanwhile, had entered the Old Town where Maponus was already in conflict with the Cailleach Bheur. Making his way past the Fomorii defences into the burrows beneath the castle, he stumbled across a strange ritual where the Fomorii gathered before Calatin and a warrior, bigger and more frightening than all the others.


After rescuing Ruth, the two of them escaped the tunnels to discover the Fabulous Beasts destroying everything corrupted by the Fomorii evil, while the Blue Fire ran out from Arthur’s Seat in a lattice of reinvigorating energy; the land was beginning to come alive. Maponus and the Cailleach Bheur were both forced to flee in the face of the Fabulous Beasts. And then, finally, the castle and the burrows beneath were destroyed in the conflagration.


The companions were finally reunited in Greyfriars Kirk-yard, but their joy was short-lived. The spirits of the dead rose to drive them out, saying they were ‘unclean’. Weary but elated, they fled the city: not only had they rescued Ruth, they had also stopped the plan to bring back Balor.


That night, while they rested by the campfire, they met two minor members of the Tuatha Dé Danann pantheon who were wandering the land in search of experience. Cormorel and Baccharus told Church if he wished to remove the Fomorii corruption within him he should visit something called the Pool of Wishes in the Western Isles, a fabulous place in T’ir n’a n’Og where the home of the Gods lay.


Heading south they came to a strangely quiet village – my village – where people refused to answer their doors after sunset. A few of us were gathered in the local pub and I remember how I felt the moment they wandered through the door. I was a rough and ready journalist. I’d met people from all walks of life, but I’d never met anyone like them before. They were apart from everyone else, as if they’d witnessed things none of us could ever dream of; which, of course, they had.


We rarely saw strange faces in that haunted place so I went over to introduce myself, and to tell them what kind of hell they’d wandered into. For weeks we’d been the prey of strange creatures we couldn’t identify. They roamed the lonely fields during the day, but under cover of darkness they came into the village, looking like nothing more than sheets flapping in the wind – but one of our local farmers had seen them reduce a sheep to bloody chunks in seconds. Some people died before we learned they couldn’t get into houses past locked doors. But even though we’d warned everyone to lock their doors at sunset, people were still getting killed in their homes. It was a mystery we couldn’t understand. Naturally, those six brave people agreed to help us solve our problem.


After Shavi expressed his guilt at freeing Maponus, Church summoned Niamh, who agreed to marshal the Tuatha Dé Danann to bring back their errant god on one condition: that Church break off his relationship with Laura so that he could learn to love her. Although it confirmed what Church had suspected about Niamh’s feelings, it was still a shock. His relationship with Laura was in a state of flux, and he had no idea how he really felt about her, but to put her on one side seemed so callous. Yet the burden of responsibility proved too great. How could he set their petty emotions above the chance to prevent Maponus murdering more people? He agreed, reluctantly, and though he didn’t recognise it at the time, his decision was swayed by that strange emotional power the Tuatha Dé Danann held over mortals.


Ruth was concerned that she had had no contact with her familiar since her imprisonment. She embarked on a tantric sex ritual with Veitch, during which the familiar came to her to tell her she was tainted – she must seek help or die. Tom obviously feared the worst; he told her she had to be examined by the Tuatha Dé Danann.


I drove Church, Tom and Ruth to Richmond in Yorkshire, where a path was found beneath the castle to T’ir n’a n’Og and the Court of the Final Word. This was a disturbing place that claimed to be dedicated to healing, but where much darker probings into the mystery of existence continued away in the shadows. Here they met the god the Celts called Dian Cecht, the master healer, who agreed to help them. I don’t mind admitting he terrified me. He prepped Ruth for an op and set his Caraprix free for an internal investigation of her head. It didn’t last long. The Caraprix erupted out of her head like it had been fired out of a gun. ‘The Sister of Dragons has been corrupted beyond all meaning of the word,’ Dian Cecht said to us. ‘She is the medium for the return of the Heart of Shadows.’ It didn’t sink in straight away, but when it did, I felt like throwing up. The Black Pearl she’d swallowed back in Edinburgh had contained the essence of Balor. It had been distilled from all that black gunk Church and the others had found in Salisbury and beneath Dartmoor. Ruth was to be the receptacle that would allow its rebirth, but that doesn’t begin to illuminate the true horror of the situation. In a matter of weeks, Balor would burst out of her, fully formed, killing her instantly. They’d obviously chosen her because she was powerful enough to cope with the rigours of what lay ahead. The pearl wasn’t actually, truly, inside her, I don’t think; I’m no good at getting my head around the physics of this.


Naturally, Dian Cecht refused to help her further. The Tuatha Dé Danann had a problem in dealing with anything corrupted by the Fomorii, and here was the corruption to end them all. So they threw us out, consigning Ruth to the worst fate of all. She took it well, under the circumstances, but it wouldn’t be wrong to say we were all devastated. The others thought they’d done their bit to stop Balor being reborn, and all along they were doing the things that would make it actually happen. And there was the ultimate moral dilemma: could Church kill Ruth to prevent Balor coming back into the world, even knowing she would die when the birth happened anyway?


On the way back from Richmond we encountered the terrifying Fomorii warrior Veitch had first seen beneath Edinburgh castle. It was like a tank, enormous, unstoppable, ploughing through cars at a phenomenal speed. We escaped – just. The Fomorii had obviously unleashed it to retrieve Balor. That was the one bright spot for the companions, that the Fomorii must have been tearing themselves apart to know their supreme god was now in the hands of the enemy.


Meanwhile, Veitch, Shavi and Laura continued to investigate the deaths in the village. It was Veitch who made the big discovery: the doors of the latest victims had been forced open, allowing the predators in. The trail led back to some of our supposedly friendly village’s more well-heeled residents. They’d been sacrificing those they considered undesirable by breaking open their houses so the creatures could get in, leaving the rich free to carry on with their lives and businesses. Veitch dragged off the ringleader for summary punishment, much to the concern of Shavi and Laura.


I waved goodbye to them that day, not quite realising how much they’d changed my life. For the first time I’d seen some hope in a world that had gone mad. Right then we desperately needed heroes, and I was determined to tell everyone who they were. That was my calling in life.


They continued south along the Pennines, with no idea what they were supposed to be doing any more. Meanwhile, Ruth was growing sicker and sicker. Finally they sent out two missions to seek help for Ruth: one to Cernunnos, and one to the Queen responsible for Tom’s suffering. Church and Laura would stay to guard Ruth at Mam Tor in the Peaks, a place saturated in the earth energy which would blind the searching Fomorii to their presence.


Shavi went south towards Windsor Park where Cernunnos could be summoned, eventually hooking up with a group of travellers. But he woke one morning to find a woman murdered, her finger missing. Whatever had been pursuing them since Loch Maree was now after him alone.


Tom and Veitch headed north, through several adventures, including an encounter with a race of manwolves, the Lupinari, and the discovery that the Tuatha Dé Danann nature gods were reforesting the land. Finally they arrived at Inverness, where they were taken by the Queen’s guard to the Court of the Yearning Heart.


The Queen proved an expert at manipulation. She focused her attention on Veitch, but Tom had already warned him to obey the rules of T’ir n’a n’Og: not to eat or drink anything there or he would become a prisoner of the Queen forever. She agreed to help if Veitch undertook one mission for her: to kill or capture the Questing Beast, a mysterious but fierce primaeval creature that had escaped from the Court into our world.


Veitch hunted the creature down, but was almost killed in the process. Close to death, the Queen tended to his wounds, eventually tricking him into drinking a single droplet of water. He was forced to remain there, with the threat of undergoing the same terrible experiments that had so traumatised Tom.


On Mam Tor, Church, Ruth and Laura discovered a deserted cottage where they could hide out. On one wall there was a mass of writing impossible to decipher. Church, who had continued his relationship with Laura, was confronted by a furious Niamh, who came close to slaying him for breaking his promise to her. Instead of helping capture Maponus, she had brought the mad god to the vicinity of the Tor, to wreak his vengeance upon Church.


In a moment of staggering revelation, Church deciphered the scrawling on the wall to read a message for him from his dead girlfriend Marianne. He had no idea how she had managed to contact him, or why he was only aware of it at that moment, but it was a transcendental experience that gave him a glimpse of the meaning behind everything. Infused with this understanding at his lowest ebb, he found new strength to fight on.


With a half-formed plan in mind, Church crept through the Fomorii-infested countryside in search of Maponus. He found him – and the Bone Inspector, who had been tracking the insane god. Church explained his plan and the Bone Inspector agreed to help, but on his way back to the cottage, Church was finally brought face-to-face with the Fomorii warrior. The battle was short and brutal, and Church was left broken. But before the warrior could end his life, the beast was itself killed, by Mollecht, freed from his imprisonment at the hands of Calatin by the devastation in Edinburgh. Instead of slaying Church, he departed, leaving behind a mysterious black sword, obviously for Church’s use. Church took it back to the cottage, attempting to recover from his wounds before the Fomorii’s imminent attack.


In Windsor Park, Shavi summoned Cernunnos, who gave him a strange potion to help Ruth. The essence of Balor could not be destroyed, but it could be removed, Cernunnos told him; like everything connected with the gods, a price would have to be paid, a sacrifice made.


As Shavi made his way back, he was attacked by the pursuer they perceived as a giant wolf. It was Callow, hideously transformed by Calatin for his part in the débâcle that led to the freeing of the exiled Tuatha D Danann. His suffering had driven him insane and he had been stalking the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons as architects of his pain, cutting off fingers in a ritual that only he truly understood. He murdered Shavi with one blow of his knife, then loped away in pursuit of the others.


At Mam Tor, on the eve of Lughnasadh, the Fomorii attacked in force. Church sent Laura to stand guard over Ruth in the cottage while he faced up to Calatin in a mirror image of the confrontation on Skye that had led to his death. Although badly injured, this time Church had an advantage: the black sword bequeathed him by Mollecht. It had a life of its own, shaping his attack, then plunging into Calatin’s heart of its own volition. Calatin was eradicated on the spot, a fate beyond imagining for a god unable to be completely destroyed. And then the sword revealed its true form: it was Mollecht’s shape-shifting Caraprix.


Before the Fomorii could seek revenge, the Bone Inspector led Maponus into their midst, where the mad god wreaked vengeance for his suffering. When the carnage was finally over and the Fomorii fled, the Tuatha Dé Danann reclaimed their insane kinsman.


Then, in the middle of victory, there was only one last, terrible act for Church: to kill Ruth and prevent Balor being reborn. As he approached the cottage with a heavy heart, Ruth stepped out, seemingly freed from the corruption of Balor. But nothing is ever that simple. Cernunnos had appeared during the battle and offered his potion to Laura, who accepted the sacrifice to save Ruth. The essence of Balor was transferred from Ruth to Laura, an act of spiritual redemption that would mean her own death. As Ruth gradually came round, Mollecht and his loyal Fomorii broke in and took Laura; the crow-creature’s supremacy in the Fomorii hierarchy was now assured.


Unable to come to terms with the act of sacrifice from a woman they had both considered beyond saving, Church and Ruth waited for Lughnasadh to dawn. There was no fire from heaven, nor instant destruction, just a sense of sadness in the air, a darkening of the sky and the smell of ashes in the wind. Somewhere distant, Balor had been reborn, and the last hope for the world had been extinguished.


But the one message the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons instilled in me was that there is always hope. It’s a message I’m going to keep circulating to bring us through these dark times. A new dawn will come. We just have to believe.


Until next time.





CHAPTER ONE


THE END



Icy rain blasted across the deserted seafront like stones thrown by a petulant child. Jack Churchill and Ruth Gallagher kept their heads down, the hoods of their windcheaters up, as they spurred their horses out of the dark countryside. Despite the storm, the ever-present smell of burning was acrid on the back of their throats. Twilight lay heavy on the Cornish landscape, adding to the abiding atmosphere of failure; of a world winding down to die. The heavy clouds rolling across the sea where the lightning flashed in white sheets told them the storm would only grow worse as the night closed in.


Dead street-lamps lined the road, markers for the abandoned vehicles that were rusting monuments to the death of the twenty-first century. Occasionally they caught a glimpse of candles in windows or smelled smoke from fires in the houses that had hearths; beyond that, there was only the oppression of the growing gloom.


As they rounded a bend, a light burned brightly in the middle of the road. Surprised, they slowed their horses until they saw the illumination came from an old-fashioned lantern held aloft by a man wrapped in a sou’wester, struggling to keep himself upright in the face of the gale.


‘Who goes there?’ he said in a thick Cornish accent.


‘Friends,’ Church replied, ‘who don’t want to stay out in the night a moment longer than we have to.’


The lantern was raised higher to bring them into its glare. It illuminated the face buried deep in the shadows of the hood: suntanned; grey, bushy beard. He eyed them suspiciously. ‘Where’ve you come from?’ he yelled above the wind.


‘A long way.’ Ruth fought to keep her lank hair from her face. ‘We started off in the Peak District. It’s taken us days—’


‘Aye, well, it would.’ He looked from one to the other, still unsure.


As the lantern shifted again, Church noticed a shotgun in the crook of his arm. ‘You haven’t got anything to worry about—’


‘You can’t trust anyone these days.’ He nodded towards a pub that glimmered with candlelight a few yards away. ‘In there.’


Church and Ruth dismounted and led their horses towards the inn. The man followed a few paces behind; Church could feel the shotgun pointed in his direction. But as they tied up their steeds in a makeshift shelter adjoining the pub, the guard relented a little. ‘Any news?’ A pause. ‘What’s the world like out there?’


Ruth shook the worst of the moisture off her hair. ‘As bad as you’d expect.’


The guard’s shoulders slumped. ‘Without the telly or the radio it’s hard to tell. We hoped—’


‘No,’ Ruth said bluntly.


It sounded unduly harsh. Church added sympathetically, ‘We followed the M5, then the main roads down here. We never ventured into any of the big towns or cities, but—’


‘Nothing’s working,’ the guard finished.


Church nodded.


‘You better get in the pub,’ the man said with a sigh. ‘We haven’t had any trouble here in town, but you never know. We’ve seen what’s out there’ – he peered into the night – ‘and sooner or later they’re going to get brave enough to come in.’


‘You’re on watch all night?’ Ruth asked.


‘We do shifts. Everybody’s involved. We’re trying to keep things going. They’ll tell you more in the pub.’


Heads down, they ran from the shelter, but before they reached the door a crack of lightning burst over the sea. Church stopped to stare down the street.


‘What is it?’ Ruth blinked away the rain, following his eyes.


‘I thought I saw something in the light.’


‘Probably another guard.’


‘It was on the rooftops, moving quickly. Looked like …’ He paused. ‘Let’s get inside.’


A blazing log fire in the grate was the most welcoming sight they had seen in days. With the candles flickering in old wine bottles all around the room, it created a dreamy impression of another time. About thirty people were gathered around. A young mother with a baby watched some children playing near the hearth. Four old men played cribbage in one corner with the grim determination of a life-or-death struggle. Everyone looked up when they entered. In one instant Church took in curiosity, suspicion and fear.


He was distracted by a glimpse of himself in a mirror as he passed. His dark hair was now almost down to his shoulders, and his close-cropped goatee was a sign he’d given up fighting against predestination; he resembled the future-vision he’d had of himself in the Watchtower between the worlds, watching a city burn. His features fell into a naturally troubled expression that served to make him look older. But Ruth didn’t look any different. Her long brown hair tumbled in ringlets around her shoulders while her face still looked as pretty and serene as the first time he had seen it. There was something new there, though: an enduring confidence that gave her bearing.


A burly man in his fifties hurried over, one large hand outstretched. His skin had the ruddiness of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors in all weathers. ‘Welcoming committee,’ he said in a loud, deep voice. They each shook his hand in turn. He was Malcolm, a local businessman. ‘What brings you to Mousehole? Don’t get many tourists these days.’ Although he was friendly enough, the steely scent of fear was palpable in the atmosphere.


What’s happening to us all? Church wondered.


‘We’re looking for a safe haven.’ Ruth’s calmness was the perfect antidote; Church could see everyone warm to her instantly. ‘It’s not very pleasant out there.’ Her understatement made them smile.


‘Any idea what’s happened?’ Malcolm’s eyes showed he was both hopeful and afraid of what her answer might be. ‘We thought … some kind of nuclear exchange …?’


‘No,’ Church said adamantly. ‘There’s no sign of anything like that. Whatever’s happened, it’s not anything nuclear, chemical or biological—’


‘Face up to it, Malcolm, it’s the End of the World.’ A long-haired man in his thirties hung over his. pint morosely. ‘You can’t keep fooling yourself it’s something normal. For Christ’s sake, we’ve all seen the signs!’


Malcolm grimaced in a manner that suggested he didn’t want to hear. ‘We’re muddling on as best we can,’ he continued blithely. ‘Set up a local network of farms to keep the food supply going. With no communications, it’s proving difficult. But we’re pulling through.’


‘Boiling water,’ the morose man said to his beer. ‘Every day. Boil, boil, boil.’


Malcolm glared at him. ‘Don’t mind Richard. He’s still working on his attitude.’


‘You’re not alone,’ Ruth said. ‘We’ve travelled a long way over the last few days. Everywhere people are trying to keep things going.’


That seemed to cheer him. ‘I’ve got to get back to the meeting – a lot of planning needs doing. You must be hungry – I’ll get some food for you. We can’t offer you much, but—’


‘Thank you,’ Ruth said. ‘We appreciate your generosity.’


‘If this isn’t a time to be generous, I don’t know when is.’


Malcolm left them to dry off at a table in one corner where the candlelight barely reached. ‘I feel guilty not telling them everything we know,’ Ruth whispered once they were sitting.


‘They don’t need to know how hopeless it all is.’


Ruth’s eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t think it’s hopeless. I can tell.’


Church shrugged. ‘We’re still walking.’


‘That’s what I like about you.’ Ruth gave his hand a squeeze. ‘You’re such a moron.’


The exhausting journey from Mam Tor in the High Peaks had been conducted against a background of constant threat; although they saw nothing out of the ordinary, they were convinced they were about to be struck dead at any moment. Somewhere, Evil in its most concentrated form had been born back into the world: Balor, the one-eyed god of death, a force of unimaginable power dragging all of existence into chaos. Whatever it truly was, the Tuatha Dé Danann called it the End of Everything. They had expected fire in the sky and rivers of blood flowing across the land, but the reality had been more prosaic. At first there was simply a vague feeling that something was not quite right, then an impression of imminent disaster that kept them scanning the lonely landscape. There was a sour taste in the wind and occasional violent storms. The only true sign that the world had slipped further from the light was the complete failure of all things technological. No vehicles moved. Pylons no longer hummed. The night was darker than it had been for more than a hundred years.


The Bone Inspector had suggested Balor would not be at its peak until Samhain, one of the Celtic feast-days marking an occasion when the great cycle of existence unleashed powerful forces. From a Christian perspective it was chillingly fitting: the Church had made Samhain into Hallowe’en, when the forces of evil were loosed on the earth. And there was no doubt the threat was gathering pace. The progression was like the darkness eating away at the edges of the vision of a dying man: each day was a little gloomier. Soon all hell would break loose.


There appeared little they could do; and just three months before the doors of Samhain opened: no time at all. But Church’s experiences over the preceding months had left him with the belief that there was a meaning to everything; he refused to give in to fatalism, however dark things appeared. If the Tuatha Dé Danann could be convinced to help them, they stood the slimmest of chances.


To win over the Golden Ones, he had to expunge the Fomorii corruption from his body, an act he had been told could be achieved only in the mysterious Western Isles, the home of the gods somewhere in T’ir n’a n’Og. The journey to that place began at Mousehole on the Cornish coast, and a landmark called Merlin’s Rock where legend said it was possible to spy a fairy ship that travelled between this world and the next. But one thing in the myths disturbed him greatly: his destination had another name – the Islands of the Dead.


More than anything, Church was glad he had Ruth along with him. Her suffering at the hands of the Fomorii had been terrible, but she had survived to become a much stronger person, free from the fear and doubts that had consumed her before. Now when he looked into her eyes it was like looking into a dark river where deep waters moved silently. She maintained she had died in the last few minutes before Lughnasadh, when she had been close to giving birth to Balor; only Laura’s monumental sacrifice had brought her spirit back to her body. Whether that was simply a hallucination on the verge of death or the truth of the matter, it had forged something strong inside her.


As their journey to the South-West progressed, she had been relieved by the reappearance of her owl familiar. But when Church saw it dipping and diving in the grey sky, all he could think of was its manifestation as a strange bird-man hybrid when it had warned him of Ruth’s capture in Callander. Could something so alien be trusted? he wondered.


Yet the abilities it had bequeathed to Ruth were extraordinary. She had told him how it had whispered knowledge to her that wormed its way into her mind as if she had known it all her life. When Church fell ill with a stomach bug after drinking from a dirty stream, she knew just the plant for him to chew to restore his health within hours. When they were beaten down by an electrical storm with nowhere to shelter, she had wandered a few yards away from his gaze and minutes later the storm abated. It was amazing, yet also strangely worrying.


Across the roiling, grey sea, lightning twisted and turned in a maniac dance. There was too much of it to be natural: nature’s last stab of defiance. Resting against the edge of the window in the bedroom that had been prepared for Ruth, Church let his thoughts drift in the fury of the storm, considering their options, praying the power of hope carried some kind of weight.


‘I hope you’ve got a strong stomach for sailing.’


Ruth’s words pulled him from his reverie and he turned back to the pleasant old room with its wooden floorboards and walls draped with nets and lanterns and other sailing memorabilia. He felt secure in its warm aroma of candle smoke, dust and fresh linen.


Ruth sat on the edge of the bed, finishing the cold lamb, mashed potatoes and gravy the locals had prepared for them. ‘I wish we could pay them back for this.’ She speared the last piece of meat. ‘They must be worried about maintaining their supplies, yet they offered to take us in without a moment’s thought.’


‘Doing what we hope to do will be payment enough.’


She made a face.


‘I’m not giving in to hopelessness. Not any more. You know the band Prefab Sprout? They had a song which went, If the dead could speak, I know what they would say – don’t waste another day. That’s how I want to live my life. Whatever’s left of it.’


The candlelight cast a strange expression on Ruth’s face, both curious and concerned. ‘You really think there’s a chance?’


‘Don’t you?’


She shrugged. ‘I try not to think beyond the end of each day.’


The window rattled noisily, emphasising the frailness of their shelter. ‘I think about the others. A lot.’


Ruth drew a pattern in the gravy: two interlocking circles. It hypnotised both of them for a second. ‘They might still be alive,’ she said after a moment or two.


‘I feel bad that they might be back at Mam Tor now, wondering where we’ve gone.’


‘If they’re alive, I think they’ll find us. That bond brought us all together in the first place. It could do it again.’


‘That’s another thing.’ Church sat on the bed next to her, then flopped backwards, bouncing on the sagging mattress. ‘Everything we’ve heard spoke about the five Brothers and Sisters of Dragons being one. The five who are one. One spirit, one force. And now—’


‘Laura’s dead. No doubt about that one.’ Ruth shifted uncomfortably. ‘Where does that leave us?’ The question hung in the air for a moment and then Ruth pushed away the rickety table and sat back. ‘No point thinking about it now.’


‘There’s something else that strikes me.’


His voice sounded odd enough for her to turn and look at him; one arm was thrown across his face, obscuring his eyes.


‘Three months ago when Tom called back the spirits of the Celtic dead, they said one of us would be a traitor—’


‘You know any help the dead give is always wrapped up in mischief.’ She waited for him to move his arm so she could read his mood, but he lay as still as if he were asleep. ‘It’s not me, if that’s what you’re saying.’


‘I’m not saying anything. I was just mentioning—’


‘Well, don’t.’


He mused quietly for a moment. ‘I hope I’m up to it.’


‘What?’


He gestured vaguely. ‘Everything. I do my best, like anyone would, but—’


‘Not anyone. That’s the difference.’


‘—I wonder sometimes how much is expected of me.’


‘I’ve never really been one to believe in Fate, but the more I’ve been through this, the more I’ve come to understand it’s just a name for something else. We’ve been chosen, there’s no denying it—’


‘By God?’ he said incredulously.


‘By existence. Whatever. We have a part to play, that’s all I’m saying.’


He sighed. ‘I feel weary. Not physically. Spiritually. I don’t know how much longer I can go on.’


‘You go on as long as you have to. This is all about a higher calling. It’s about doing something important that’s bigger than you and me. We can both rest when we’re dead.’


There was a long, uncomfortable silence until he said, ‘First light, then.’ He sat up and kissed her gently on the cheek. It was an act of friendship, but Ruth couldn’t help the conflicting emotions she felt for him. ‘The two of us together, just like it was right at the start.’


‘You and me against the world, kid.’


Voices echoed up from the bar as Church made his way along the dark landing to his own room: the locals, still trying to make head or tail of a life turned suddenly senseless. There was a twinge of sadness when he listened to their planning and rationalisations. Whatever they did, it would all amount to nothing.


He lay on his own bed for a while, staring into the shadows that clustered across the ceiling as his mind wound down towards sleep. A song by The Doors drifted in and out of his consciousness. Despite everything, he felt a deep peace at the very core of his being. He was focused in his intentions, ready to live or die as Fate decreed. Some of the debilitating emotions he had felt over the last few months were now alien to him: his despair after Marianne’s suicide; the cold, bitter desire for revenge when he discovered she had really been killed. The knowledge that her spirit had survived death was a source of transcendental wonder that had lifted him from the shadows. He had known it from the first time her spirit had materialised to him outside his London flat, but in his misery, he had not realised what it truly meant. It was such an obvious thing, he still couldn’t believe it had taken him so long to fully understand the monumental, life-shaking repercussions, but life was full of noise and the signal often got lost. The message that made sense of their suffering was plain, at least to him: live or die, there is always hope.


Gradually his thoughts turned to Laura. Amidst the sadness there was a twinge of guilt that he had misjudged her so badly. She had been selfish, cynical, bitter, cowardly, yet in the end she had sacrificed her own life to save another. He missed her. He had never come close to matching the intensity of her feelings for him, a love driven by desperation, loneliness and fear that burned too brightly, but he had certainly felt a deep affection for her. Given other circumstances, perhaps he could have loved her more; he wished he had been able to give her what she wanted.


Somewhere above him there was a loud clattering. The storm had plucked some slates from the roof, or torn down a chimney pot. The gale buffeted the building, wrapping itself around the frail structure, yet deep within the wind’s raging he was sure he could hear other sounds. The slates sliding down into the gutter, he guessed. He strained to listen. Despite its violence, the storm was soothing, like womb-sounds. Slowly, his eyelids started to close.


And then he was suddenly overcome with the strangest sensation: that he wasn’t in a room in a pub on a storm-tossed coast in a world turned insane by ancient powers. That he was in a stark white laboratory with lights blazing into his eyes, strapped to some kind of bench, with shadowy figures moving all around. Somebody had a syringe waiting to inject into him.


And there was a voice echoing in his head, saying, ‘It all depends how we see the world.’


Uneasiness started to knot his stomach. He wanted to shout out, but he couldn’t move his lips. You’re daydreaming, he told himself. Sleep came up on this image suddenly, but the words remained.


‘It all depends how we see the world.’


Of late Ruth didn’t find sleep easy. Whenever she was on the cusp, her mind flashed back to lying in the cottage on Mam Tor on the brink of death, with the obscene sensations of Balor growing inside her: snakes writhing in her gut, slithering along her arteries and veins, her head resounding with the sensation of a thousand cockroaches nesting in her brain. But the worst was when the final date drew near and the thing had matured. One day she had become aware of alien thoughts crawling through her mind; then the awful feeling of another intelligence nestling at the back of her head, listening to her every secret, knowing her heart, slowly consuming her. It was like she was in a dark room with something monstrous standing permanently behind her shoulder.


She always woke with a start when she reached that point. It had been the ultimate violation, the scars so deep she was terrified she would never forget. And in her darkest moments, she feared much worse than that: that it hadn’t gone away at all; that a permanent connection had been made.


Sleep finally came.


Ruth was dreaming, but some part of her sleeping mind recognised that it was not really a dream at all. Few details made sense, only abstract impressions adding shape to her thoughts. First was suspicion, until that gradually coloured into a growing apprehension. Then came the unmistakable sensation that something was aware of her. It was not simply unpleasant; she was overwhelmed with an all-consuming mortal dread; she felt she was going to choke and die on the spot.


Somewhere an eye was opening. Before she could drag herself away, the awful weight of its attention was turned fully on her, like a burning white light that made her brain fizz. And crackling through that contact was the intelligence she feared: a familiar, ugly hand reaching out to grip her. Her entire being recoiled. She wanted to flee, screaming, but it held her fast, probing continually, peeling back the layers of who she was.


She dreamed of a black cloud, as big as the world, and in the centre of it, the unflinching eye that watched her alone. It was the source of insanity and hatred and despair. It was the worst of existence. The End of Everything.


He had noticed her.


Balor, she thought, and snapped awake as the word burned through her mind.


Her eyes ranged around the room without seeing. Aspects of the contact still seared her mind. She remembered … Black forces moving up around the edge of existence, starting to skin the world, pecking away at humanity, preparing to strip the carrion from the bones of all life.


She shivered at the thought of what lay ahead, but before she could begin to consider the depth of her fears, she half-caught a movement that snapped her out of her introspection.


Something was outside her window.


Church awoke, irritable and out-of-sorts, with a nagging in his subconscious. The storm still rampaged across the seafront, but there was another sound he knew had been the cause of his waking: an owl’s shriek mingling with a high-pitched mewling that set his teeth on edge. He was out of bed in an instant, pounding along the landing towards Ruth, his mind flashing back to all the blood in her room in Callander.


At her door the mewling was so intense it made his stomach turn. Without a second’s hesitation, he put his shoulder to the door.


Wind and rain gusted into his face through the windows hanging jaggedly in their frame. Shattered glass crunched underfoot. Outside, Ruth’s owl emitted a hunting shriek. An impression of a grey wolf at bay formed in one corner, but then the image coalesced into something smaller, but just as frightening: a dark figure like a black spider. Even the quickest glance increased Church’s queasiness. It was obviously a man, yet there was something sickeningly alien about it too.


When he turned to look at Ruth he saw her face was so cold and hard with brittle rage she was a different person. She was hunched back near the bed, her hair flailing around in the wind, one hand moving slowly before her as if she were waving to the intruder. Inches from her palm the air was gelatinous, moving out in a slow wave to batter her assailant with increasing pressure. Whatever she was doing, the creature’s mewling turned into howls of agony. It clutched a hunting knife and looked torn between throwing itself forward to stab her and fleeing.


Ruth’s concentration shifted slightly and her power flagged. The eyes of the creature took on a murderous glow as it attacked, screeching. Church was rooted in horror; Ruth didn’t stand a chance.


Her brow knitted slightly, her hand made one insistent cutting action and the intruder collapsed in an unconscious heap.


Filled with questions, Church moved towards her, but when her head snapped in his direction a chill ran through him. She was still caught up in the intensity of the moment, fury locked in her face, so much that she barely recognised him. Her hand lifted, ready to strike out.


‘Ruth!’


It took an uneasy second or two for recognition to seep into her coldly glittering eyes. ‘The bastard thought he could take me unawares again.’ Her voice was drained of energy.


Cautiously, Church approached until he was sure the Ruth he had seen earlier had departed. It wasn’t the time to voice his doubts. Instead he asked, ‘What is it?’


She levered herself off the bed and crossed the room. ‘What is it?’ she repeated bitterly. To Church’s discomfort she launched a sharp kick at the prone figure. ‘He’s the bastard that cut off my finger.’ She held up her hand to show him the mass of scar tissue that marked the missing digit. ‘The bastard that delivered me to the Fomorii and put me through weeks of hell.’ She used her foot to roll the intruder on to his back. ‘Callow.’


Church started when he saw the figure’s face for the first time. It was indeed Callow, but so transformed he was almost unrecognisable. The wild silver hair and dark, shabby suit were still there, but his skin was as dry and white as parchment across which the veins stood out in stark black. Although he was unconscious, his lidless eyes continued to stare; in his gaping mouth they could glimpse the dark of rotting teeth.


‘My God, what have they done to him?’ Church knelt down to inspect him, but the sour stench that came off the once-man made him pull back.


‘Careful. He’ll be awake soon.’


They bound him tightly in the old fishing net that had hung on one wall, then waited for him to come to his senses. It was unnerving to watch his constantly staring eyes, not knowing if he was still unconscious or slyly watching them, but a slight tremor in his facial muscles gave away his waking.


‘I ought to kill you,’ Ruth said.


‘Do it. Put me out of my misery.’ He looked away. Tears had formed in the corner of his eyes, but unable to blink them away, he had to wait for them to break.


‘Don’t try to make us feel sympathy,’ Ruth sneered. ‘You drained the well dry a long time ago.’


‘I don’t want sympathy, or pity, or any other pathetic emotion.’ It was the voice of a spoiled child. ‘I want you dead.’


The curtains flew up like a flock of birds as another gust of wind and rain surged in. ‘We were very generous to you when we first met,’ Church said.


‘I wouldn’t look like this if not for you. I wouldn’t be on my own, neither fish nor fowl. I can’t move amongst people any more, and Calatin will no longer—’


‘Calatin’s been wiped from all existence by one of his own kind.’ Church watched the confused emotions range across Callow’s face.


After a moment he began to cry again, slow, silent, juddering sobs that racked his body. ‘Then there’s nowhere for me!’


Unmoved, Ruth turned to Church in irritation. ‘What are we going to do with him?’


The sobbing stopped suddenly. Callow was watching them intently. ‘Little pinkies!’ He started to giggle at this. ‘Five fingers, and I’m taking them one at a time, to pay you back for raising your hand against me! I took your finger, did I not, girlie? Your life should have followed, but I can rectify that, given half a chance. And I have another finger in my collection, too.’


It took a second or two for his meaning to register, and then Ruth flew across the room in fury. ‘What do you mean?’


The black veins tattooing his face shifted as his sly smile grew wider. ‘One little pinkie, one little life—’


Ruth cut his words short with a hefty blow to the side of his head. Church caught her wrist before she could repeat the assault.


‘Temper, temper.’ Callow’s overly theatrical voice was incongruous against his hideous appearance. Yet when he looked into Ruth’s face his arrogance ebbed from him. He muttered something to himself, then stated, ‘The long-haired Asian boy, the one as pretty as a girl—’


‘Shavi.’ The word became trapped in Ruth’s throat.


Callow nodded soberly. ‘He’s dead. Most definitely. I took his life, and his finger, in Windsor Park.’


That last detail was the awful confirmation; Windsor Park had been Shavi’s destination in his search for the solution to Ruth’s predicament.


Ruth walked to the shattered window where she stood in the full force of the gale, looking out into the night, hugging her arms around her as if to protect her from her sadness. She was such a desolate figure Church wanted to take her in his own arms to comfort her. Instead, he turned his attention to Callow.


The twisted figure giggled again like a guilty schoolboy. Church’s overwhelming sorrow began to transmute into a hardened rage. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to ease his emotions by striking out, but he controlled himself.


‘I feel sorry for you,’ he said to the hunched figure.


That seemed to surprise Callow, who looked upset and then angry. ‘The first of five!’ he raged. ‘You’ll all follow!’


Church slipped his arm round Ruth’s shoulders; she was as cold and rigid as a statue. The rain was just as icy and stung his eyes shut, but he remained there with her until she slowly moved closer to him.


‘Poor Shavi,’ she said quietly.


Church recalled his friend’s deep, spiritual calmness, his humour and love of life. Shavi had been a guiding light to all of them. ‘We mustn’t let it drag us down,’ he whispered.


Ruth dropped her head on to his shoulder, but said nothing.


They rose at first light after a night in Church’s bed, trying to come to terms with Shavi’s death. Although they had known him for only a few months, he had affected them both deeply. They felt they had lost much more than a friend.


The seafront was awash with puddles and scattered with the debris deposited by the gales, but it was brighter and clearer than any morning they had experienced since Lughnasadh, with the sun rising in a powder-blue sky and not a cloud in sight. It felt strangely hopeful, despite everything.


Ruth’s room, where they had bound and gagged Callow, was reassuringly silent as they passed. No one else was up at that time so they ventured hesitantly to the kitchen for breakfast. Aware of the shortage of food, they toasted a couple of slices of home-made bread each to take the edge off their hunger. While they ate around a heavily scarred wooden table, Church surveyed the jars of tea and coffee on the shelves.


‘I wonder what’s happening in the rest of the world,’ he mused.


‘I thought about this.’ Ruth eyed the butter, but resisted the urge. ‘We get the analogues of Celtic gods because it’s part of our heritage, our own mythology. Do you think they got Zeus in Greece, Jupiter in Italy, some Native American gods in America, Vishnu and Shiva or whatever in India? The same beings perceived through different cultural eyes?’


Church shrugged. ‘Possibly. What I can’t figure out is why Britain is the battleground.’


‘With communication down, anything could be happening. The rest of the world might be devastated for all we know.’


Church couldn’t take his eyes off the coffee and tea, things taken for granted for centuries. ‘The global economy will have crashed. There’ll be death on a massive scale – famine, disease. No international trade at all. Even here in the UK we’ve forgotten how to feed ourselves locally. What about in less-privileged areas?’


‘Let’s look on the bright side: at least all the bankers and moneylenders will be out of a job.’


His laugh was polite and humourless.


‘Best not to think about it.’ Ruth watched him from the corner of her eye while she chewed on her dry toast, trying to see any signs of the melancholy that had debilitated him too many times in the past. ‘Creeping death is the last thing we need to worry about. Everything could be over in the blink of an eye.’


‘You’re right.’ He stood up and stretched.


‘I always am. You should know that by now. It’s my hobby.’ She finished her toast and tried to ignore the rumblings that still came from her belly. ‘We need to decide what we’re going to do with Callow.’


Church cursed under his breath. ‘I’d forgotten about that bastard.’


‘We could execute him.’ She appeared to be only half-joking.


Church forced a smile that faded quickly. ‘We can’t leave him here. These people have enough problems without a psycho like that around. And if Ryan and Tom are still alive he’ll just go after them—’


‘We can’t take him with us!’


‘We don’t know we’re going anywhere yet. If we do find the ship, we might be able to do some good for him. I’m going to try to get the Fomorii shit cleaned out of my system. Maybe we can do the same for him—’


‘Do some good!’ she said incredulously. ‘The bastard murdered Shavi! Almost killed Laura.’ She showed him the gap between her fingers.


‘I know, I know.’ He waved her protestations away. ‘But still. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, they say.’


Ruth grunted in grudging agreement, but as she rose from the table she muttered, ‘I still think we should execute him.’


‘You sound more like Laura every day.’


The morning was brittle, but filled with the warmth of a good summer. The air had the salty tang of seaweed and fish. In the daylight, Mousehole was quaint and comforting, hunkered up against the rugged Cornish coastline. Church and Ruth herded Callow along the deserted seafront, the half-man keeping his peeled-egg eyes away from the brilliant light of the sun. Church was disturbed how the creature had begun to grow into his new form; his manner of walking had become almost insectile in the way he skittered in and out of the gutter, a little too fast, a tad too angular.


‘You make a bolt for it, I’ll boil those freaky eyes out of your head,’ Ruth said calmly. ‘You know I can do it.’


Church eyed her, not sure if it was within her new powers, which were as mysterious to him as the sea, a feeling she did nothing to dispel. Callow flashed her a brief glance that suggested he would kill her, given half a chance.


‘What do we do when we get there?’ Ruth asked.


‘We call out for the ship to come to us.’ It sounded so stupid, he winced. He wished Tom were there. Despite the Rhymer’s brusque and generally unpleasant manner, Church missed his wisdom and his knowledge about all the new, strange things that had found a place in the world.


The information they had found in the pub pointed them in the direction of Merlin’s Rock. As Callow scuttled ahead of them, Church couldn’t shake the ludicrous image of the world’s most bizarre couple out walking their dog.


Ruth glanced at the white-rimmed waves before flashing a teasing smile at Church. ‘Better get calling, then.’


‘Your trouble, Ruth, is you’re too strait-laced to let yourself go,’ he said wryly. ‘You should unbutton a little.’


‘I’ll take that on board, Mr Black Pot.’


Callow started to edge away, sure the others couldn’t see his subtle movements. Church grabbed the collar of his jacket and hauled him forward so he teetered on the edge over the choppy waves. ‘Enjoy the view. You might never see it again.’


‘You can’t make me go!’ Callow protested.


‘I can’t make you swim, either, but I can put you in a position where you have no choice.’


‘You don’t understand! Those wretched golden-skinned creatures will detest everything about me. They’ll make me pay for what the Night Walkers did to me, and it’s not my fault!’


‘They don’t care too much for me either,’ Church replied. ‘Thankfully I don’t give a toss what those in-bred aristocrats think. They might believe they’re better than us, but they’re not, and given half a chance I’ll bring that home to them.’


‘They’ll hurt me!’


‘Not while I’m there. You deserve some justice for what you’ve done, Callow, but not at their hands. You’re one of us and if anyone’s going to make you pay—’


Callow struggled frantically. He calmed instantly when Ruth rested a hand on his shoulder.


Church moved away from them and faced the horizon. The wind rustled his long hair with soothing fingers; a tingle ran down his spine. He thought of Frank Sinatra singing ‘Fly Me To The Moon’, remembering the great times he’d had with that music playing in his head: kissing Marianne in the lounge of their flat in the early hours of New Year’s Day, staggering through Covent Garden, drunk with all his friends, watching the dawn come up on a boat on the Thames. They were at the start of something big, a great journey, and there was still hope; he could feel it in every fibre of his being. The moment felt right.


‘Come to us.’ The wind whipped the words from his mouth. He coughed; then spoke with greater firmness and clarity: ‘Come to us. Take us to the Western Isles.’ Once again his voice was caught by the wind, but this time it rolled out across the waves. The tingling in his spine increased a notch.


Cautiously he scanned the horizon. The weather was so clear he would see any ship miles away. He glanced back at Ruth, unsure.


‘Be patient,’ she said firmly.


Once more he spoke loudly. ‘I beseech the Golden Ones to carry us, their humble servants, away to the wonders of the Western Isles.’ Behind him, Callow sniggered.


For several long minutes he waited, sure he was making a fool of himself, but gradually he began to sense slight changes in the atmosphere. The air grew more charged, until he could taste iron in his mouth, as if he were standing next to a generator. He looked back at Callow and Ruth and saw they could sense it too; Ruth was smiling, but Callow had an expression of growing anxiety. Church couldn’t stop himself smiling either – almost laughing, in fact: a ball of gold had formed in his gut and was slowly unfolding along his arteries and veins. Everything around became more intense. The sea shimmered as if the waves were rimmed with diamonds, emeralds and sapphires and the sun’s golden light suffused every molecule of the air. The scent of the ocean was powerfully evocative, summoning a thousand childhood memories. The wind caressed his skin until every nerve tingled.


This is the way to see the world, he thought.


Despite the glorious morning, a misty luminescence had gathered along the horizon like a heat haze over a summer road, igniting in him a feeling of delighted anticipation that he could barely contain.


‘It’s coming,’ he whispered.


It felt like the air itself was singing. Church realised he was kneading his hands in expectation and had to hold them tightly behind his back to control himself.


The white, misty light curled back on itself, suggesting a life of its own. There was a billow, another, and then something could be glimpsed forcing its way through the intangible barrier. His heart leapt.


A second later the ship was visible, ploughing through the waves towards him. It gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight, a water-borne star of gold, silver and ivory. At first it looked like a Phoenician galley he had seen during his university studies. Then it looked Greek, and then Roman, then like nothing he had ever come across before, its shape changing with each crash of white surf on its prow, although he knew it was his own perception that was altering. A white sail marked with a black rune on a red circle soared above it, but the ship didn’t appear to be driven by the wind, nor were there any oars visible. Every aspect of it was finely, almost oppressively, detailed. Fantastic golden carvings rolled in undulating patterns along each side, culminating in an enormous splash of silver and white like streamlined swans’ wings at the aft. The prow curled round into a statue with an awesome visage made of what appeared to be thousands of tiny, interlocking figures; the eyes glowed ruby-red. There was something about the design of the face that spoke to Church on a deep level; it was as if it were an analogy for the ultimate secret made plain for all to see.


Ruth appeared at his side, eyes fixed on the approaching ship. Her arm brushed his and goosebumps rushed across his skin.


‘It’s magnificent,’ she said in a hushed voice.


Church turned, expecting Callow to be galloping away now Ruth had abandoned his side, but he remained just as fixated, although the wonder in his face was tempered by a steely streak of terror.


It took five minutes for the ship to reach them. Church attempted to scan the deck on its approach, but whatever was there remained hidden; his eyes couldn’t focus on it at all and he was repeatedly forced to look away.


When it was only feet away, a jewelled anchor lowered into the water. Church was beginning to feel a touch of apprehension.


Once the ship was secure, they waited and waited. Ten minutes passed without a sign or sound. Before Church could decide on a course of action, there was a shimmer of movement on the deck, like light striking a mirror. A second later a booming voice rolled out over the water, the quality of it constantly changing across a wide scale so it sounded like it was rising from the deepest depths.


‘Who calls?’


Electricity spiked Church’s spine and he suddenly wished he were a thousand miles away.





CHAPTER TWO


BEYOND THE SEA



The gangplank unfurled towards them as mysteriously as the ship had been propelled through the water. It was made of brass, and though there was a mechanical clattering, the motion was as smooth as if it were a carpet. Church released his breath only when it clicked perfectly into place. Everywhere was tranquil; waiting. It was still impossible to see what lay on deck.


When no one summoned them aboard, he put one tentative foot on the gangplank, although it didn’t feel strong enough to take his weight. He threw out his arms to steady himself when it gave slightly, but it held firm. He glanced back at the others. Callow was shying away in fear, but Ruth placed her hand between his shoulder blades to propel him forward. He squealed and Church had to grab hold of his collar to prevent him plummeting into the waves; from his expression that would have been the better option.


Cautiously Church led the way. Beneath them, the water slopped against the sea wall in a straightforward wave pattern, as though the ship wasn’t even there. Callow’s whimpering grew more insistent the closer they got to the deck.


‘Any last words?’ Ruth said ironically.


‘You wouldn’t want to hear them.’ He took a deep breath and stepped on to the deck.


The moment his foot landed on board, everything became instantly visible. He caught his breath at the sight of numerous figures all around, watching him silently. The taste of iron filings filled his mouth.


‘Ho, Brother of Dragons!’ The voice made him start, but he recognised its rich, faintly mocking tones instantly.


‘I didn’t expect to find you here.’


Cormorel was beaming in the same warm, welcoming way Church recalled from their talk around the campfire in the north country, but the darkness behind his expression was a little more obvious. In the sunlight his skin almost gleamed; his hair flowed like molten metal. ‘Our brief discussion of the Western Isles gave me a desire to see them again.’ Cormorel’s smile grew tight as he looked to the shore. ‘Besides, the Fixed Lands have lost much of their appeal.’


Church felt irritated at Cormorel’s easy dismissal of a place he had professed to enjoy, but he knew by now the Tuatha Dé Danann cared for little. ‘You don’t have the appetite to face up to Balor,’ he said, pointedly.


Cormorel answered dismissively, ‘There will come a time, perhaps. But for now the Night Walkers leave us alone, and we, in turn, have more enjoyable things to occupy us.’ Brightening, he made a theatrical sweep with his hand. ‘But I am forgetting myself! You are an honoured guest, Brother of Dragons. Welcome to Wave Sweeper.’


Church followed his gesture, expecting to see only the Tuatha Dé Danann standing around the deck, but there were many who were obviously not of the Golden Ones, their forms strange and disturbing. Cormorel saw Church’s confusion play out on his face. ‘Wave Sweeper has always accepted many travellers. The journey to the Western Isles is one of significance to many races, not just the Golden Ones.’


‘A pilgrimage?’


Cormorel didn’t appear to understand the term. Church was also concerned that the god was talking about the ship as if it were alive. He looked more closely at the wooden deck and the unnervingly detailed fittings flourishing on every part of the structure.


Cormorel noticed Ruth for the first time. ‘Sister of Dragons, I greet you.’ But then his eyes fell on Callow and a tremor ran across his face. ‘What is this? Night Walker corruption, here on Wave Sweeper?’ His gaze flickered accusingly to Church.


‘He’s a danger to others. We can’t afford to leave him behind.’


Cormorel weighed this, then reluctantly nodded. He motioned to two gods with the youthful, plastic, emotionless faces of male models. Callow shied away from them until they were herding him in the direction of an open oak door that led beneath deck.


‘What are you going to do with him?’ Church asked.


‘We cannot allow something so tainted by the Night Walkers to move freely about Wave Sweeper. He will be constrained for the remainder of the journey.’


‘You won’t hurt him?’


‘He is beneath our notice.’ Cormorel turned, the matter already forgotten. ‘Come, let me show you the wonder that is Wave Sweeper before we set sail.’


He led them from the gangplank across the deck, gritty with salt and damp from the spray. The crew and passengers watched them impassively for a moment before returning to their business, as strange and unnerving a group as Church could have expected. He felt overwhelmed at the presence of so many of the Tuatha Dé Danann in one place. The whole array were represented, from those like Cormorel, who appeared barely indistinguishable from humans, to what were little more than blazes of unfocused light he could barely bring himself to examine. Although he could tell Ruth was also disturbed, she maintained an air of confidence that kept Church at ease.


Cormorel was enjoying the attention the other Tuatha Dé Danann lavished on him. Exhibiting his pets, Church thought sourly.


‘Firstly, we must introduce you to the Master of this ship.’ Cormorel directed them to a raised area bearing a wooden steering wheel with ivory and gold handles. Next to it stood a god whose presence took Church’s breath away once the shifting perception had settled into a stable form. He stood more than seven feet tall, his long hair and beard a wild mane of silver and brown. His naked torso was heavily muscled and burnished. Gold jewellery wound around his arms from wrist to bicep, but beyond that all he wore was a broad belt and a brown leather kilt. Even from a distance Church could see his eyes were a piercing blue-grey like the sea before a storm. With no sign of emotion, the god watched Cormorel, Church and Ruth approach, standing as still as a statue.


For once, Cormorel appeared humbled. ‘Here is the Master of Wave Sweeper, known to you in the ages of the tribes as Manannan Mac Lir, also known as Manawydan, son of Llyr, Barinthus, ferryman to the Fortunate Island, Lord of the Stars, Treader of the Waves, Nodons, Son of the Sea, known as Neptune by the journeyman, Lord of Emain Abhlach, the Island of Apple Trees, known also as the King Leir.’


Church felt little respect for the Tuatha Dé Danann’s wilful disregard for humanity, but he feared their power and he knew, although he hated it, that they were needed if the day was to be won. He bowed politely. ‘Jack Churchill, Brother of Dragons. I am honoured to be in your presence.’ Ruth echoed his words.


Manannan nodded without taking his stern regard off them. ‘I welcome you to Wave Sweeper.’ His voice sounded like the surf breaking on a stony beach.


‘It is auspicious that the Master greets you at the beginning of your journey,’ Cormorel said. ‘Who knows? Perhaps it bodes well for you achieving your stated aims.’


‘Which are what, Brother of Dragons?’ Manannan showed slight curiosity.


‘To travel to the Western Isles to cleanse myself of the corruption of the Night Walkers,’ Church began, ‘and then to beseech the Golden Ones for aid in driving the Night Walkers from the Fixed Lands.’


Manannan was plainly intrigued by the suggestion. ‘Then I wish you well, Brother of Dragons, for that is an honourable aim.’ Manannan’s attention crawled over them uncomfortably for a moment longer before Cormorel ushered them away.


Church and Ruth were gripped with the overwhelming strangeness of their situation, but they were distracted from discussing it by a tall, thin figure looming ahead of them. It appeared to be comprised of black rugs fluttering in the breeze beneath a tattered wide-brimmed hat. In the shadows that obscured the face, Church saw eyes gleaming like hot coals. It stretched out an arm towards Ruth, revealing a bony hand covered with papery white skin. ‘Watch your step,’ the figure said in a whispery voice like the wind over dry leaves. ‘There are things here that would drain your life-blood—’


Before the dark figure could continue, Cormorel stepped between it and Ruth, brushing the arm aside. With one hand in the small of Ruth’s back, Cormorel steered her away.


‘What was it?’ Ruth looked back, but the presence had already melted away amongst the busy crew. She felt as if a shadow lay across her, although the effect diminished within seconds of leaving the figure behind.


‘The Walpurgis,’ Cormorel replied coldly.


‘Yes, but what was it?’


‘A memory of the world’s darkest night. A disease of life. An unfortunate byproduct of the Master’s policy of admitting all-comers is that occasionally we must play host to … unpleasant travellers.’ He eyed Ruth suspiciously. ‘You would do well to avoid the Walpurgis at all costs,’ he warned.


‘Did you hear me calling?’ Church asked when they stood in the shadow of the mast.


‘We hear all who speak of us.’ Cormorel had sloughed off the mood that had gripped him after the encounter with the Walpurgis and his eyes were sparkling once again. ‘A muttered word, an unguarded aside – they shout out to us across the void.’ He surveyed them both as if he were weighing his thoughts, and then decided to speak. ‘You did not call the ship, the ship called you – as it did everyone who travels on board, myself included. Wave Sweeper offers up to us our destiny, revealed here in signs and whispers, symbols that crackle across the void. It is a great honour. For many who travel on Wave Sweeper, the journey is the destination.’


The concept wasn’t something Church wished to consider; he yearned for the old days of cause and effect, linear time, space that could be measured; when everything made sense.


Irritated by the salty sea breeze, Ruth took an elastic band from her pocket and fastened her hair back. It made her fine features even more fragile, and beautiful. ‘You don’t mind us coming?’


‘We accept all travellers on Wave Sweeper. They are a source of constant amusement to us.’


‘That’s nice,’ Ruth said sourly. She looked out to the hazy horizon, aware of the shortening time. ‘How long will it take?’


Cormorel laughed at the ridiculousness of the question. ‘We will pass through the Far Lands, Sister of Dragons.’


‘We have to be back before Samhain. A long time before.’ She fixed him with a stare that would brook no dissent.


‘You will be in place to face your destiny.’ There was something in Cormorel’s smile that unnerved them both.


Before they could ask any further questions, they were hailed from the other end of the deck. Cormorel’s companion Baccharus hurried to meet them, his ponytail flapping. Where Cormorel was over-confident, proud and arrogant, Baccharus was humble and almost shy, traits they had never seen in any of the gods before. If they could trust any of them, he was the one.


Ruth greeted him with a smile, Church with a bow, but if anything he was more pleased to see them. ‘We are honoured to have a Brother and Sister of Dragons on board the ship that sails the Night Seas,’ he said quietly; he even sounded as if he meant it.


Cormorel laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Baccharus will show you to your quarters. They have already been prepared for you—’


‘You were expecting us?’ Church asked.


Cormorel smiled in his irritatingly enigmatic way. ‘Food and drink will be sent to your rooms—’ He caught the look in Church’s eye and added, ‘It is given freely and without obligation. Wave Sweeper is a place that defies the rules that govern our existence. It is the Master’s wish.’ He gave an exaggerated bow.


Baccharus led them to the door through which Callow had been herded. Behind it, creaking, irregular steps went down into the bowels of the ship. The torches that lit their path were set a little too far apart, so uncomfortable shadows were always clustering. Despite the flickering flames, there was little smoke and no charring on the wooden walls. Ruth steadied herself on the boards at one point, but the surface felt so much like skin she never tried again.


They came on to a corridor that twisted and turned so much it was impossible to see more than fifteen feet ahead or behind. It was oppressively claustrophobic, barely wide enough for one person, with the ceiling mere inches above Church’s head; doors were on either side, each with a strange symbol burned into the wood that was not wood. Baccharus stopped outside two doors marked with the sign of a serpent eating its tail.


Or a dragon, Church thought. He let his fingers trace the symbol. It felt as if it had been branded into the wood years before. Not wanting to consider what that meant, he stepped into the room sharply once Baccharus opened the door.


The room unnervingly echoed their bedrooms in the pub, as if they were still on land, dreaming their encounters on Wave Sweeper. A fishing net hung on one side, while lanterns, billhooks and other implements of a sea-faring life covered the walls. The bed was barely more than a bench covered with rough blankets beneath a window with bottle-glass panes that diffused the light in a dazzling display across the chamber; even so, shadows still clung to the corners. A connecting door gave access to Ruth’s room, an exact replica of Church’s.


Ruth summoned up the courage to touch the wooden walls once more. Something pulsed just beneath the surface, while her feet picked up faint vibrations, as if somewhere in the core of the vessel a mighty heart was beating. The notion left her feeling queasy and disorientated.


Baccharus watched her curiously, as if he could read her thoughts, and then warned, ‘The ship is large, with many wonders, but many dangers too. You are free to roam as you see fit, but take care in your investigations.’


Once he had left, Church threw open the window and looked out across the waves. ‘This isn’t going to be easy.’


‘Did you expect it any other way? From the moment we started on this road we’ve had trouble at every turn.’ Ruth examined the cupboards. They were generally empty and smelled of damp and dust.


‘You can’t trust any of the Tuatha Dé Danann, any of the other creatures. They’ve all got their own agendas, their own secret little rules and regulations—’


‘Then we don’t trust them. We trust each other.’ Ruth joined him at the window; the sea air was refreshingly tangy, but her face was troubled. ‘Last night I had a dream …’ She chewed on a nail apprehensively. ‘No, it wasn’t a dream at all. I felt Balor in my head.’ The gulls over the sea suddenly erupted in a crazed bout of squawking. ‘It knows what we’re doing, Church.’


A chill brushed slowly across his skin.


‘It was so powerful.’ Her eyes were fixed on the horizon. ‘And it’s growing stronger by the minute. I’m afraid of what the world’s going to be like when we get back. And I’m afraid that Balor will be waiting for us.’


*


The food was delivered about an hour later by one of the blank-faced gods: bread, dried meat, dried fruits, and a liquid that tasted like mead. They ate hungrily and then returned to the deck. Manannan was at the wheel, surveying the horizon, while the crew prepared the ship for departure.


‘If we’re going to back out, now’s the time,’ Ruth said. ‘Once it sets sail, we’ll be trapped with this collection of freaks until the bitter end.’ She thought for a moment, then revised her words. ‘Until we reach our destination.’


They moved over to the rail to take one last look at Mousehole. People moved quietly along the front, oblivious to Wave Sweeper’s presence. The sky was still blue, the sun bright on the rooftops, the wind fresh. Church scanned the length of the coastline, then closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


‘I love it,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Britain. The world. There’s so much—’ He broke off. ‘I never thought about it before. It was just there.’


Ruth said nothing, caught in a moment of admiration for the untroubled innocence that still lay at the heart of him, despite all that was happening.


Twenty minutes later everything appeared to be in place. Manannan looked at various crew members scattered around the ship waiting for a nod of approval before raising his hand and slowly letting it drop. A wind appeared from nowhere, filling the sail with a creaking of canvas and a straining of rope. Almost imperceptibly at first, the ship began to move, turning slowly until it was facing the open sea in a tight manoeuvre that would have been impossible for any normal vessel.


Church allowed himself one last, yearning look back at the Cornish coast and then they were moving towards the horizon, picking up speed as they went.


Wave Sweeper skimmed the sea at an impressive rate. The activity continued on deck, but Church couldn’t work out exactly what it was the crew were doing; at times their actions looked nonsensical, yet they were obviously affecting the ship’s speed and direction. Overhead, the gulls screeched as they swooped around the sails. Manannan faced the horizon, eyes narrowed against the wind that whisked his mane of hair out behind him.


‘Can you feel it?’ Ruth asked.


Until then he hadn’t, but her perceptions had become much sharper than his. It manifested as a burnt metal taste at the back of his mouth, a heat to his forehead that caused palpitations and faint nausea. A drifting sea haze appeared from nowhere and was gone just as quickly, and suddenly the world was a much better place: the sun brighter, the sky bluer, the sea so many shades of sapphire and emerald it dazzled the eyes. Even the scent of the air was richer.


The gods relaxed perceptibly and an aura of calm fell across the ship. Church went to the rail and watched the creamy wake spread out behind. ‘I wish I could understand how all this worked.’


‘I shouldn’t trouble yourself.’ Ruth held her head back to feel the sun on her face. ‘For years all the rationalists and reductionists have been fooling themselves, building up this great edifice on best guesses and possibilities and maybes while ignoring anything that threatened the totality of the vision. It was a belief system like any religion. Fundamentalist. And now the foundations have been kicked away and it’s all coming crashing down. Nobody knows anything. Nobody will ever know anything – we’re never going to find out the big picture. Our perceptions just aren’t big enough to take it all in.’


Church agreed thoughtfully. ‘That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t keep trying to understand it, though.’


‘No, of course not. There are too many wonders in the universe, too much information. The best we can hope to do is build up our own, individual view of how it all fits together. Though most people can’t be bothered to look beyond their lives—’


‘That’s not fair. When they’re not held in check by authority, people can do—’


Ruth burst out laughing.


Church looked at her sharply. ‘What is it?’


‘You sound like my dad! He was such a believer in the strength of the people.’


‘Everybody has to believe in something.’


Their eyes held each other for a long moment while curious thoughts came to the surface, both surprising and a little unnerving. It was Ruth who broke away to look wistfully across the waves. ‘I miss him.’


Church slipped a comforting arm around her waist. It was such a slight movement, but a big gesture; boundaries built up during the months they had known each other crumbled instantly. Ruth shifted slightly until she was leaning against him.


‘Jack.’


The voice made the hairs on the back of his neck stand alert. He snatched his arm away from Ruth like a guilty schoolboy. Niamh was standing a few feet away, her hands clasped behind her back. Her classical beauty still brought a skip to his heart, her features so fine, her hair a lustrous brown, her skin glowing with the inner golden light of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Church didn’t know what to expect. Only days ago she had been dangling him off a cliff for his refusal to return her love in the manner she expected. The fury within her at that moment had terrified him.


‘Hello, Niamh.’ He tried to see some sign in her face, but anything of note was locked far away.


Her eyes ranged across his features as if she were memorising them. He steeled himself as he felt a sudden surge of attraction for her. Proximity to the Tuatha Dé Danann set human emotions tumbling out of control. It wasn’t manipulation, as he had at first thought, just a natural reaction to contact between two different species.


Ruth glanced from one to the other, then said diplomatically, ‘I’m heading back to my room for a rest. I’ll see you later.’ She smiled at Niamh as she passed, but the god gave no sign that she was even there; Church was the only thing in her sphere that mattered. He couldn’t begin to understand the depth of her feeling. They had shared barely more than a few moments, exchanged a smattering of words, the sketchiest of emotions, though Niamh had been with him all his life, watching him constantly from his birth, a whisper away during every great happiness and every moment of despair; even that couldn’t explain the depth of her love, so pure and overwhelming it took his breath away.


‘How are you, Jack?’


‘As well as can be expected, given that my world is on the brink of being torn apart.’ He tried not to sound bitter; it wouldn’t do any good. But he wanted to say: considering you tried to murder me with a lunatic god who could boil the blood in my veins at a gesture. Even as he thought it, contrition lit her face. ‘How is Maponus?’ he asked.


‘The Good Son is … as well as can be expected.’


‘Will he recover?’


She looked down. ‘We do what we can.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘May we talk?’ As she gently touched his hand, a spark of some indescribable energy crackled into his arm. She led him across the deck to the highest level beyond Manannan’s vantage point. A table placed where one could admire the view was laid out with crystal goblets and a jug of water.
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