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      THE FINAL AGE

      
      
      My name is Jack Churchill, known to my friends as Church, and I am only a man. This is a story of gods, and powers higher
         than gods. I write these words in my head, and thus on a page, and thus throughout all Existence, as I stand here, at the
         end of the world.
      

      
      From the first day that I accepted my role as a Brother of Dragons, I have struggled long and hard. At the time I didn’t understand
         the full nature of the responsibility thrust upon my shoulders. Now I do.
      

      
      Looking back, I can at least begin to glimpse the great, hidden pattern and how apparently random events came together, all
         the mysteries and secrets gradually emerging into plain sight.
      

      
      But at the start I had no idea of the bigger scheme.

      
      In my past life, what I used to call my ‘real’ life, I was an archaeologist, but my days had been blighted by the death of
         my girlfriend, Marianne. I’d lost all hope. And then magic and wonder and terror returned to the world. The ancient gods of
         Celtic mythology – the Tuatha Dé Danann, who called themselves Golden Ones – invaded an Age of Reason unable to cope with
         their irrationality. Society creaked and groaned and collapsed in the face of such a supernatural force.
      

      
      For more than two thousand years, Existence had always brought together five champions of Life to battle such threats, the
         Brothers and Sisters of Dragons. I was chosen to be one of the latest group, bound together by the Pendragon Spirit, the powerful
         spiritual force that runs through the earth in lines of Blue Fire, and through all humanity. As a war broke out between the
         Golden Ones and their ancient race enemy, the demonic, shape-shifting Fomorii, I was joined by four others: Ruth Gallagher,
         gifted in the ways of the Craft; Shavi, a seer; Ryan Veitch, a warrior; and Laura DuSantiago, who was radically changed by the god Cernunnos to become a powerful force for nature.
      

      
      We overcame great hardship to win a significant battle against Balor, the terrible god of the Fomorii, but we paid an awful
         price. Ryan Veitch was manipulated by the gods to betray us and we thought him dead. And I was flung back through the ages,
         separated from Ruth, the woman I loved.
      

      
      As society attempted to recover from that Age of Misrule, five new Brothers and Sisters of Dragons took up the struggle. There
         was Mallory, who trained in the art of warfare in the new order of Knights Templar in Salisbury; his lover Sophie Tallent,
         who also learned the powers of the Craft; Caitlin Shepherd, a doctor devastated by the deaths of her husband and son; Hunter,
         a Special Forces operative employed by the Government; and Hal, a clerk working for the same Government.
      

      
      But their struggle was even greater than ours had been. Beyond the edge of the universe, a devastating force had woken and
         turned its attention towards Earth. Known in ancient myths as the Devourer of All Things, or the Void, it was the opposite
         of Existence, of life itself, and it wielded the unlimited powers of the ultimate creator. It could even alter reality itself,
         twisting it into new shapes that would help maintain its rule.
      

      
      The new Brothers and Sisters of Dragons could not vanquish such a force, even when aided by Ruth, Shavi and Laura. At the
         point of defeat, Hal chose to sacrifice himself and become part of the Blue Fire so that he could seek me out in time, and
         guide me back for the final battle.
      

      
      Secure in its victory, the Void changed reality to a very familiar construct: the age-old prison of money and power, devoid
         of magic and wonder; and it locked the remaining Brothers and Sisters of Dragons into fake lives, denying them their memories
         so they would never again attain their true potential and threaten its rule.
      

      
      At the time, I knew nothing of these events. I walked out of the morning mists into an unspoiled world more than two thousand
         years ago, a huge part of my memory missing. Members of a Celtic tribe adopted me in their village at Carn Euny, in what would
         become Cornwall, and I lived a simple life with new friends. But the simplicity and beauty of that rural existence did not
         last long, for the Void still saw me as a threat. It despatched through time its supernatural agents, the Army of the Ten
         Billion Spiders, to prevent me and the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons from challenging it again.
      

      
      Existence, however, had other ideas.

      
      At the great stone circle of Boskawen-Un, I encountered Hal in the Blue Fire, who set me off on a quest across two millennia
         to return to my own time. And in a brain-twisting paradox, I became the first Brother of Dragons, initiating the heritage that would welcome me into its ranks two thousand years in the future. My new friends Etain,
         Branwen, Tannis and Owein became the other four members of the first group.
      

      
      Establishing the first of the Watchmen, a brotherhood that would grow over time into a network of spies who could help my
         cause, I felt ready to take on the challenge of the Void. But in that moment of initial success, tragedy struck. Etain and
         the others were slaughtered by a mysterious assassin, and I fell under the control of Niamh, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann,
         who took me back a prisoner to the Celtic Otherworld, known as T’ir n’a n’Og or the Far Lands.
      

      
      Niamh was the cruel, capricious queen of the Court of the Soaring Spirit, and saw me as little more than entertainment. I
         became friends with another of her prisoners, Jerzy, the Mocker, who had been surgically altered at the grim Court of the
         Final Word to become Niamh’s jester.
      

      
      Yet during my imprisonment I discovered the route back to my own time. T’ir n’a n’Og was essentially timeless. I could while
         away my days there while centuries passed in the real world, and eventually return when my own age rolled around again.
      

      
      But the Void was not about to let me go without a fight. First I was attacked by Etain, dead yet alive, now a Sister of Spiders.
         And then I encountered the Void’s most lethal agent: the Libertarian, a sardonic, brutal killer with lidless red eyes who
         threatened to kill Ruth in the twenty-first century if I interfered with the Void’s plans.
      

      
      There was nothing I could do to warn Ruth, but I found a way to see her during a visit to another of the twenty great courts
         of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the Court of Peaceful Days. A mystical object called a Wish-Post allowed me to see into the future,
         where I observed Ruth, Shavi and Laura, all living their miserable fake lives, lost without me.
      

      
      When I returned to the Court of the Soaring Spirit, I discovered that Niamh’s brother, the god Lugh, had gone missing. I accompanied
         her in a search to the last place he had been seen – Roman York in AD 306. There I encountered the Brothers and Sisters of
         Dragons of that era: Marcus Aelius Aquila of the Sixth Legion; Decebalus, a Dacian barbarian; Lucia Aeternia Constans, a practitioner
         of the Craft; the North African seer Secullian; and Aula Fabricia Candida, an agent of the powers of the natural world. And
         in that encounter I began to understand the strange, repeating patterns that underpinned all reality.
      

      
      As Niamh introduced me to her set of Tarot cards with its mysterious fifth suit, ravens, only available to the gods and used
         to contact higher powers, another mystery was unfolding. The long-lost Ninth Legion had returned under the control of the
         Army of the Ten Billion Spiders. As I rallied the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons to defend the city, I was captured by the Libertarian and Marcus was killed. In
         an attempt to instil despair, the Libertarian revealed that many powerful human leaders were now being controlled by a single
         spider embedded somewhere in their skin.
      

      
      I escaped, but during the battle with the Ninth Legion Secullian was also killed, this time by Etain and her fellow undead
         Brothers and Sisters of Spiders. There were only four of them – I should have guessed one more would be necessary to achieve
         the magical number. It was Ryan Veitch, resurrected by the Void and filled with bitterness over what he perceived as his betrayal.
         Veitch had loved Ruth, too, and in his twisted perception, I had allowed him to be sacrificed so I could get Ruth to myself.
         He was wrong, completely wrong, but he’d been corrupted by the Void – manipulated once again. Now all he wanted was revenge.
         He was the stranger who had murdered Etain and the others, but now, in their afterlife, he had struck up some strange, perverse
         relationship with Etain, both of them united in their hatred of me.
      

      
      The extent of Veitch’s desire for revenge was driven home when he vowed to move across the years slaughtering every Brother
         and Sister of Dragons he could find. He was going to strike a blow at the very heart of Existence for abandoning him.
      

      
      Veitch captured me and took me to Rome where I was to be sacrificed to the god Janus, one of the great architects behind the
         mysterious unfolding struggle. But I was rescued by the remaining Roman Brothers and Sisters of Dragons, who accompanied me
         back to the Far Lands where I recovered from my ordeal. Though Lugh still hadn’t been found, my relationship with Niamh had
         started to change. I didn’t recognise it at the time, but she was beginning to fall in love with me.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the Void had been establishing a fortress for its growing army on the edge of the Far Lands. The remnants of the
         spider-controlled Ninth Legion marched there along with an array of foul creatures – Redcaps, the Lament-Brood, the vampiric
         Baobhan Sith and more. The Void wanted to keep control of the universe, and the army and the spiders would ensure that any
         hope and resistance generated by Existence would be crushed.
      

      
      Meanwhile, there was a new arrival at the Court of the Soaring Spirit: a human, Thomas Learmont, who had been transformed
         into the mythic hero Thomas the Rhymer by the prophetic powers given to him at the Court of the Final Word. Tom had become
         a great friend to me, but that was far in the future, when I had first become a Brother of Dragons. Here, in the distant past, Tom didn’t know me at all, but his prophetic abilities knew I was vital in the coming war with the Void.
      

      
      Using his visions of the future, Tom guided me, Niamh, Decebalus, Aula and Lucia back to Earth, to Venice in 1586, to locate
         a magical item that Tom knew was required by the Void’s agents – the Anubis Box.
      

      
      While retrieving the box, I encountered Will Swyfte, Elizabethan England’s greatest spy, who took me to meet the court’s mystic,
         John Dee. He directed me to a secret Templar store beneath London Bridge where another magical item was hidden away – a crystal
         skull that had to be used in conjunction with the Anubis Box.
      

      
      But the skull and the box were stolen by the Void’s agents, Lucia was murdered and I gave pursuit across the Atlantic to the
         new English settlement at Roanoke Island, in what would come to be America.
      

      
      In a ritual in the new colony, Janus and the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders utilised the Anubis Box and the crystal skull
         to attempt to bind two gods – Apollo and the missing Lugh. Apollo was corrupted by the power of the Anubis Box and joined
         the Void’s forces in the Far Lands, but with Will Swyfte’s help I saved Lugh.
      

      
      The colonists were not so lucky. The small group, including Virginia Dare, the first child to be born in the New World, were
         stolen from Roanoke and transported to the Void’s Otherworldly fortress.
      

      
      Back in the Court of the Soaring Spirit, while Niamh celebrated the return of her brother, I saved Jerzy from committing suicide.
         He was terrified he would betray me. During his surgery at the Court of the Final Word, a Caraprix had been inserted into
         his head so that he could, at any time, be manipulated by the gods. The Caraprix, I had discovered, were mysterious, shape-changing
         creatures that all the gods carried with them in some kind of symbiotic relationship. No one appeared to know their origins
         – they were simply there.

      
      I was determined to seize an advantage in the ongoing fight and petitioned Niamh to allow me to move back and forth between
         the worlds at will. My plan was simple: to locate as many Brothers and Sisters of Dragons as possible before Veitch found
         and killed them, and to bring them back to safety at the Court of the Soaring Spirit where they would form the basis of an
         army that could challenge the Void’s own forces.
      

      
      In 1851 at Stonehenge, Jerzy mysteriously disappeared from our group. Unable to find him, we proceeded to the Crystal Palace
         Exhibition at Hyde Park where I encountered the Seelie Court, a travelling group of Tuatha Dé Danann who were very friendly
         with ‘Fragile Creatures’, as the gods call us. Veitch, in the grip of his desire for revenge, tried to kill me, but I was saved by an uncanny creature who called himself Spring-Heeled Jack.
      

      
      It was not until 1940, when London was in the throes of the Blitz, that I discovered his true identity – the shape-shifting
         trickster Puck, also known as Robin Goodfellow, ‘the oldest thing in the land’. It was he who had kidnapped Jerzy, for reasons
         I didn’t discover, and who had been manipulating me for his own undisclosed ends. In the middle of the Blitz, I fought Loki,
         another god corrupted and controlled by the powers of the Anubis Box. Janus was drawing gods from a variety of pantheons to
         the Void’s cause, creating what would eventually become an unbeatable force. More by luck than skill, I forced Loki to flee
         and managed to retrieve the Anubis Box – only for the Puck to steal it for his own devices.
      

      
      Back in the Far Lands, I journeyed to the sinister Court of the Final Word, which appeared to be behind so much of the misery
         I had seen – the place where Tom, Jerzy and even Veitch had been so altered. What I discovered there was beyond any horrors
         I could have imagined. The court squatted on a river of blood, and in its secret confines the god Dian Cecht conducted sickening
         experiments on humans stolen from our world. Through his studies, he believed he could divine the true nature of Existence
         and thereby give his people complete control over all that was, guaranteeing their survival in the face of the Void, while
         at the same time ensuring that they would not be supplanted by Fragile Creatures.
      

      
      Dian Cecht also revealed that reality was fluid, and that it could be altered by someone in whom ‘the Pendragon Spirit burns
         brightly’. At the time, I didn’t understand what he was really saying. He also allowed me to look into my own time through
         another Wish-Post – more from cruelty than kindness, I think. And there I saw Veitch terrorising Shavi, Ruth and Laura, who
         had all started to awaken from their fake lives. But, separated from them by time, there was nothing I could do to help them.
      

      
      Devastated by what I’d witnessed in the court, I fled to Earth with Niamh and Tom, shirking my responsibilities for a nomadic
         life in America during the sixties. There I discovered that the spider-controlled people were attempting to destroy a resurgent
         hope that had gripped the world, through a series of political assassinations, repressive actions and war in the Far East.
         The Void was creating the kind of world in which it felt most comfortable.
      

      
      Some of the secrets of the Void were revealed to me by an unlikely source – the LSD prophet Timothy Leary, the so-called ‘most
         dangerous man in America’. We talked about the Gnostic secrets John Dee had first hinted at three hundred years before – that
         when the universe was created, the organising force split into two parts – the Light, or Life, and the Dark, or Anti-Life – the Void. And the Void had been running the show ever since, causing all the suffering in the world – for how
         could a benign god allow such terrible things to happen?
      

      
      But the Light had planted the seeds of the Void’s destruction: shards of itself embedded in all humans – the Pendragon Spirit.
         And the aim of all Gnostic teaching was to awaken that Spirit so that Fragile Creatures could rise up to achieve their true
         potential.
      

      
      Much of what I’d experienced suddenly became clear, and the true mountain I had to climb was revealed – to overthrow the dark
         god that ruled the universe! How could I, or any mortal, achieve that?
      

      
      In 1967, on the West Coast of America, events were escalating to a climax. Veitch and the Libertarian were working together,
         and the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders was searching for the insanely powerful Extinction Shears, a tool that could cut through
         all reality. The spiders wanted to use the Shears to sever the Blue Fire from Existence, and thus cut off the power of the
         Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.
      

      
      And once the Shears had been recovered from the Tuatha Dé Danann’s travelling Market of Wishful Spirit, that’s just what they
         did. In a cavern beneath the jungles of Vietnam where the Blue Fire poured into our world, the Shears were activated and the
         flow stopped. The Fabulous Beasts that lived in the Fire were threatened with extinction. Though the Shears were once again
         lost, all hope was vanishing fast.
      

      
      At the Woodstock Festival in 1969, the Libertarian came to me and offered me a deal – if I gave myself up to the Sleep Like
         Death, locked for ever in a casket in the Far Lands, Ruth, Shavi and Laura would not be killed. I’d reached my lowest ebb
         – I could see no other option, and at least this sacrifice would allow me to hold on to the hope that Ruth and the others
         might find some way to continue the rebellion. I agreed.
      

      
      But the Libertarian had one final surprise for me. When he locked me in the casket in the Far Lands, he filled it with spiders.

      
      The potion I had taken threw me instantly into the Sleep Like Death, and I was unaware that both Tom and Niamh visited me
         to offer their respects – and each left me a vital gift: Tom a sacrament from Timothy Leary, and Niamh the Tarot cards she
         used to contact the higher powers.
      

      
      The power of the two gifts combined to transport me, in reality or in my mind, to another place. In that dreamlike state,
         I encountered a past or future version of myself, and then met the Caretaker, an intermediary between humans and the higher
         powers. He led me to a cavern where two more intermediaries waited – a strange, frightening man and woman looking into a bubbling
         cauldron.
      

      
      In the cauldron, I watched events unfolding in the real world – the return of the Celtic gods and the Fomorii during the Age of Misrule that my younger self had experienced; the deaths of Niamh
         and Tom, sacrificing themselves for the greater good; and the events that had awoken the Void.
      

      
      Afterwards, the Caretaker led me past a cavern where the three Daughters of the Night unravelled, measured and cut the threads
         of human life, and then to another cave containing the Axis of Existence. By shifting what I perceived to be a lever, but
         which was truly something incomprehensible, I could alter reality, as Dian Cecht had hinted. Still believing it to be a dream,
         I moved the lever and thus saved Tom, Niamh and the Tuatha Dé Danann, unaware that there would be repercussions for my action.
      

      
      While I slept my restless sleep, Ruth, Laura and Shavi escaped Veitch and made their way to the Far Lands, where Ruth woke
         me with a kiss. After more than two thousand years, I was finally reunited with the woman I loved, and with my friends and
         comrades. The reunion kindled the embers of hope I needed to pick up the fight.
      

      
      I knew we had to relocate the Extinction Shears, the only thing with enough power to destroy the Void. But first we paid a
         visit to the Eden Project, the environmental site in Cornwall, where the Seelie Court waited, and where I knew a great Fabulous
         Beast was hidden. If we could awaken it, we could release into the land what meagre Blue Fire still existed.
      

      
      The Army of the Ten Billion Spiders did everything in its power to stop us reaching the Eden Project. Once there, we faced
         one final battle with Veitch and the Brothers and Sisters of Spiders. At the last, Veitch threw himself onto his sword, which
         he’d thrust into my hands. It looked like a last, desperate act of suicide when he knew he was beaten, but at the moment he
         died, mysterious black lightning flashed between him, me and Ruth, all of us joined in one moment of searing cold.
      

      
      I had no idea what that had done to us, if anything, and in the midst of victory gave it little thought. The Fabulous Beast
         was awakened. Magic returned to the land. As Veitch’s body was reclaimed by Etain, Hal manifested in the resurgent Blue Fire,
         my own genie in a bottle, offering me guidance regarding the way forward. The first thing he suggested was that we free Mallory,
         Sophie, Caitlin and Hunter from their fake lives so that we would have a strong force of Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.
      

      
      And after that? A long, hard road lay ahead …

   




      
      
      A Prologue
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      SEMI-CHARMED LIFE

            
      1

      
      London sleeps, London dreams.

      
      In the quiet hour before dawn, the city breathes steadily. The river drifts, dark and slow. The trains have stopped, the traffic
         has slowed. Listen. You can almost hear each exhalation, and the whispers rising from the subterranean unconscious.
      

      
      In Ealing and Richmond and Clapham, children wake, crying about a fire, a terrible fire, and their parents cannot calm them.
         In Battersea, a disconsolate mother sits alone in a dark lounge, sobbing.
      

      
      Along the Strand, a policeman stops, troubled. Every night an old homeless man everyone knows as Glasgow Tom sits on his patch
         and babbles relentlessly from dusk till dawn. Tonight, for the first night the policeman can remember in three years, Glasgow
         Tom is silent. He sits against the wall, reeking of strong, cheap beer and urine, and traces an outline of a man against the
         dark sky, over and over again.
      

      
      In the zoo, to the north, beyond the green expanse of Regent’s Park, the silence is shattered as animals howl and chatter
         and scream in a way their keepers have never heard before. The beasts look to the sky as if seeing things no human can see.
         In every cage and pen, animals looking to the sky. With jokes and shrugs, the keepers try to believe there is some rational
         explanation. There is not.
      

      
      At the insect house, in the glass case of Solenopsis invicta, sixty-five million years of order have fallen. In their nest, the fire ants have turned on each other, killing their own
         kind wantonly. In the glass cases beyond, the arachnids are still and watchful.
      

      
      The city dreams strange dreams.

      
      
      To the east, in the commercial district bleeding out of the City and into the old Docklands, the rich and privileged dream
         of hard things, of their monumental buildings, and expensive cars, and well-tailored suits: of money and what money makes.
         Sleep here is easy.
      

      
      But there are those who do not have the luxury of rest. High up in the tallest tower in Canary Wharf are the offices of Steelguard
         Securities, which prides itself on being the hardest, most driven, most morally ambivalent – and therefore most successful
         – company in the quarter. Here two employees still toil despite the lateness of the hour.
      

      
      Mallory is beneath notice, in his blue overalls, his dark hair fastened back with an elastic band, with his vacuum and his
         cleaning products, maintaining his ironic disposition despite the relentless routine of emptying bins and cleaning phones
         night after night after night. When he is asleep, Mallory is not allowed to dream. His dreams come when he is awake, in flashes
         that are almost like memories, rich in detail and clarity of purpose. Yet they could not be real in any way, and so he is
         troubled by them. In his dreams, he is a hero with a magical sword, battling in a fallen world. One of five great heroes struggling
         to prevent life from slipping into endless shadow.
      

      
      Yet here he is with his vacuum and cleaning products. No sword; no hero by any measure.

      
      In the main dealing room, beyond the glass partition wall that Mallory cleans every night, sits another employee. Like Mallory,
         she is in her late twenties, with an intelligent and knowing face that Mallory finds intriguing. Sophie Tallent is not allowed
         to dream while she sleeps either. She watches the figures on her screen as the Nikkei 225 index rises and falls in minute
         increments. Like Mallory, Sophie has lucid flashes of another life that she fervently wishes was real. A life filled with
         meaning, the soothing pulse of nature, swelling emotions and deeds that help make the world a better place. In contrast, her
         existence at Steelguard is a ghost-life, where the dead perpetuate the meaningless rituals they followed when they were alive.
      

      
      Sometimes she glances at Mallory, and sometimes he casts a furtive glance at her, but their eyes never meet. It has been that
         way for as long as they have worked there, which feels like for ever. Occasionally they wonder what they would see in those
         depths if their gazes did coincide.
      

      
      On this particular night, Mallory was so engrossed in the woman that he did not hear any footsteps approach through the echoing
         annexe. Perhaps there had not been any. Startled by a cough, he turned to find the kind of man who could appear in any situation
         and leave no impression whatsoever: bland features, neither handsome nor unattractive; dark hair, cut short but not too severely; dark suit, not too expensive, not too cheap. Mallory even had difficulty estimating
         his age.
      

      
      ‘I’m Mr Rourke, the night manager,’ he said. ‘Haven’t you finished here yet? Stop dragging your feet.’

      
      Mallory thought he knew everyone on the night staff, but he had never seen Rourke before. ‘Nearly done.’ Sullenly, he returned
         to his cleaning products. Something about the manager set his teeth on edge.
      

      
      When he had retrieved the window cleaner, he was surprised to see that another person had arrived silently behind Rourke.
         Mallory had a second to take in the man’s determined face before a fiery crackle severed Rourke’s head from his shoulders.
      

      
      At first Mallory had difficulty perceiving the assassin’s weapon. His mind told him it was some kind of clockwork machine,
         much too large for him to hold, then a crystal glowing a brilliant white. Finally he realised it was an ancient sword with
         a thin blue flame flickering along its edges.
      

      
      And suddenly he was no longer the Mallory who cleaned the toilets five times a day. Instinctively, he whisked his mop handle
         to the stranger’s throat like a sword. The stranger simply smiled.
      

      
      ‘You killed him,’ Mallory said incredulously.

      
      ‘I’ve been looking for you for a long time. They hid you well,’ the stranger said. ‘My name’s Church. I’m here to take you
         back to your real life.’
      

      
      Mallory’s thoughts were already racing ahead, evaluating numerous strategies for disarming the assassin, defensive positions
         to protect the woman in the next room.
      

      
      Church appeared to know exactly what Mallory was thinking. He wagged one cautionary finger, then pointed down.

      
      Where Mallory had expected to see Rourke’s corpse and severed head, there were now spiders, lots of them, some small, some
         as big as his fist. Rourke’s body was also disintegrating rapidly as more spiders poured from its depths. With a single mind,
         they surged towards Church, and where they passed it looked as if the very fabric of the building was being scoured away to
         reveal a hole into space.
      

      
      ‘Don’t ask questions now,’ Church said. ‘If the spiders get you, you’ll be gone from this world in an instant.’ He grabbed
         Mallory’s arm and hauled him away from the black stream. ‘To the stairs. I’ll explain everything once we’re safe.’
      

      
      Mallory half-resisted, but in the same instinctive way he had wielded his mop like a weapon, he knew Church could be trusted.
         ‘There’s a woman—’
      

      
      ‘She’s being taken care of.’

      
      
      Through the glass, Mallory saw an unfamiliar woman who reminded him of a Pre-Raphaelite painting, dark, curly hair framing
         a pale, attractive face. She was talking intently to the woman he had been watching work at the terminal.
      

      
      ‘Her name’s Ruth,’ Church said. ‘She’s one of us. She’ll get your friend out.’

      
      Mallory had no time to question Church’s use of the word ‘friend’ for the spiders were now flooding in pursuit. Mallory flipped
         over a desk to block their path, but they cut through it with such ease it appeared illusory.
      

      
      ‘What the hell are they?’ he hissed.

      
      ‘The things that really rule this world. Now move.’

      
      Ruth and the other woman emerged from another door into the lobby near the lifts.

      
      ‘Two for two,’ Church said to Ruth. ‘Result.’

      
      ‘We’re not out of here yet.’ Ruth flashed a smile at Mallory. ‘This is Sophie Tallent,’ she announced. ‘She feels as if she
         knows me from somewhere.’
      

      
      Sophie. Mallory turned the name over in his mind. He was oddly pleased to see a determination in her face, somehow familiar. Her
         eyes met his for the first time: an instant connection, deep and puzzling and exhilarating.
      

      
      Casting a glance at the spiders flooding into the lobby, Church threw open the door to the stairwell. ‘We’re not risking getting
         trapped in the lifts. You’re the one with the power,’ he said to Ruth. ‘Can’t you do something?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not like turning on a light switch,’ she snapped. ‘I really need a ritual—’

      
      ‘Just do what you can.’

      
      Cursing under her breath, Ruth turned to face the spiders, half-bowed her head and closed her eyes. Mallory heard her whisper
         a word he didn’t recognise, but which made his stomach turn. An instant later the lights went out.
      

      
      ‘Brilliant,’ Church said.

      
      ‘I told you I needed a ritual!’

      
      Mallory felt himself being propelled into the inky stairwell and heard the door slam behind him.

      
      ‘That won’t hold them at all,’ Ruth said.

      
      Church sighed, said nothing.

      
      A cool hand fumbled into Mallory’s and he realised it was Sophie’s.

      
      ‘If we can get down three floors there are windows,’ she said. ‘The spotlights aimed at the outside of the building will give us enough illumination to see what we’re doing.’
      

      
      ‘If we haven’t all broken our necks by then,’ Ruth said sourly.

      
      Clutching onto the handrails, they moved down the stairs as quickly as they could in the pitch darkness. An intense rustling
         came from the door at their backs.
      

      
      ‘Moan, moan, moan,’ Church said. A faint blue light began to glow. Mallory realised it was coming from the sword that Church
         was now holding aloft like a lantern.
      

      
      Down two flights they hurried, stumbling and cursing, until small objects began to fall on Mallory’s head and shoulders, each
         igniting a burning sensation that made him yell. Church brought the sword closer. In its glow, Mallory was horrified to see
         spiders clinging to him, eating through his thick overalls and into his flesh. More were raining from above.
      

      
      ‘Get them off!’ he shouted. ‘I hate spiders!’

      
      The others helped tear them off him as they stumbled down the stairs. The spiders felt hard, almost metallic, and they writhed
         sickeningly under Mallory’s fingertips. His overalls sticky with blood, he hurled the spiders away as fast as he could pull
         them loose. Some burst against the walls, but the majority merely bounced and renewed their attack.
      

      
      They were only a few steps ahead of the cascading spiders when they reached the windows that looked out over London’s glittering
         cityscape.
      

      
      ‘Is this supposed to be some kind of rescue?’ Mallory snapped. ‘Because if it is, it’s the worst one ever.’

      
      They made it down three more floors, their injuries mounting with each level. Finally they could go no further. The volume
         of spiders behind them was so great that the stairwell was covered – floor, walls and ceiling – apart from a small semicircle
         where the four of them had been backed against the window.
      

      
      ‘How many of them are there?’ Sophie said, aghast.

      
      ‘About ten billion,’ Church replied. ‘Give or take.’

      
      ‘You’re pretty blasé about this,’ Mallory said, tension hardening his tone.

      
      ‘You’re taking it in your stride, too.’

      
      Mallory was surprised to realise this was true.

      
      ‘Give me your hand,’ Ruth said to Sophie. ‘If everything’s right, you should still have some vestige of ability to manipulate
         the Craft.’
      

      
      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ Sophie bristled, unable to take her eyes off the advancing black line. Ruth took
         her hand nonetheless.
      

      
      
      ‘Try not to make things worse this time,’ Church said.

      
      Ruth mouthed some insult, but she was already focusing her attention internally.

      
      ‘What am I supposed to do?’ Sophie asked.

      
      ‘Don’t think. Just feel.’

      
      Mallory was surprised to see that Church was now oblivious to the threat of the spiders. He had returned the sword to a scabbard
         strapped across his back and was standing with his hands pressed against the glass, looking out over the Thames and the lights
         of the City.
      

      
      Mallory kicked out at the nearest spiders. The toe of his boot soon hung ragged where it had made contact with them. ‘A little
         help here, maybe?’
      

      
      ‘I am helping,’ Church said quietly. ‘You need to lighten up.’

      
      Behind the skyscrapers of the financial quarter, lightning illuminated the clouds. ‘Okay,’ Church said to Ruth. ‘Do your stuff.’

      
      Ruth bowed her head, her hair falling across her face. The stale air of the stairwell suddenly took on the freshness of the
         seaside and the advancing spiders came to a hesitant stop. All movement in the stairwell ceased. Outside, a distant rumble
         of thunder; another flash of lightning.
      

      
      Sophie stiffened, her eyelids fluttering as a flush coloured her cheeks. The hand Mallory still held was limp and unresponsive.

      
      ‘Now would be good,’ Church said.

      
      Ruth threw her head back and said a single word. Mallory was brought to his knees by a force that came from nowhere. In an
         eerie silence, the windows blew out, glass shards glittering as they fell to the railway far below. Standing on the brink,
         Church was oblivious to the powerfully gusting wind that raged inside, threatening to pluck them all out.
      

      
      Sophie staggered, shook her head. ‘What the hell happened there?’ As she came to her senses, she noticed a curious thing:
         the spiders had moved back several feet. ‘They’re scared,’ she said, puzzled. ‘Of us.’
      

      
      ‘It’ll pass.’ Ruth grasped Church’s shoulder and he slid his arm around her waist; automatic, familiar gestures in which Mallory
         recognised tenderness. ‘This would not be a good time to screw up.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry. Look.’

      
      Mallory followed Church’s pointing arm to a strange motion in the sky far away over the City. The lights of the Lloyd’s Building
         were briefly obscured before reappearing.
      

      
      ‘The spiders are moving again,’ Sophie warned.

      
      Mallory was fascinated by the shifting patterns of shadow and light outside. Gold and red flared briefly against the towering
         structures. Deep in the dark at the back of his head, where his true self had been locked away for too long, memories stirred:
         feelings of danger, awe and wonder.
      

      
      
      Church saw the thoughts play across Mallory’s face. ‘The world doesn’t have to be like this,’ he said.

      
      ‘Church, we can’t wait any longer.’ The urgency in Ruth’s voice jolted them both from their reflection.

      
      The spiders inched forward, gaining confidence.

      
      ‘Whatever you did … can’t you do it again?’ Mallory asked.

      
      ‘It doesn’t work like that.’ An edge of weariness sharpened Ruth’s words. She pressed Sophie back towards Mallory and Church
         at the window.
      

      
      Another strong gust. Mallory grabbed the window jamb to stop himself being pulled out. He had a brief, head-spinning view
         down the vast expanse of the tower to the railway line so far below it was barely visible.
      

      
      ‘Okay, out there,’ Church said decisively. He motioned to a thin ledge that ran around the outside of the tower just below
         the window.
      

      
      ‘You’re joking!’ Mallory saw that Church wasn’t.

      
      ‘Come up with a better plan, you get to be king.’ Steeling himself, Church stepped out of the window, pressing his back against
         the smooth wall of the tower. Mallory could see the strain in his face as he forced himself not to look down. The wind gusted,
         a deafening roar.
      

      
      A surge of spiders drove Mallory, Sophie and Ruth out after him. Sophie gave a small cry, her face drained of blood, and Mallory
         grabbed her and pressed her back as she almost lurched over the edge.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ Mallory yelled to Church over the wind. ‘There’s nowhere to go from here! Why did I ever come with
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Because you chose life.’

      
      Mallory’s ironic laugh was stolen from his lips by the raging wind. He could barely hold on. Closing his eyes, he thought
         he was going to be sick.
      

      
      ‘Keep moving,’ Ruth shouted. ‘The spiders are still coming.’

      
      ‘This is pointless!’ Mallory yelled. ‘We’re all dead!’

      
      ‘I’m trying to buy us some time.’ Church edged further along the ledge.

      
      Eyes screwed shut, Sophie was paralysed, barely even breathing. Closing his own eyes so he didn’t have to see the drop, Mallory
         squeezed her hand and urged her to match him step for step along the ledge. The wind tugged at his feet, slipped behind his
         back and lifted him away from the wall. He forced himself against it, gasping. ‘Nowhere to go,’ he said to himself.
      

      
      ‘Yes, there is,’ Church shouted. ‘Look!’

      
      Above the Thames, whatever Mallory had spied earlier was moving closer. Occasionally it was caught in the spotlights illuminating
         the new buildings that lined the river, and then it gleamed like something jewel-encrusted. It was still a silhouette against
         the city’s lights, but Mallory could tell it was the size of an airliner. A burst of fire erupted from the front with a roar, and in its glare Mallory saw
         burning eyes and a serpentine tail, and the billowing wings that carried it on the currents that surged amongst the skyscrapers.
      

      
      Gaping, he almost forgot where he was. It was a dream, of the city, of his own troubled, imprisoned mind. Behind him, the
         spiders swarmed along the side of the building, many plucked off by the wind and sent spiralling into the dark gulf, forgotten
         now in the face of approaching wonder.
      

      
      ‘Is that …?’ Sophie had opened her eyes as though she had sensed what was coming.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Mallory said, ‘it is.’ He was puzzled why he wasn’t more surprised. He saw Church smiling and that didn’t surprise
         him either.
      

      
      The Fabulous Beast caught the thermals and soared over the Thames.

      
      ‘Come on!’ Ruth urged. ‘I’ve got spiders nibbling at my fingers!’

      
      ‘You’re summoning it?’ Mallory asked.

      
      His eyes glassy, Church didn’t respond.

      
      The Beast glided languorously around the towers of Docklands, the beat of its enormous wings echoing louder than the wind.

      
      As it neared, Church came alive. ‘When it passes beneath us, jump.’

      
      Mallory and Sophie looked at him with horror.

      
      Before they could protest, Ruth placed one hand in the small of Sophie’s back and propelled her off the ledge. Church did
         the same with Mallory.
      

      
      The wind tore at Mallory as he fell, kicking. Two seconds of plummeting stretched to an age, and then he hit the back of the
         Beast, winding himself. He slid, grabbed a bony tine along its spine, felt the others land nearby. The wings thundered with
         a steady, deafening beat and they rose higher, and higher still. Mallory watched the lights of the towers fall away as he
         clung on for dear life.
      

      
      He realised he must have been wearing an odd expression, for Church was looking at him curiously. ‘Scared?’ Church asked.

      
      ‘No,’ Mallory replied, baffled. ‘I just had the strangest feeling of déjà vu.’
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      England sleeps, England dreams. Across the rolling landscape beyond the capital, chill in the late spring, there is no peaceful
         darkness. Sodium lights burn brightly everywhere. There is no silence. The arterial roads still throb with traffic.
      

      
      In the north-west of England, on the edge of the wild but beautiful country that runs down to the Lake District, Caitlin Shepherd
         sits in her car outside the Tebay motorway service station. The lights are bright, but all is still. Soon it will open for
         the first visitors of the day, the lonely few for whom travel is life. But not travel in the sense of mind-altering, character-enriching
         experience. Back and forth travel, mundane travel, a relentless round with no final destination. Perpetual motion with no
         meaning is Caitlin’s lot, shipping samples of beauty products to shops that will consider stocking them, or perhaps not, and,
         like Caitlin, will not give it a second thought the moment the decision has been made.
      

      
      Another dawn approached relentlessly. She craved sleep for escape, even though she was not allowed the luxury of dreams, but
         sleep would not come.
      

      
      She was not alone. Several container lorries were parked nearby, their cabs dark. Yet Caitlin felt that in one of them someone
         was watching her. She always felt she was being observed, tracked, hunted, wherever she was, whatever she was doing. Paranoia,
         she thought wearily, another mental illness to add to the constant buzzing voices in her head. Her doctor had prescribed pills,
         several different types, in fact, and for a while she’d taken them; the voices stilled, the unease dulled, and with it went
         any sense, however slight, of being engaged in life. Eventually she threw them all out and consigned herself to a future of
         never being happy.
      

      
      She closed her eyes. Sleep still did not come.

      
      Wake up, Caitlin.

      
      One of the voices, the little girl. She fought against the urge, then gave in and looked around, hating herself for it. It
         always made her feel queasy when the voices told her things her unconscious could not possibly know.
      

      
      An attractive, charismatic Asian man loomed up next to the passenger window, his black hair gleaming in the car park lights.
         A leather eye patch covered one eye, but it did not make him look the least bit menacing. He smiled and tapped gently on the
         glass. Yet Caitlin could see he was on edge, his eyes flickering from side to side, searching the dark.
      

      
      ‘Go away,’ she said.

      
      ‘We need to talk.’ His voice was calm, yet insistent.

      
      ‘No, we don’t. If you’re not away from here in ten seconds, I’m going to turn on the ignition and drive over you.’

      
      The sound of a lorry door opening echoed across the quiet car park. The Asian man glanced in its direction, his voice and
         body language becoming a touch more urgent.
      

      
      
      ‘My name is Shavi,’ he said. ‘I am a Brother of Dragons—’

      
      ‘I’m not interested in your little cult.’

      
      ‘You are a Sister of Dragons. We share a heritage—’

      
      ‘Six, seven, eight …’

      
      ‘Forgive me,’ Shavi said.

      
      Shattering the window with a tyre iron, he yanked open the door. Caitlin yelled and leaned on the horn. Barely one short blast
         echoed across the car park before Caitlin went woozy from the fumes from a small wooden box that Shavi had thrust under her
         nose.
      

      
      ‘Just herbs,’ he whispered. ‘Do not worry.’

      
      Dreamily, she saw herself being hauled out of the car as if she was watching a stranger. Shavi carried her effortlessly away
         from the bright lights to the dark of the moorland that pressed up hard against the service station. Behind them, Caitlin
         was vaguely aware of movement; rescuers responding to her cries, she thought obliquely.
      

      
      She was aware of the stars and the moon, the lush smell of vegetation, but she couldn’t muster either fear for herself or
         any desire to fight back.
      

      
      It was only when they lay behind a scrubby bush on cool grass with the lights of the service station a distant glow that she
         began to think coherently once more. Her attacker, she realised, didn’t seem violent; in fact, there was a benign, gentle
         air about him. Yet she struggled as soon as she was able.
      

      
      He placed a hand firmly over her mouth and said quietly, ‘Hush. Look.’

      
      Responding to something in his tone, she peered past the bush towards the car park. Shadows shifted across the moorland. People
         searching for her? Shavi released his grip on her mouth, and it was that action which convinced her to trust him.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ she hissed. Some quality of the quickly moving silhouettes did not appear right.

      
      ‘Keep watching,’ he said. ‘But if they come too close, be prepared to move quickly into the wilderness. If they see us, we
         will not be able to outpace them.’
      

      
      His words unnerved her. What’s out there? she thought.
      

      
      Before she could voice the question, a shape loomed up on the other side of the bush and she almost cried out. It had approached
         from a different direction, moving quickly. Shavi pressed her down, holding her still. His heart thundered against her back.
         Their chance of escape gone, they could only hope against discovery.
      

      
      Caitlin could smell a foul farmyard odour. Breathing like the scraping of rusty iron echoed loudly. Whatever was on the other
         side of the bush had stopped. It sniffed the air.
      

      
      
      Its bestial qualities increased her heartbeat another step, and she became afraid that her body would betray her with some
         random muscle spasm. Yet she had to see. Twisting her head slowly, she looked through the branches of the bush.
      

      
      There was not a hint of humanity in the brutish thing that waited beyond. Eyes gleamed with a yellowish light in a face that
         combined the qualities of hog and gorilla. The body was thick-set and powerfully muscled. From its posture, Caitlin couldn’t
         be sure whether it moved on two legs or all four. She noticed it was clothed, and with a second, chill glance realised the
         nature of those clothes: flayed human skin, scalps and internal organs had been stitched together in some sickening amalgam
         of uniform and war trophy. An eyeless face stared back at her blankly from the side of the creature’s head.
      

      
      It waited for a full thirty seconds that felt like as many minutes and then moved off rapidly, keeping low.

      
      When she was sure it was gone, Caitlin asked shakily, ‘What was that?’
      

      
      Shavi searched the moorland until he was satisfied they were safe. ‘A Redcap,’ he said. ‘They are the shock troops of the
         Enemy.’ He returned his attention to Caitlin and a look of sympathy crossed his face. ‘I am so sorry. The world is not the
         way you believe it to be.’
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      London sleeps, London dreams. Hyde Park is quiet. The tourists will not return until the fumes and the roar of constant traffic
         fill Lancaster Gate. Moonlight catches the still pools in the Italian Gardens. The statue of Peter Pan watches over the boundary
         between the magical and the real, conjuring dreams of stolen children and other worlds.
      

      
      Hunter brought his knife away from the gaping throat and stepped back to avoid the arterial flow. Another job well done, more
         peaceful sleep for the country. On the surface his flamboyant, piratical appearance – long black hair tied back with a black
         ribbon, single gold earring, devilish goatee – belied the nature of the work he did; underneath, it illuminated it perfectly:
         a new age cut-throat.
      

      
      Dragging the body into the cover of the trees, he meticulously wiped his blade on his target’s jacket. He needed to sleep;
         his weariness had built up brick by brick over the relentless weeks and months, in Bosnia and Fallujah, Tehran and Priština,
         and a score of other places that all merged into one. Only the faces remained distinct. Superficially they were similar, glassy-eyed
         and bloodless, but he could never forget the telling details: a frozen, accusing stare; the faint impression of contempt or betrayal on the lips. Every one the same, every one different.
      

      
      ‘Nice job.’ A woman’s voice, laced with sarcasm.

      
      Hunter started; no one ever crept up on him unawares. His shock was quickly brought under control, the knife palmed, ready
         for use. He didn’t speak. Instead, he rapidly scanned his surroundings and was surprised once more that he couldn’t locate
         the intruder.
      

      
      ‘What are you? Some kind of psycho? Existence chose well this time.’ A pause. ‘Actually, situation normal.’

      
      Now he had a lock on her position. He shifted his body weight, ready.

      
      The woman recognised his subtle movement. ‘If you’re thinking of using that knife on me, it won’t do any good. I’ve had worse
         things than that stuck in me.’ Her tone highlighted the double entendre.
      

      
      The branches of an overgrown bush parted and the woman stepped brazenly out. She had white-blonde hair and an expression that
         fell somewhere between challenging and seductive. Her smile suggested that Hunter’s coldly efficient brutality had not scared
         her in the slightest.
      

      
      Hunter weighed his options. He couldn’t leave any witnesses behind. His superiors in Vauxhall would instantly shift him into
         the box marked ‘Liability’, with all the repercussions that entailed. Nor was he prepared to hurt an ‘innocent’ (and the one
         thing that kept him going was that none of his victims were ‘innocent’).
      

      
      He lunged quickly, hoping to find a way to resolve his dilemma once he had her in a position where she couldn’t raise the
         alarm. As he shifted his weight, he found his ankles mysteriously constricted and he pitched forward to the ground. Long grass
         was inexplicably wrapped tightly around his feet.
      

      
      ‘That’s how I like my men,’ the woman mocked. ‘On their knees before me.’ She tapped his arm lightly with her motorcycle boot,
         then skipped out of the way when he lunged for her again. ‘So, did you see what I did there?’ She nodded towards his feet.
      

      
      ‘You did that?’

      
      ‘Yes, I’m a beautiful wood nymph.’

      
      ‘You have a very high opinion of yourself.’

      
      ‘I like to call it realistic.’ She sat cross-legged just out of reach.

      
      Hunter began to saw through the strong, fibrous grass with his knife. ‘You should start running now,’ he said.

      
      ‘I never run. Besides, I can do much worse than that. You know how painful it is when you get a thorn stuck in your thumb?
         Now imagine one going through your eye and into your brain.’
      

      
      
      Her statement held such utter conviction that Hunter had to believe she thought she could do it. ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘My name is Laura DuSantiago and I am here to save the world,’ she said archly. ‘And you go by the name of Hunter when you’re
         not using one of your many aliases.’
      

      
      ‘Who do you work for?’

      
      ‘Existence.’ She lay down and stared flirtatiously into his face. ‘I’m not interested in the stupid little-boy games you’ve
         been playing. I’ve got a bigger agenda.’
      

      
      ‘Which is?’ Hunter freed himself, then balanced the knife on the palm of his hand before thrusting it into the ground.

      
      Laura appeared quietly impressed by his choice. ‘Ever felt this life you’re leading is wrong? Made up? That you’ve got another
         life you can’t quite remember?’
      

      
      Hunter’s practised non-committal expression gave nothing away.

      
      ‘Do certain places give you a real buzz, like there’s electricity in the ground? Do you get creeped out by a man called Rourke?’

      
      His bland, ever-friendly line manager. ‘How do you know about Rourke?’

      
      ‘Oh, he gets around. Have we had sex?’ she added with a hint of puzzlement that did not appear manufactured.

      
      ‘I think I’d remember.’ Yet even after he’d said the words, he realised that, strangely, he wasn’t sure. ‘But we could get
         it out of the way now if you like.’
      

      
      ‘I think you ought to be disposing of that body first.’ She teased him with her eyes. ‘But before that I’ve got a little fairy
         story to tell you, about five great heroes, a magical quest and a threat that could destroy everything we hold dear.’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’ Hunter lounged back with his hands behind his head. ‘Then can we have sex?’
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      England sleeps, England dreams.

      
      In one of the few areas of unspoiled landscape within the shadow of the capital, Church breathes deeply, enjoying the soothing
         night air and the aromas of grass and tree. Here there is an abiding sense of peace that is difficult to find in the cluttered,
         busy nation. It comes not from the confluence of natural elements, but from something intangible deep within the land itself,
         a force that is both there and not there, physical and spiritual, earthly and otherworldly. It refreshes him and renews his purpose, but that is not the reason he is there.
      

      
      Overhead, the Fabulous Beast swoops on the night winds. While Church stands on the rolling parkland looking up, he is also
         in the Beast’s head looking down at himself. Its thoughts, if it has such things, are unknowable. Church is not even sure
         it can be characterised as alive, in any sense he understands. It is an idea, a manifestation of the power in the land, a
         terrible force of nature, a symbol and a Beast all at the same time. It is also the last one.
      

      
      It must be protected in the same way that the Earth must be protected, for once the symbol is gone, the thing it symbolises
         withers and dies, too. It is the last one, and the last hope for a better world.
      

      
      The ground shudders and a section of turf tears itself upwards to reveal a gaping hole that disappears into the earth. The
         Fabulous Beast circles one final time and then plunges into the dark tunnel. The turf closes behind it.
      

      
      The Enemy won’t find it there. It can rest until it is needed again.

      
      Satisfied, Church turns away and prepares for the struggle to come.
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      The Grim Lands, where there is no sleep and no dreams.

      
      Mists blanket the rocky, depressing landscape. Through the folds of grey, the dead move slowly, their whispering tread converging
         on a subterranean temple as desolate and heartless as anything in that place, but filled with a deep, tidal power.
      

      
      Why is there a temple in the Land of the Dead? What could they worship there?

      
      The dead do not enter, but instead gather at the entrance to the long, stone-lined tunnel that leads to the heart of the complex,
         in their tens and twenties, hundreds and thousands, all of the dead, from all over the Grim Lands, converging on that one
         place, where they wait, as silent as ever.
      

      
      Why do they wait?

      
      At the far end of the stone-lined tunnel is a great hall, carved from bedrock and lined with stone blocks. The ceiling is
         lost in the shadows. Wall paintings soar up into the gloom, their inhuman scale as disturbing as the images they depict. Grotesque
         effigies without any human characteristics stand grimly. Everywhere is still.
      

      
      In the centre of the hall, on a stone plinth, lies a long marble box. Standing around it at the four cardinal points are the
         Brothers and Sisters of Spiders – Etain, Owein, Tannis and Branwen – as silent as their true brothers and sisters beyond the temple.
      

      
      They wait, though time has no meaning to them, for an alignment of ritual and word long since put into effect. They watch
         the box. They listen. And as the vast army of the dead draws to a halt, the atmosphere becomes infused with dread. A hiss
         of sparks heralds a discharge of black energy.
      

      
      In the lull that follows, a moan rises up, becoming a chant, low and somnolent. It is the dead cheering. There may be words
         hidden in the unearthly sound, and if there are they would be these: He is risen.

      
      The stone lid of the box slides aside and crashes to the floor. It is the loudest noise ever heard in this hall, and its echoes
         reverberate for almost a minute. A hand rises from the box, followed by another, but this one is silver and mechanical. Heavily
         tattooed and muscular, Ryan Veitch levers himself up. He is pleased that his plan has worked and that he has not yet joined
         the ranks of the Grim Lands, and pleased at the response from his vast army of followers outside the temple. He is pleased
         also that more subtle strands are now creeping out from the spell to which he had reluctantly committed himself.
      

      
      He looks around at the faces of the Brothers and Sisters of Spiders and finally settles on Etain. Her gaze is as empty as
         her companions’, but Veitch sees something.
      

      
      ‘Come on, darlin’,’ he says with a grin. ‘Did you really doubt that I’d be back?’
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      England sleeps, England dreams.

      
      But not for long.

   




      
      
      Chapter One

      [image: image]

      
      AN UNKINDNESS OF RAVENS

      
      1

      
      Early morning sun reflecting off glass and steel gave London a brassy newness. The city was awake and ready. Exhaust fumes
         and noise rose up from the clogged streets, and the offices and stores were filling with people preparing for slow, uninspiring
         toil. This was the modern age.
      

      
      From the highest viewing point atop St Paul’s Cathedral, Church watched the humdrum ritual of a sleepwalking world. He’d cut
         his hair, shaved cleanly, in the hope that he’d be able to merge into the somnolent mass, but every time he looked in the
         mirror he could see the scars of two thousand years of struggle. It made him an outsider, and if it was visible to him, it
         would be visible to the Enemy, too.
      

      
      Drawing himself out of his reverie, he made his way down the wroughtiron steps to the quiet seclusion of the Whispering Gallery.
         Inside the dome, the atmosphere was charged, protective. He was relieved he had chosen the right meeting place. Safe locations
         were few and far between in an enemy landscape.
      

      
      Ruth waited amidst the susurration. ‘Shavi’s just arrived with the last one. They’re ready for you.’

      
      ‘They’re cooperating?’

      
      ‘I’ve not heard any arguments so far. I think they felt it instinctively, like we all did.’

      
      ‘They don’t know what we’re going to ask of them yet.’

      
      ‘They’ll live up to it, you know they will. That’s why they were chosen.’

      
      She kissed him. After so long yearning for her, and fighting to get back to her, he still couldn’t believe they were reunited.
         Her memory of their previous life together still hadn’t returned, so everything had the freshness of new love as she explored him, finding little details and quiet touches that cemented their feelings for each other.
      

      
      They made their way down into the vast body of the cathedral, and then down further into the crypt. At the eastern end stood
         the Church of St Faith-below-St Paul, a chapel that had been established in the crypt of a church pulled down in the thirteenth
         century when the cathedral was enlarged. The atmosphere of sanctity that infused the whole building was even more potent there.
         To one side, Shavi and Laura waited with Mallory, Sophie, Caitlin and Hunter.
      

      
      After introductions had been made, Hunter said, ‘Congratulations. Very clandestine. I could find you lot a job. I’d have preferred
         somewhere with more alcohol and women, though.’
      

      
      ‘We’re safe here,’ Church said.

      
      ‘Speak for yourself. I’m normally run out of this kind of place with a pitchfork.’ Hunter leaned against the wall, arms folded.
         He was grinning, but his eyes searched Church’s face for any hint of weakness.
      

      
      ‘He’s right. Can’t you feel it?’ Sophie pressed one hand against the cool flags. ‘There’s something here … some kind of power.’

      
      ‘That’s it exactly,’ Ruth said. ‘A power that runs through the land. It’s focused at certain nodes, in places that have been
         considered sacred for hundreds, sometimes thousands of years. Cathedrals and churches, yes, but also stone circles, wells,
         lakes, hilltops—’
      

      
      Hunter snorted. Ruth flashed him a glare, and grew more annoyed when he only laughed out loud.

      
      ‘You have to see it—’ she began.

      
      A lick of blue flames across the floor cut her short. Within seconds they had risen up into a wall of fire that separated
         the chapel from the rest of the crypt.
      

      
      ‘I wish I could claim credit for that,’ Ruth said.

      
      Hunter reached out tentatively, then plunged his hand into the fire. ‘Cold,’ he said. Withdrawing his hand, he looked puzzled.
         ‘I feel kind of … good?’
      

      
      ‘I remember this,’ Caitlin said dreamily. ‘But long ago. Was I a child?’

      
      In the flames, the figure of a man gradually formed. His features were indistinct but, strangely, they could all tell he was
         smiling.
      

      
      ‘Hal,’ Church said.

      
      ‘Yes, it’s me, your favourite genie,’ Hal said wryly. ‘Don’t worry – nobody will see the Blue Fire if they come into the crypt,
         but they won’t approach the chapel either. It’ll give us a few minutes of privacy.’
      

      
      ‘Who the hell are you?’ Hunter said. ‘The Human Torch?’

      
      Hal laughed. ‘I’m one of you, Hunter. You’d know exactly who I was if your memory hadn’t been wiped. Existence chooses groups of five to fight for Life. The four of you, and me … we’re the last
         Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.’
      

      
      ‘The last?’ Church echoed.

      
      ‘After this group is gone, there won’t be any more.’ An odd note in Hal’s voice made Church uneasy.

      
      Hal turned to Mallory, Sophie, Caitlin and Hunter. ‘The Void made you live false lives so you wouldn’t remember who you are
         and what you’re capable of. I escaped into the Blue Fire.’
      

      
      ‘Where you … what? Get to chip in with gnomic comments from time to time?’ Hunter said.

      
      ‘Something like that. But I’m here now because you’re at the start of the next phase of your journey.’

      
      ‘And this journey,’ Hunter pressed, ‘is to usurp the god who really rules the world?’

      
      ‘The Void,’ Shavi said. ‘Although it has many other names.’

      
      ‘Everyone on the planet is held by the Mundane Spell,’ Hal said. ‘It makes them think the things they do are normal and reasonable,
         however ridiculous they might be.’
      

      
      ‘Like striving for money and power,’ Shavi added wryly.

      
      ‘They’ll never be able to break the spell because they can’t contemplate anything beyond what they see around them,’ Hal continued.
         ‘You can change that. You can make them open their eyes.’
      

      
      ‘But how are we supposed to destroy a god?’ Caitlin asked.

      
      ‘There are two forces at work in this world – two polarities, if you like,’ Hal replied, ‘but they’ve been out of balance
         for a long time. The Void isn’t omnipotent. It’s aware of the force you all represent. It respects it … it’s wary of it. If
         you want to unseat the Void, you need three things. The Extinction Shears, which can cut through the warp and weft of reality.
         They can untether the Void, and reshape everything. But to get the chance to use the Shears, you need two Keys. Two people
         hidden by Existence, somewhere in the world. One has the power of destruction, the other the power of creation.’
      

      
      ‘Hidden somewhere in the world,’ Hunter said sardonically. ‘Amongst six billion plus people.’

      
      ‘You’ll find them,’ Hal said.

      
      ‘An optimist. I like that. Or maybe you’re a fantasist. I’m not entirely sure.’

      
      ‘Can’t you help us?’ Sophie asked.

      
      ‘You need to do this yourselves,’ Hal said.

      
      
      ‘Oh, yeah.’ Laura snorted. ‘We haven’t told you about the whole learn-while-you-burn thing.’

      
      ‘The act of finding shapes us into the people we need to be to use the things we find,’ Church said. ‘Which is a mouthful,
         but that’s the rule we’re stuck with. We may get a push here and a prod there, but basically it’s down to us. We can’t do
         it on our own—’
      

      
      ‘Especially with our number depleted,’ Ruth said.

      
      Church eyed her, but didn’t explain. ‘We need you. Will you help us?’

      
      ‘Hang on,’ Mallory said. ‘You’ve obviously elected yourself leader—’

      
      ‘That’s not how it is.’

      
      Mallory shrugged. ‘If the Void controls the whole world, how can we move around without being seen?’

      
      ‘Not easily,’ Church admitted, ‘but the Blue Fire offers us some protection in the places where it’s strongest – which, frankly,
         at the moment isn’t very many. But when we’re on the lines of force that link the nodes, the Blue Fire pretty much blinds
         the Void to us.’
      

      
      ‘So it’s cathedrals from now on?’ Mallory said. ‘I’m with him.’ He jerked a thumb towards Hunter. ‘Cathedrals and me don’t
         go together very well.’
      

      
      Sophie silenced him with an insistent wave of her hand. She appeared to grasp what Church was saying. ‘We stick to the lines
         of force and the nodes of power as much as we can. But apart from that we just have to keep moving, right?’
      

      
      ‘That’s about it,’ Church said. ‘I’ll be honest, we’re always going to be at risk—’

      
      ‘From the spiders,’ Hunter mocked.

      
      ‘Trust me, they’re not like any bugs you’ve seen before,’ Mallory said.

      
      ‘We all get that you’re a cynical smart-mouth, Hunter,’ Laura said. ‘But this is the point where you need to lever that massive
         ego to one side for a while.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’re a woman of hidden depths, aren’t you? Selflessness now, is it?’

      
      ‘If I can do it, anyone can. Even you.’

      
      ‘We’ve got an obligation here,’ Church said.

      
      ‘The only obligation I’ve got is to myself,’ Hunter snapped, ‘and frankly I’ve not heard anything here that makes me think
         this is going to turn out anything other than disastrous.’
      

      
      ‘We have a plan—’

      
      ‘No, you haven’t. You’ve got half a notion, a little bit of an idea concocted from a brew of rumours, innuendos and hints.
         Even if I laughably consider that there’s the vaguest glimmer of truth in what I’ve heard, the possibility that we could do something about it is beyond my comprehension.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you feel it?’ Caitlin persisted. ‘You know in your heart there’s something bigger going on. Why don’t you trust them?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t trust anybody. And I don’t feel anything. I can see you’re all doing the evangelical bit, and you give a good sermon,
         really. But this doesn’t work for me. I wish you well, but I’ll be honest, I’m not going to lose any sleep over leaving you
         to it.’ He nodded decisively and glanced at Laura, who returned his look haughtily, and then walked through the wall of Blue
         Fire and away.
      

      
      ‘You’re not going to let him go?’ Ruth said to Church. ‘We need him.’

      
      ‘We can’t force him to help us.’

      
      ‘We could try,’ Mallory said hopefully.

      
      ‘We need all the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons we can muster if we’re going to stand a chance,’ Ruth continued. ‘What are
         we going to do now, Church?’
      

      
      Church looked to Hal, but he shook his head. The flames had begun to die down, retreating towards the ground. ‘I’m sorry,’
         he said. ‘I can’t help. You’re on your own.’
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      Hunter spent the rest of the day in a brothel just off Wimpole Street. The girls came and went, but nothing could take his
         mind off everything he had seen and heard since he had first encountered Laura in Hyde Park. He felt troubled, and then angry
         that he felt troubled. He took great care to order his life so it would be bearable. The last thing he needed was to have
         it all shaken up, more responsibility thrust on him, more obligation.
      

      
      When he emerged into a light rain as dusk was falling, he was in a bad mood and in need of some serious drinking. He made
         his way down to Soho where he could lose himself in the backstreet pubs without bumping into anyone he knew. He drank Jack
         Daniel’s and Coke at a rapid clip and only became more irritated when drunkenness didn’t come quickly enough.
      

      
      It was past midnight and the rain was still falling when he finally gave up. The weather had driven the stragglers home or
         to clubs and the streets were deserted. As he made his way along Wardour Street, the instinct that had served him so well
         over the years came alive. It was the kind of unease he had felt moving through Belgrade at night with the Serbian security
         forces close behind. Slipping into an alley, he waited.
      

      
      
      For several moments there was only the rain-slick street gleaming in the sodium lights and the drumming of droplets on fire
         escapes and parked cars. Then, at the far end of the street, a shimmer like the reflection of light from a moving car. Patches
         of mist emerged from doorways and alleys, rose up from manholes, gradually taking on greater substance before moving rapidly
         around. Searching, he thought. From a distance, the shapes resembled rags caught in the wind, but as they drew closer the faces of beautiful
         women became visible within the coalescing mist.
      

      
      Entranced, Hunter believed they were the most attractive women he had ever seen; any doubts were unnaturally silenced, even
         the dim realisation that they were searching for him as they quickly moved into every available space.
      

      
      Closer and closer, the pale figures whirled through the rain. A cat darted out of one of the alleys where it had been scavenging
         in a bin and froze in the middle of the road, its hackles raised. Three of the women spun around, arms raised, swaying on
         the spot. They looked like cobras, hissing and drawing back their lips to reveal needle teeth. In the hollows of their eyes
         lay something corrupt and terrifying.
      

      
      Hands grabbed Hunter’s shoulders and pulled him roughly back into the alley. It was the second time he had been surprised
         in as many days, and the shock of it broke the spell. He whirled to confront an ageing hippie, his grey hair pulled back in
         a ponytail, wire-rimmed spectacles, faded combat jacket, peace symbol T-shirt.
      

      
      ‘I thought you people were supposed to be better than this,’ he hissed. ‘Come on.’ He hurried into the shadows further along
         the alley. Hunter glanced back at the rapidly nearing feral women and chose to follow.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Hunter asked when he caught up with the man, who was now staring up into the dark.

      
      ‘Quiet. The Baobhan Sith can hear the movement of an insect.’

      
      ‘The what?’

      
      ‘There’s a fire escape up there. If you boost me up, I can pull it down and we can get up onto the roof.’

      
      ‘Remind me why I’m listening to you?’

      
      The stranger’s eyes were filled with a power belied by his shabby appearance. ‘Because in two short minutes, those things
         on the street will be tearing you limb from limb. Thirty seconds after that you’ll be nothing but a fine spray of blood and
         a few shards of bone.’
      

      
      ‘Okay, you’ve convinced me.’ Hunter cupped his hands and propelled the man up to the ladder, which slid down noisily. Within
         a minute they were on the wet roof. Hunter grabbed the man’s arm and said, ‘What do I call you?’
      

      
      
      ‘Tom. And despite what you might be thinking, I am a friend.’

      
      Still suspicious, Hunter crawled to the edge of the roof and peered over the parapet. The Baobhan Sith flitted across the
         street with mounting frenzy. They reminded Hunter of hounds scenting their unseen prey. ‘Can they follow us up here?’
      

      
      ‘They could, but they’re not the sharpest knives in the box.’ Tom eased next to him.

      
      ‘Why are they after me?’

      
      ‘When you lived a life of dull ignorance, you weren’t a threat. Now you can no longer be contained or condoned. The alarms
         have gone off. You need to be removed from the field.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I get it. You’re with the other lot. The mad Dragon Family.’ Hunter ducked as one of the Baobhan Sith scanned the rooftops.
         ‘They sent you to get me back.’
      

      
      ‘No. I have yet to join up with them. In these dangerous times, a touch of subtlety is required. Frankly, I think they’re
         flailing around like idiots. Dragging you in from your fake lives without any thought for how much fuss they’re making. Where’s
         the finesse? They’re going to bring all hell down on their shoulders, mark my words.’
      

      
      ‘If you’re not working with them, how do you know what’s going on?’

      
      ‘I’ve been watching.’

      
      A high-pitched shriek rose up from the street, setting Hunter’s teeth on edge. It was joined by another and another.

      
      Tom blanched. ‘They have found us.’

      
      Hunter drew a carbon-steel knife from the sheath strapped to his calf. ‘Shall we see if they’re any good?’

      
      ‘You’ve got a death wish.’ Tom tried to grab Hunter’s arm, but he was already scrambling to the top of the fire escape. In
         the alley below, the Baobhan Sith looked like a mass of billowing sheets.
      

      
      Before they could rise up the ladder, there was a disturbance at the entrance to the alley. A drunken couple were engaging
         in an argument en route home from the pub. She was shouting, ‘You didn’t have to keep looking at her!’
      

      
      The Baobhan Sith stopped their relentless approach and turned as one. The couple were ripped to pieces in seconds. Hunter
         gaped at the speed and brutality of the attack; of all the many atrocities he had seen in his life, that was the worst.
      

      
      ‘If you’d run when I said, they might not have died,’ Tom said cruelly. ‘The Baobhan Sith are attack dogs. Anything that wanders
         into their vicinity is a target.’
      

      
      Hunter felt a real weight descend on him as he led the way across the rooftops, and became increasingly uncomfortable when it refused to dissipate. Climbing down another fire escape, they
         emerged into the crowds around Piccadilly Circus as the rain stopped. Hunter propelled Tom into an all-night café, where they
         sat at the back, drinking espresso in the steamy atmosphere.
      

      
      ‘What were those things?’ Hunter was angry, and in two minds about giving the irritating old hippie a pasting just to make
         himself feel better.
      

      
      ‘They come from another place, a world that’s only a step away from our own.’ Tom removed his glasses to clean the raindrops
         from the lenses. ‘The things there have populated our myths for millennia as they crossed back and forth between worlds, and
         the Baobhan Sith are one of the worst nightmares to crawl out of that place. Any time you read a tale about some blood-sucking
         woman drifting out of a cemetery in a shroud, you can trace it back to them.’
      

      
      ‘This wasn’t some random attack—’

      
      ‘The Enemy controls them. The Enemy controls everything monstrous and frightening and unpleasant because its currency – its
         entire ethos – is despair. The Baobhan Sith spread poison in this sad and miserable reality, but on this occasion they were
         directed to eliminate you.’
      

      
      Hunter tapped his spoon on the Formica table. ‘So essentially I no longer have any choice about getting involved in this madness.’

      
      ‘Correct. The Hunter has become the hunted.’

      
      ‘Nice joke. You know I can actually kill a man with this spoon?’

      
      ‘The smell of testosterone is overpowering.’

      
      ‘Where do you come into this? Are you the Grandpa of Dragons?’

      
      Tom eyed Hunter over the rim of his coffee cup. ‘I have an interest in your success, shall we say. I accompanied Master Churchill
         for several hundred years—’
      

      
      ‘You wear it well.’

      
      ‘—most of it spent in the timeless Otherworld. The war has affected everything. It has destroyed lives, changed the course
         of time, shifted reality once, perhaps on many occasions. The stakes are the highest imaginable—’
      

      
      ‘Survival? That’s what it usually comes down to.’

      
      ‘On one level. The survival of our dreams for a better world, for meaning, for humanity finally to attain its true potential.’

      
      ‘So why am I so special?’

      
      ‘Yes, hard to believe, isn’t it?’ Tom sipped his coffee and smacked his lips. ‘The story goes that at the start of everything,
         two powerful opposing forces were created. Call them Good and Evil, if you want to be stupid. Dark and Light, in symbolic
         terms. The Dark got the upper hand and decided how the universe should be, and it got to rule it. That explains why there’s Evil in the world, because if the universe
         was ruled by Good, Evil would not be tolerated. That’s the essence of Gnostic thinking.’
      

      
      ‘Okay – Good, Evil, Light, Dark. I think I can get my head round that.’

      
      Tom kept one eye on the door. ‘When the Light and the Dark were formed, slivers of Light were embedded in all humanity. It’s
         the key to our salvation – if we use that Light we can oppose the Dark, and turn things around for the universe. And those
         slivers of Light go by another name around these parts. The Pendragon Spirit.’
      

      
      ‘And that’s what links the Brothers and Sisters of Dragons.’

      
      ‘You lot get to access what everyone has hidden within them. That’s what makes you champions of Life, whether you want to
         be or not.’
      

      
      ‘Not a very good story, is it?’ Hunter finished his espresso and ordered another.

      
      ‘I’m just repeating what I’ve been told. Who knows what the truth is?’

      
      ‘So there’s a little group of us – a few plucky guerrillas – hoping to overthrow the evil god of the universe.’ Hunter considered
         that for a moment. ‘I like those odds.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll fit right in.’

      
      ‘You’re saying the Enemy won’t let me walk away. That I don’t have a choice about getting involved in this.’

      
      ‘You always have a choice. You just have to be prepared to live with the consequences.’

      
      ‘Basically, it’s suicide whichever way I turn.’

      
      ‘Death’s not all it’s cracked up to be.’

      
      Hunter saw a shift in the impassive edifice of Tom’s face. ‘What?’

      
      Tom looked into the black depths of his coffee and mused, almost to himself, ‘Sometimes I dream of my death. I remember the
         details of it as clearly as if it really happened. Yet here I am.’ Absently, he stirred in another sugar. ‘I feel out of joint
         and I don’t know why.’
      

      
      Hunter watched cars pass the window in a wet haze of reflected light. Piccadilly Circus throbbed with the comfortable rhythms
         of steady life, red, amber, green, red, amber, green. Yet now he found his attention drawn beyond the surface to details he
         had never found a need to recognise before: the movement of mysterious shadows across the upper storeys of a building; the
         sudden, frightened expression on the face of a passer-by, as if a terrible secret had been whispered into their ear; vibrations
         permeating the walls and floor that felt like a distant heartbeat. He knew then and there that no good would come.
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      Church held Ruth’s sweat-slick body tightly to him. Through the thin walls of the rooming house they could hear Laura singing
         a Basement Jaxx song loudly, with scant regard for any other occupants.
      

      
      ‘How long do you think we can keep doing this?’ Ruth asked sleepily.

      
      ‘What, having sex?’

      
      She looked up at him through heavy-lidded eyes. ‘Running. Hiding. Trying to stay one step ahead of the Enemy.’

      
      ‘We’re not doing so badly.’

      
      ‘We’ve been lucky. Sticking to ley lines, staying at any vaguely safe place we can find en route. Church, it’s not sustainable.
         Sooner or later we’re going to get caught out.’ She nuzzled into his neck. ‘I’m just being pragmatic. The Blue Fire can hide
         us from the Enemy’s view, but it doesn’t make us indestructible. It’s not just the Void, or the Army of the Ten Billion Spiders,
         or any of the supernatural things lined up against us. There’s plenty of normal people working for the Enemy, too. We don’t
         know who we can trust. We only need to get flagged up on some CCTV camera, or pulled over for jumping a red light …’ Her voice
         trailed away wearily, but then she surprised him with a long, deep kiss. ‘I still wouldn’t trade this for the world, though,’
         she added softly.
      

      
      ‘You’re sure?’

      
      ‘I was so lonely in that fake life the Void gave me. I knew I was missing something really important, but I just didn’t know
         what it was. I suppose that was all part of the punishment.’
      

      
      ‘You still can’t remember anything from before it all changed? Us together?’

      
      ‘Not the detail. But the emotional memory is getting stronger all the time. If I wanted to get all girly I’d say I feel love,
         that real aching need to be together, just not the reasons how or why that love came about. Does that make sense?’
      

      
      It did. ‘Maybe the memories will come back once the Void’s illusion fades completely.’

      
      ‘I hope so.’ She pulled the duvet around her shoulders and receded into it. ‘Church, do you think Veitch did something to
         us?’
      

      
      He knew what she meant: that moment when Ryan Veitch had impaled himself on his own sword in Cornwall and a bolt of black
         lightning burst through all three of them. ‘If he did, it hasn’t worked. Don’t worry about it.’
      

      
      She smiled, nodded, but Church could see she was still worrying. ‘I’m going to get a shower.’ She gave him another kiss and skipped to the bathroom.
      

      
      Church turned to the pack of tarot cards on the bedside cabinet. They were a unique set left for him by Niamh, his long-time
         companion from the Tuatha Dé Danann, who had been worshipped as gods by the Celtic people. This pack had a fifth suit beyond
         the familiar cups, wands, swords and coins – ravens. ‘Eaters of the dead, messengers of the gods,’ Niamh had told him. The
         fifth suit was usually denied to humans because it had the ability to contact higher powers. To examine the workings of Existence.
      

      
      The cards had helped save his life. In the moment of his greatest need, they had allowed a point of contact with mysterious
         beings far higher up the scale than the Tuatha Dé Danann who had hinted at a great role for Church in some sprawling, mysterious
         scheme.
      

      
      Since then he had repeatedly tried to use the cards to contact those higher powers without even a glimmer of success, but
         somehow, he was sure there was a trick he was missing. He laid them out on the bed in the spread he had seen Niamh using.
         Three cards in and he knew the situation had changed. Each of the cards was a raven. He continued to turn over the cards.
         All ravens. An involuntary shiver rippled through him, the uneasy sensation of brushing against the unknown. As he laid the
         final card, a jolt of energy leaped from the image of the raven into his fingers and he recoiled sharply. With anticipation,
         he waited for something else to happen, but there was nothing beyond an odd feeling permeating the room.
      

      
      A knock at the door made him start. Shavi came in, looking exhausted.

      
      ‘I have conducted three consecutive rituals. The residents of the Invisible World can be unpleasant, troublesome, and will
         not give out even the smallest and most inconsequential piece of information unless they are backed into a corner.’ Shavi
         sat on the end of the bed and ran his fingers through his long hair. The rituals of contact took so much out of him sometimes
         that he could not even stand afterwards, yet he never complained. ‘Yet I truly believe they do not know where our two mysterious
         targets are, and that troubles me.’
      

      
      ‘Stands to reason that if they’re a threat to the Void, they’re going to be well hidden.’

      
      ‘There has to be a way of locating them. We just have not found it yet.’

      
      ‘We could cross over to the Otherworld. Try to find someone there who could help.’

      
      ‘Yes. Perhaps your friend Niamh.’

      
      The mention of her name flushed Church with hope. Niamh had helped him in his darkest moment, and he had repaid her by saving her life. He wondered if he should tell the others about
         his near-hallucinatory experience when he had shifted the Axis of Existence, changing the course of history. Niamh and Tom
         now lived when they should have died. Yet it felt too monumental to express, and so unreal that the facts of what had truly
         happened were elusive. Perhaps it had all been a dream and Tom and Niamh were still dead. But if they had survived, he had
         achieved something remarkable, and perhaps paid Niamh back for the centuries of love she had offered him that he had never
         returned.
      

      
      Shavi went to the window and looked over the wet rooftops of North London. ‘I wonder where Hunter is. I hope he is safe,’
         he mused.
      

      
      As he turned the matter over in his mind, Church decided on a compromise. ‘We send Mallory, Sophie and Caitlin to Otherworld.
         They can ask Niamh to help – she’ll understand if I’m not there. The Extinction Shears are with the Market of Wishful Spirit
         over there, the Keys are over here. It makes sense for us to split up. And they can hook up with all the other Brothers and
         Sisters of Dragons in T’ir n’a n’Og.’
      

      
      ‘The ones you saved from this world?’

      
      ‘The ones I saved from Veitch.’

      
      ‘I still do not understand how he could go from being one of us … one of the Five, a champion of Life … to causing slaughter
         on such a grand scale.’
      

      
      ‘We were all screwed up to some degree, but Veitch was worse. Somehow the Void twisted his own insecurities into something
         awful.’
      

      
      ‘And he always loved Ruth.’

      
      Church flinched; there it was.

      
      Shavi read Church’s thoughts. ‘Veitch is dead now. We do not have to worry about him any more.’

      
      ‘He made sure his legacy would stick around for ever,’ Church said bitterly.

      
      Shavi clapped an arm around Church’s shoulders. ‘We are together now. Stronger than we ever were alone. We must not forget
         that. I will tell the others of your plan.’
      

      
      As Shavi left, Ruth returned from her shower, naturally attractive with a scrubbed face and her hair pulled back. Church opened
         the window and they kneeled before it. The clouds had started to clear and the moon illuminated a silvery path across the
         wet rooftops.
      

      
      Ruth rested an arm across his shoulders. ‘It’s a grim world out there. You really think we can make a difference?’

      
      ‘We did once. We brought the magic back when the world needed it. That was one battle in a much bigger war, and there will be victories and set-backs, but—’
      

      
      ‘We can do it again.’

      
      A shooting star blazed across the quadrant of sky visible between the clouds. Church had a vague impression of seeing one
         before in a similar situation, but it was lost in his fractured memory.
      

      
      ‘I think we need to make the most of what we’ve got here and now,’ he said. ‘We’ll deal with what’s to come when we get there.’
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      ‘You feel it, too. That sense of being disconnected.’ Sophie sat cross-legged on the bed.

      
      Mallory couldn’t take his eyes off her. She had an entrancing, ethereal quality that was completely mysterious to him, yet
         at the same time strangely familiar. After so long being denied contact with her in the Steelguard offices, the mix was heady
         and compelling.
      

      
      ‘What are you smiling at?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Nothing. We’ve just been dragged out of our lives and told we’re the ultimate sleeper agents. “Disconnected” doesn’t even
         begin to cover it.’
      

      
      Caitlin turned from the window where she had been keeping watch. Her eyes gleamed. ‘Isn’t this better?’ She gave an excited
         laugh. ‘I think there’s something wrong with me. All this danger, and I’m just buzzing! This beats repping beauty products
         up and down the country.’
      

      
      ‘When I was cleaning toilets I used to dream of repping beauty products.’ Mallory studied Caitlin’s face. Behind the sparkle
         of her excitement, there was a shadow of abiding sadness.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you two have had it so hard,’ Sophie said. ‘Try living with several million pounds of someone else’s money hanging over
         your conscience.’
      

      
      Shavi interrupted them. ‘Church has decided on a plan of action,’ he said, ‘but it will mean the three of you operating alone.’

      
      ‘Seriously, who put him in charge?’ Mallory asked.

      
      ‘Existence.’ Shavi smiled. ‘Besides, he has earned it.’

      
      Shavi carefully explained about the Far Lands and how it was possible to cross over at certain points, before fielding their
         incredulous questions. Once acceptance had set in, he detailed what was expected of them. ‘Are you ready to take on the responsibility?’
         he asked.
      

      
      ‘You might think your little group has the monopoly on the hero thing,’ Mallory said, ‘but we’re going to be better.’

      
      
      ‘Ah, a competitive spirit. That should add an edge to the proceedings,’ Shavi said, without even a hint of competition in
         return.
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