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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.’

      
      2

      
      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.’
      

      
      3

      
      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.
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