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‘We fight neither to win nor to lose,
but to keep something alive.’ T. S. Eliot





PROLOGUE



The Attack


They attacked an hour before dawn.


Daybreak or dusk, at the trembling crossroads between day and night, that’s when they always came, the times when their enemies’ defences were most likely to be down.


It was the way of the Legion.


Bird’s Eye saw them first. It stands to reason. That was his way – to see. He was the boy with the sight. He didn’t actually see them, of course. Not in the way most people think of seeing, the physical interaction of light, pupil, retina and optic nerve. His sight was so much more fine-tuned than that, a spirit thing. Mysterious too – a living, growing part of him, after all these years still surprising and new. That grey winter’s morning the sight exploded into his brain like a dumdum bullet, the advance shadows of the Legion bursting into his half-awake mind and yanking him to his feet with all the force of an electric shock.


‘Mother, Tom, Captain Lawrence, it’s started. They’re back!’


Images of the invaders were overloading his mind. The black flutter of the Legion’s airborne troopers, the grey ghosting of the Wolvers. Sounds that filled his every waking moment, and many of his sleeping ones too. They used to come in small groups: twos, threes; fives or sixes at most. Now it was tens, dozens. He trembled to think what might lie in store.


A second shout to alert the others.


‘They’re here!’


Then the adults were scurrying round the room, shouting, crashing over the makeshift furniture, snatching up their weapons, taking over from the boy in that way adults do, but eternally grateful for his gift of sight. Bird’s Eye was a boy who could see for miles. He saw every road and building and living thing, and much more besides.


‘Tom, Ann, brace yourselves,’ said Captain Lawrence as he loaded his revolver. ‘This could be bloody. But win or lose, I aim to send a few of them off to Vampyr heaven.’ At the bitter laughter of his comrades, he chose his words more carefully: ‘Very well then, Vampyr hell.’


In his former life the tall, moustachioed adventurer had been a military man, a commissioned officer. Since the coming of the Legion, he’d become a Vampyr hunter, living outside the law and outside society, stalking the city’s demons. His life hadn’t always been like this. He had once had a dream of career and family. But the dream soon vanished, the way his own young family had vanished. That was the reason for his crusade. The Vampyr tornado had broken over his wife and three children. Nobody was safe. Worse still, the attacks were becoming ever more frequent.


‘It’s going to be all right, darling,’ Ann told her son, at the same time loading a bolt into her crossbow. ‘We’ve defended this position before.’


It was true. They had. Twice that night, in fact. But it was going to be different this time. The sight told Bird’s Eye as much. There was nobody left to man the forward defences. Front line, rearguard: suddenly they were more or less the same thing. Just small knots of fighters pulled back into the corridors of the labyrinthine building, ready to fight the final desperate action. Their beleaguered band had suffered terrible losses. Losses! Bird’s Eye told himself he would never forget what that word really meant, the people who’d gone down fighting.


Heroes.


‘Here they come,’ said Tom Beresford, his cheeks puffing with fright. He’d once been stationmaster on the Great Western Railway, a pencil-thin beanpole of a man, armed with a home-made crossbow and a length of lead piping. Despite all Ann’s pleading, he’d insisted she keep her pistol. Bird’s Eye didn’t exactly know why he did that, why Tom was prepared to put her life ahead of his own, but there was no time for questions. Seeing Tom gripping the lead pipe in his bony fist made Bird’s Eye shudder. He knew that if it came to hand-to-hand fighting they were already dead. Their enemy was as strong as steel. As unfeeling too.


‘Our chaps have opened up,’ said Captain Lawrence. ‘Hear them?’


Bird’s Eye listened to the snap and zing of their bullets. But the snipers crouching by the sash windows of the old mansion house couldn’t prevent the familiar thump, thump, thump of clawed feet landing on the roof. There had to be a dozen of them. It was round one to the Legion. This time there were too many Vampyrs to hold off with sniper fire alone. After that they heard the frenzied scratching at the outer doors. The Wolvers had arrived, claws penetrating the oak panels like diamond-tipped drills. Both units of the enemy commando were engaged. When it was time to storm the defensive positions, it would be the Wolvers first. They were the advance guard, the moon-born, the rippers. They were used to storm the enemy lines. Then it would be the turn of the elite fighters, the Vampyrs themselves.


If I have to fall here, Bird’s Eye thought, I want the Wolvers to take me. It will be savage, and it will be bloody, but at least it will be over in seconds. It was different with the Vampyrs. They bit, they drank. If you were lucky, you died there and then. Otherwise, you faded slowly with the fever. What some called the contagion. It could take days to die, possibly even weeks, but by the end you were begging for it to be over.


The contagion left you as mad as a sewer rat and desperate for death. Bird’s Eye had seen its victims, creatures so ravaged with pain they looked like translucent ghosts on their beds. Most unspeakably of all, some of the Legion’s victims had themselves been transformed into warriors of the undead, servants of the Legion.


‘Destroy them,’ said Tom, talking to the defenders beyond the walls. ‘Obliterate them all.’ He gave an uneasy smile. ‘When I was reading about Vampyrs and Wolvers as a boy, I never thought I’d have to face them in the flesh. I thought they were just stories then, you know, like the Bogey Man. Never for a moment did I expect to see them for real. Leastways, not in this world.’


‘Nobody did,’ said Captain Lawrence. ‘If I’d been asked to place a bet on how the world would end, I wouldn’t have put my money on the contents of a lurid Penny Dreadful.’ He broke off abruptly, unable to speak over the gut-wrenching sound of men begging for their lives, then their pitiful screams as the Wolvers did their work. No more sniper fire. The Legion was mopping up on the upper floors.


‘They’re inside the building,’ murmured Captain Lawrence, ‘Let us pray that our defences hold.’ Bird’s Eye exchanged glances with his mother. She’d made a determined move for the door.


‘I should be up there,’ she said. ‘I don’t want anybody fighting my battles for me. I’ve got to face them. It’s my destiny.’


‘Forget it, Ann,’ said Captain Lawrence, cutting her short, ‘You and young Robert are all that’s left of the Van Helsing line. Your survival is our number one priority.’


But why is my family so important, wondered Bird’s Eye. What had he missed while he was away at boarding school?


Lawrence pre-empted Ann’s protests with a raised palm. ‘No Ann, that’s my final word.’ And so it was. They had no choice but to stay there, holed up in their dank cellar.


Bird’s Eye took in the shabby walls and he could feel the pressure of the Legion’s attack. He was shut away, hoping to live but expecting to die, and horror was sealed inside that awful place with him.


Captain Lawrence was still reminding Ann Van Helsing of her importance. ‘Your survival is our number one priority. Please don’t argue the point any further.’


Ann nodded, and Bird’s Eye watched her as if she was made anew. She was more than just his mother. She was Ann Van Helsing, Vampyr hunter, prophet of doom, and she’d seen this catastrophe coming. Unbeknown to her son, she’d been part of the Committee of Nine all along. Only in the last few weeks had young Robert, Bird’s Eye to the Vampyr-hunters, gradually begun to understand just who she was, and what his grandfather had been before her. Now, as far as anyone knew, Ann was one of the Committee’s two surviving members. The other seven were lying slain in their graves, or missing, presumed dead.


‘Oh my,’ said Tom, flinching at the dull thunder from above, ‘Will you listen to that?’ The corridors of the middle floors were echoing with a furious volley of rifle shot.


‘Hold them,’ said Captain Lawrence, urging his comrades on. ‘Just keep them off for another hour, hold on until daybreak. You can manage one brief hour, can’t you?’


It was during those agonizing minutes, when the battle was still hanging in the balance, that Bird’s Eye got the sight again. Somebody was watching him. He turned his head to the left then to the right, as if expecting to discover a hole in the wall, and, pressed to it, a peeping eye.


‘What is it, Bird’s Eye?’ asked Tom. ‘Another premonition?’


Bird’s Eye nodded slowly. There was someone, a shadow, there was … him.


Somebody faded and blurred, like an unwanted intruder in a wedding photograph, brushed out to save the blushes of the guests. He was standing at the end of a lonely parapet, atop a mist-wreathed castle. About him there rose a symphony made of Wolvers’ howls and the shriek of hundreds of glossy black ravens.


‘The lair of the Beast,’ murmured Bird’s Eye. Noticing everyone staring, he blushed. But nobody made fun of him. There had been a time when people had scoffed at the sight, but it was proving too useful too often. He’d earned the trust of the entire band.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘I don’t know,’ Bird’s Eye admitted. ‘But I’ve got the strangest feeling that we’re being watched.’


It was true – they were. But not by the Legion, and not by hidden spectators either. The eyes that watched them were looking on from a realm of darkness more complete than the blackest night. They belonged to the architect of the demon invasion. It was a hopeless game Bird’s Eye and his comrades were playing. They were predestined to lose, predestined by him.


‘Try keeping it to yourself, my boy,’ Captain Lawrence advised. ‘You keep talking that way and you’re going to have every man Jack of us spooked.’


Bird’s Eye nodded, but the feeling didn’t leave him. He was being watched all right. The curious thing was, he had a notion he’d get to meet the watcher one day. More than a notion, a knowledge.


‘The firing’s coming closer,’ said Tom, combing back his thin blond hair with the fingers of one raw-boned hand. Bird’s Eye found himself staring at Tom’s other hand. It was shaking. ‘I know lad, I’m scared. I don’t mind admitting it.’


‘We’re all scared,’ said Ann. ‘Every single one of us. There’s no shame in fear. Not when there’s something to be afraid of.’


Overhead, the interval between shots was getting longer. They all knew what that meant. The Legion was closing in. Soon they were able to make out the spit and clatter of crossbow bolts. Now it was bow against fang and claw.


‘Do you hear that?’ said Ann.


‘This is bad,’ said Tom, approaching the door and inspecting the dents made by the Wolvers’ claws. ‘Really bad.’


‘Get to your places everyone,’ said Captain Lawrence, seeing the splintered wooden panelling. ‘Something tells me we’re going to have company sooner than expected.’


The corridors overhead echoed with screams, and the noise of running feet. The next sounds that could be heard came from the approaches to the cellar. Their level. The wolf was at the door. The terror was approaching. Soon it would crash over them like a hurricane. Captain Lawrence held the revolver in a two-handed grip. Tom hung on to his crossbow and tucked the lead pipe in his waistcoat.


Ann drew her gun. ‘We’re going to hold them off,’ she said. ‘You see if we don’t.’


Tom tried a smile, but it just wouldn’t take on his ashen face. His jaw was frozen into a tight grimace. Fear had him by the throat and the shakes were so bad he could hardly stand. His legs had turned to water.


‘What did I tell you?’ Captain Lawrence barked, feeling the sense of resignation all around him. ‘To your posts, everyone. What is it with all of you? Do you really want to feel those suckers gnawing at your necks? Of course you don’t; you want to live just as much as I do.’


It was the sort of speech he had given on the battlefields of two colonial campaigns, but never had the enemy been so cold, so ruthless, so elemental. Never had the words sounded so false. ‘Well, just hold on to that,’ Lawrence continued, going through the motions. ‘You want to live, don’t you dare surrender. Don’t you ever give up.’ He stormed up to Tom, as if warning him that when it came to being scary a Wolver had nothing on Captain James Lawrence. ‘Do I make myself clear? Nobody here is going to simply lie down and die. Not while I’ve still got breath in my body.’


Bird’s Eye and Ann climbed on to a wooden barrel. This was the escape route, if all else failed. It was pushed against the wall, giving access to a coal hatch. A woman or a child might just be able to squeeze through. There was no hope for a full-grown man. Ann and Bird’s Eye were reluctant to use it. It would mean abandoning their comrades.


‘This is it,’ said Tom hoarsely as the corridors fell silent. ‘The defences are down.’ A tear spilled from his eyes. His son Harry had been out there. ‘We’re all that’s left.’


There was a long silence.


‘Come on, you infernal fiends,’ growled Tom, shouldering the crossbow. ‘You have taken my boy, my only son. I’ve nothing left to live for now. Only revenge. What are you waiting for? Do it.’


The seconds ticked away. Captain Lawrence shifted his feet, taking his weight first on the left then on the right. ‘Is it over?’ he murmured.


Ann glanced at Bird’s Eye. He shook his head. ‘I see blood.’


‘Get ready,’ Ann ordered.


The door crashed open with a thunderclap, then the Wolvers were spilling snarling into the cramped, candle-lit cellar. They were killing machines, their huge shoulders built to act as battering rams, their man-trap jaws capable of breaching walls. The Vampyrs followed, hissing and screeching. The room resounded with hellish battle-cries. In such an enclosed space, the noise was unbearable.


Captain Lawrence opened up, bringing down two Wolvers with fast, accurate shots. A third was moving behind him, but Ann shot it and moved to finish it off with mallet and stake. Tom slew one of the Vampyrs with his crossbow, the bolt’s impact spinning it round on its heels, a hideous scream catapulting from its throat. But the Legion was attacking in force and they were overrunning the hunters’ positions, penetrating the defensive lines with their ferocious speed. Captain Lawrence was the first to fall, knocked off his feet by the impact of a Wolver’s pounce.


A pair of Vampyrs joined the Wolver.


Bird’s Eye yelled inside himself. Get off him. Get off! But no sound came. All he could see were Captain Lawrence’s legs kicking wildly as he tried to tear the suckers from his throat.


‘Hang on, James,’ cried Tom, advancing and firing the bow into the chest of the closest Vampyr. But before he could reload a Wolver detached itself from the group around Captain Lawrence and sprang. In a grey snowstorm of snapping and tearing it was over. The bow and the lead pipe clattered across the floor.


No! The silent scream jolted hard inside Bird’s Eye. ‘Mother, we’ve got to do something.’


She nodded and ran forward, grabbing the lead pipe and locking it over the throat of one attacking Vampyr. She wrestled with the sucker for a few moments than slapped a stick of dynamite into Captain Lawrence’s palm.


He managed an anguished smile then waved her away. ‘Don’t hang around on my account. I’m bitten, Ann. Finished. Just get out of here.’


Another Vampyr drew its thin, almost colourless lips back and steadied itself, ready to make a strike at Ann and add her to the Legion’s long list of victims. But she was alert to the danger, pumping a shot into it at close range, then dispatching the fallen ghoul with a stake.


‘Let’s go,’ she cried, shoving Bird’s Eye towards the hatch with all her strength as the Legion gathered for the final assault: the move that would give them their main prize – Ann.


‘But what about Captain Lawrence?’


‘There’s no way back for him now,’ said Ann. ‘But he’s going to leave this world the way a soldier should. He knows what to do.’


As Bird’s Eye followed her into the darkness of the over-grown garden, the last thing he saw was Captain Lawrence lighting the fuse on the dynamite. Then they were racing through needle-sharp thorn bushes and stumbling over criss-crossed tree roots. Ann cursed her long skirts.


Bird’s Eye could still feel the eyes of the watcher on him. He was still thinking about him when the dynamite went off, whip-cracking across the cellar and belching fire, smoke and murderous shards of glass into the garden. The bushes behind the backs of mother and son were shredded by a hail of glass and debris. Bird’s Eye wanted to testify out loud, to say goodbye to Tom and Captain Lawrence and hear the words ringing out across the sleeping city. But the words never came.


That was the moment they burst through the foliage and onto the mist-dampened pavement. They were on a poorly lit street in west London.


‘Don’t look back, Robert,’ said Ann, hitching up her skirts. ‘Just keep running.’


Bird’s Eye peered up into her earnest face and smiled thinly. That’s when he felt the watcher’s presence, stronger than ever.


He’s the one. All this is his work.


They gained the corner. But, to their horror, the nightmare was not over. Immediately in front of them, a Wolver was crouching, ready to pounce. Bird’s Eye had been so preoccupied, he hadn’t registered its presence.


‘Mother,’ he murmured as the Wolver advanced. ‘Just in case we don’t make it, I love you.’





BOOK ONE
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The Book of the Game


In a few months every teenager on the planet will be playing … Each individual will face his or her own Armageddon. One minute some wretched teenager will be slaying demons, the next the real thing will be in his bedroom. Shadow of the Minotaur





1


A universe away there was another teenage boy. Though Bird’s Eye didn’t know it yet, their destinies were bound together like the strands of a cable, fragile on their own but immensely strong when combined. It would be some time before their paths crossed, but when they did it would be in a fight to the death.


Maybe even beyond.


But that was in the future, and just then Phoenix Graves was more concerned with the present. He was a tall, athletic-looking boy, dark-haired and sallow-skinned. He looked much older than his fourteen years. There was something about his face, a premature seriousness and intensity. He had grown up before his time. In the late afternoon light that lanced across the kitchen, he was reading a computer game magazine as if his life depended on it. A single sentence leapt out at him.


‘Death of a computer game designer.’


At first there had been nothing in the latest issue of Gamestation to alarm him. Quite the opposite. Phoenix had flicked through the usual features: Hot Stuff, Game Gear, Specials and Cheats before starting on the Reviews. He had turned the pages with some apprehension, before opening the centre spread on the kitchen table. One review in particular made pleasant reading:


The Minotaur bellows in the depths of the labyrinth. The Medusa hisses in the depths of a distant cavern. You are embarking on The Legendeer: Shadow of the Minotaur, our five-star hit of the autumn. This is super-charged mythology for aficionados and novices alike. You don’t need a fistful of GCSEs to enjoy this game, just nerves of steel! The 3D graphics are sleek and convincing and you will be gripped by the astonishing realism of the game environment.


Phoenix smiled. He had played the game. How he had played it! In fact, he had been the first person to log on to The Legendeer. His dad had had a hand in designing it, and had used Phoenix as a human guinea pig. But it was the next line which turned his slight, wary smile into a triumphant laugh:


The only disappointment will be that the widely rumoured revolutionary game kit, the Parallel Reality suit giving a feel-around, fear-around sensation has failed to materialize, causing some embarrassment to its manufacturer Magna-com. The suit was meant to give the gamer the illusion of being right there inside the game. But don’t be put off. PR suit or not, The Legendeer is as hot a spine-chiller as you will play this millennium!


Phoenix smiled. He knew why the Parallel Reality suit had failed to materialize.


Because I played and I won.


I went into the game and ripped out its heart.


The game is dead, long live the game.


He had waited for this news for weeks, tossing and turning in bed, remembering how he had played. And how the game had played him! He crossed the floor to get a Coke from the fridge, before continuing to browse through the magazine. A sense of self-satisfaction had started to flow through him. He turned to a new page. That’s when he saw it, a single column of seriousness amongst the racy gabblespeak of the rest of the magazine.



OBITUARY
CHRIS DARKE (1961–2000)


The editorial team of Gamestation are saddened to hear of Chris’s early death. Chris Darke designed some of the finest games ever released, from Time Commando to the legendary Death Racer V.


At the time of his death, Chris had just been headhunted to take the already successful Legendeer series to new heights.


Seamless and innovative, Chris’s all-action style has thrilled millions of gamers. Our sadness at the news of his death is all the greater given the circumstances. Tragically, Chris met a violent end in his home, by person or persons unknown.


Phoenix frowned as he reread, trying to unpick more information from this briefest of articles. ‘It can’t be. I won. It can’t start all over again.’ He almost ran down the hallway and into Dad’s study. It took him a couple of minutes to find the cardboard box containing the Parallel Reality suits. Then there they were, the accessory that would transform computer games, actually taking you into the worlds the designers had created. The suit he held up was tissue-thin. It looked like an all-in-one diving outfit, but more flimsy. Phoenix pulled it open, listening to the familiar hiss of its velcro-like fastening. A sound like the serpent in the garden.


‘Not again. It can’t begin again.’ He glanced at the points bracelet that flashed your score. The crystal display was blank. Finally he examined the balaclava-style face mask attached to the top of the suit. It still gave him the creeps. A clinging, inhuman face. It was as expressionless as death. The thought of ever putting the thing on again filled him with disgust.


But he didn’t have to. It was over. Wasn’t it?’


While he was repacking the suit, he heard the door. ‘Mum? Dad?’ There was no answer. Somebody was there, but they weren’t answering. There was something about the silence that put him on edge.


He hurried back down the hallway. ‘Mum?’ He found her in the kitchen, going through her handbag. ‘Mum, what’s wrong?’


She threw the bag down in exasperation. ‘I had a train timetable for London. Where can I have put it?’


‘London,’ said Phoenix. ‘Why London?’


‘It’s your grandfather. He is very ill.’ Phoenix stared at her, demanding more information. ‘It’s cancer, Phoenix. Grandpa’s got cancer.’


‘Has he got to have an operation or something?’


A catch came into Mum’s voice. ‘There’s nothing they can do, except ease the pain. It’s terminal. He’s going to die.’


Phoenix continued to stare. He was thinking of the kindly old man who had come to London in the sixties to make a living, and built a Greek restaurant business out of nothing. ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’


She put her hands on his shoulders, and looked into his dark brown eyes. ‘Listen, I only heard an hour ago. Your grandmother got me on my mobile at work. It was a terrible shock. I’m going down to stay with them for a few days. They need all the support they can get right now. You’ll be fine with your dad.’


Phoenix smiled. ‘Of course I will.’ The obituary piece in the magazine was still hovering somewhere at the back of his mind, but it no longer seemed so important. He certainly couldn’t burden Mum with it now.


‘I’m going to pack,’ said Mum, snapping a purple band round her mane of raven-black hair. ‘Would you do a quick tidy-up?’ In a crisis, Mum always resorted to tidying up. It was one of her coping strategies. She indicated the magazines strewn on the table. ‘You can put those in your room for a start.’


As Phoenix gathered up the mags, he was desperate to tell her that it might not be over. That the deadly game had come back to life.


Phoenix had cleared the surfaces and was washing the dishes when Dad burst through the door.


‘Is Mum back?’


‘Yes, she’s upstairs packing.’


‘She’s told you then?’ Phoenix nodded. ‘This is all we need. After …’ His voice trailed off. ‘Still, at least that’s over.’


Phoenix followed Dad with his eyes. But what if it isn’t? What if it’s about to begin all over again?


Six weeks ago – is that all it was? – he had worn that Parallel Reality suit the magazine had talked about, felt it clinging as though it was a second skin, creeping around him like the tendrils of some monstrous plant. He had played the game. Maybe the magazine was right. Maybe The Legendeer had been rendered safe, a mere entertainment.


But those few short weeks ago, it had been all too real. It had transported him physically into a world of demons, monsters and savage gods. He had learned that losing the game meant losing your life.
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