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            for Lisa Ann Sandell

         
 
         Everyone at Orchard Books, both here and overseas, knows how much I value their support for this long, ongoing ‘organic’ project. Trust me, Paul, it will come to a conclusion one day; the plain fact is, a story is as long as it needs to be. Praise and warm regards to Catherine C, who had the tricky job of judging my mood whilst giving, as it turned out, valuable editorial guidance. And one wonders how many artists would be fazed if asked to draw the language of dragons on paper? Not so T.D.Bradshaw, who seems to be able to turn her artistic hand to anything. Thank you, Ptery, for inspiring the final artwork.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Finally, I want to thank the many thousand of fans, worldwide, who buy these books. Without you, there would be little point in writing them. Welcome, once again, to the Dragons’ Den. Hrrr…
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            I saw that in its depths there are enclosed,
 
            Bound up with love in one eternal book,

			The scattered leaves of all the universe –

            Substance, and accidents, and their relations,

            As though together fused in such a way

            That what I speak of is a single light.

            The universal form of this commingling…

         
                

            
 
            Dante, Paradiso
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            Seal Point, near the Inuit village of Savalik

         
 
         It had been the custom in Savalik for centuries: that the old, knowing that their spirit was tired of this world, should be allowed to die in the manner of their choosing. This much Christopher Apak understood as he guided his grandfather to the sled hooked onto the back of his snowmobile. The old man, Taliriktug was his name, had been sour for weeks, ever since the great mist had fallen on the North. His face, once as ruddy as the blood of a bear, had now become as yellow as lichen. The flesh was sinking into his bones. His eyes stared inwards. So too his toes. When he walked he was like the newborn caribou, fragile, at angles, twigs for legs. But unlike the caribou, Taliriktug would never learn to stand again. The only food he had taken in this period of decline was a few sips of broth, made from mattak, the meat of whales. Medication – the white man’s penicillin – he had sneered at. Furthermore, he had put away his feathers and charms. This, people muttered, was a greater sign that his living was done with than any liverishness or tired shamanic ramblings. Even the comfort of a single bed, heated by a blanket fed by electricity, had been rejected. Taliriktug was ready to ride a sled. It was his time to sit upon the ice, he had said. In the modern way, this was forbidden. But when a raven landed on the roof of his house, the wise ones in the village had noted the omen and turned their eyes away from the laws of the South. From that moment on it was clear to all that Taliriktug would die in the ways of his fathers – alone, without help, stranded in the wilderness, there to be claimed by the spirits of the North.
         
 
         “Are you comfortable, Grandfather?”
 
         The old man pulled his furs around him. His mouth, long devoid of any consistency of enamel, with only bunched, dried wrinkles to indicate lips, did not say ‘yes’ and did not say ‘no’. He was sitting cross-legged, facing away from his final destination, pointing at each of the wooden shacks that were built into the land that curved around the bay, as if he was counting them, or possibly even blessing them. This place had been his home since he could first gut a fish. Yet no one stood on the shoreline, watching. That was the Savalik way.
         
 
         Apak fired up the snowmobile. Gently opening the throttle, he nudged the machine forward. The rope that bound the sled jerked itself tense. Taliriktug gave a nod as they began to move. The hood of his coat slipped back a little, revealing a line of thinning black hair. Then he began to chant. A breathy, incongruous, unharmonic wail. A song for the ghosts of his ancestors. Apak let in a little more gas, keeping his gears low and his speed to a funereal constant. In the South he had heard that this was a ritual: to travel at a duck’s pace to the place of burial. But his speed had little to do with respect. He was merely fearful of any sudden bumps that might ship his grandfather onto the ice too soon. That would have been a legend of embarrassment, one worthy of his own demise.
         
 
         As the snowmobile eased across Savalik bay, the north wind bled into Apak’s face, cutting lines above his goggles and spiking both his nostrils and the corners of his mouth. He steered towards open ice, well away from any ridges that might be giving shelter to a hungry bear. Bears. The thought of them made him frown. Lately, they had been on everyone’s tongues, especially in the news reports filling up the television screens. No-one had seen Nanuk for weeks, and every day scientists would speak their piece about it. Some were making claims that bears had merely disappeared from view, lost in the cloud that had formed across the Arctic, following their observed migration north. Others were sure they had drowned. Apak did not believe this. How could the great white servant of Sedna one day be walking and the next day be not? Yet he could not deny that this very same worry had darkened the hearts of the villagers of Savalik. Peter Amitak, his neighbour, an experienced hunter, had taken out his dogs when these rumours had begun and searched the known bear runs for three complete days. He had come back saying that Nanuk was either shy or had turned himself to snow. Not a hair or a single print could be found. Some villagers, hearing this, had shut themselves away and boarded up their windows. The End of Days was upon them, they said. And no one wanted to see it.
         
 
         Taliriktug had been consulted, of course. The oldest and wisest shaman in the region had studied his charms, then asked for a drum to be sounded from the highest rock at the edge of Seal Point. The beat was kept slow, to match the pace of Nanuk’s heart, to encourage him to find himself, here, within the village. Thump. Across the ocean. Thump. Across the land. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. Like a ball bouncing from the earth to the sky. Then, during the fourteenth hour, a light had appeared in the pillows of the mist and the inua of the bear had come to Taliriktug. The old man had risen up and put on the bear’s cloak, giving out nothing but hisses at first, before slobbering like Nanuk and speaking in his roar. This mist was a living thing, the bear said. A breathing organ. A spirit of fire. Long ago, the world had been nothing but an egg, laid from the innards of a giant bird. Now the bird had returned to its nest. And all the world was about to know it.
         
 
         Apak had been present when these words had been uttered. It always chilled him to see his grandfather taken by a voice from the ancient spirit world. Afterwards, when the spirit had departed, the old man had collapsed, exhausted, and Apak had left him to the care of others and stepped outside to light a cigarette. He nudged the shale around his feet with the toe of his boot. Then the tobacco caught in his throat and a great anger came upon him. He cursed and stamped the earth. It did not feel like the shell of an egg. An egg would have cracked and spilled its yellow heart. The world was solid. Real. Unbreakable. What ‘mist’ could possibly change it?
         
 
         And so, as he drove into the first wisps of vapour, two miles, maybe three, from the safety of the village, he did not let his thoughts stray far from the rifle bouncing in its harness across his back. For he could find no meaning in this talk about birds, but plenty of reasons to still believe that hungry bears roamed freely around him.
         
 
         The mist closed in, quickly like a fist. Without warning, the snowmobile faltered. The engine coughed. The single yellow headlight flickered and died. Apak rubbed a glove across the frosted fuel gauge. Two points green. Juice enough. With a spit of anger he twisted the throttle grip back and forth, slapping it cruelly when it had no effect. The engine coughed again and immediately cut. Apak pulled sideways, curdling a long arc of snow as he stopped. He dropped his shoulders, cursed his maker and the makers of machinery, then looked back.
         
 
         Taliriktug was not on the sled.
 
         Apak felt a wave of panic in his chest. He knew it was the accepted tradition that the elderly should simply roll off the sled when they considered they had ridden far enough. (The sudden change of course once momentum had been lost would have prematurely aided that.) But as his mind sent roots into the origins of his fear, Apak came to realise that what he was feeling had nothing to do with his poor manoeuvring. He was experiencing a primeval terror, one to do with the greater unknown. He was thinking now about his brother, Tootega, who’d been lost mysteriously out on the ice some five years before. A disappearance which gnawed at Apak’s superstitious heart just as surely as the voice of the bear that had flowed out of Taliriktug’s entranced mouth. He dismounted the snowmobile and looked warily around him. A bleak, unnatural darkness had descended, one that pressed against the jelly of the eyes. And though he could not conjure up a reason why, Apak felt the darkness had killed the engine. Was it the spirit of his brother, perhaps? Angry. Vengeful. Come to take them both.
         
 
         “Grandfather!” he cried, but his voice seemed deadened and did not carry far. Yet the mist extended as though it had been punched, before flowing quickly back into his mouth, stroking the walls of his throat and lungs. In an instant he could feel it riding through his blood, reaching into his fingertips and toes. A living fire. As if it had possessed him.
         
 
         Then, from a few paces west, he heard the faint rise and fall of chanting.
         
 
         Apak unclipped his rifle and crept towards the sound. The old man’s silhouette came into view. Taliriktug was sitting in the manner of a baby, swaying slightly, looking as if the merest breath of wind would topple him.
         
 
         “What do you see?” Apak asked nervously, jerking the rifle to emphasise his fear. The old man was clearly wrapped in a trance.
         
 
         Taliriktug spread his hands in a welcoming gesture. And then a wind did come, with such unexpected ferocity that it was Apak who was quickly blown over, to his knees. Terrified, he quickly rolled onto his back and tried to open fire at the source of the wind. Several thoughts crossed his mind in that brief unstable moment, but the strangest of them all was this: that the wind had risen from the beating of wings, as if a great bird had landed.
         
 
         The trigger locked hard against its clasp, but no sound or bullet emerged from the gun. Apak squealed and tried twice more, before clumsily turning the weapon round, thinking he might use the butt like a club. Ashes of snow began to fall around him. Then the mist parted and a beast emerged. It was five times larger than a standing bear, with stout clawed feet and a rounded chest covered not in fur but in frosted scales. Its head was shaped like the skull of a dog. The eyes set into it were as violet as the brightest winter aurora. Before Apak could think to scream, two streams of light flashed out of the eyes and drilled into the centre of his grandfather’s palms. Taliriktug glowed for a moment, then his spirit rose out of his body. Apak saw the apparition separate cleanly, before it broke into a thousand fragments and was sucked into the light as the eye beams retracted.
         
 
         Taliriktug’s body slumped to one side. And Apak knew that what physically remained of his grandfather was dead.
         
 
         Shaking with dread, he stared at the creature. It tilted its head and studied him a moment, as though it was trying to evaluate his worth. A plume of white smoke drained out of its nostrils, crystallising slightly in its own flow of air. It took one pace backwards, gracefully for its size, then lifted two enormous wings and with one beat summoned up another great wind that blew the gun out of Apak’s hands and drove him several metres along the ice. When at last he summoned up the courage to rise, the creature had gone and tears were frost-bitten onto his cheeks. His lank black hair was frozen stiff. A trail of urine had iced itself against his thigh.
         
 
         In the distance a yellow light pierced the gloom, followed by the sound of an engine starting. The snowmobile had come back to life. Apak gave a thin wail of disbelief. He hauled himself across and walked around it several times, kicking snow against it, afraid to touch. But when need overcame distrust he climbed aboard and set the thing into motion, stopping twice momentarily, first to pay homage to his grandfather’s body, then to pick up the rifle.
         
 
         Only once, emerging from the edges of the mist, did he glance back over his shoulder. The clouds were folding freely again, tucking their mysteries in. Apak spat sideways out of the wind and powered the snowmobile’s nose into the air. He raced it back to Savalik, there to tell the people that Taliriktug’s prediction of the bird at the top of the world was true. This story he would come to share with all who would listen, though many would dispute his description of the creature. Yet, in time, as the story would start to filter south, the rumours would begin that the Inuk who had broken through the great north mist had seen not a bird, but something from the far side of human mythology.
         
 
         And they were right.
 
         Christopher Apak had seen the past and the future.
 
         He had looked into the face of the ice dragon, G’Oreal.
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            Wayward Crescent

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Lucy’s journal

         
 
         
            OK, this is weird. I don’t know why I’m doing this. No, hold the backspace. I sort of do. I need to get things clear. About me and what I am. Why I’m different.
            

            I want to understand.

            My name is Lucy. Lucy Pennykettle. I’m sixteen. I turn heads. I get noticed. A lot. Mainly for the bright green eyes and mass of red hair. I live in a leafy little town called Scrubbley with my mum, Liz, and her partner, Arthur, and my part-sister, Zanna, and her sweet kiddie, Alexa. My cat, Bonnington, is the weirdest dude in fur you’ll ever meet. We share the house with a bunch of special dragons, like the one sitting next to my keyboard, Gwendolen. Dragons. More about them in a mo.
            

            Arthur (wise stepdad, sort of) told me once that people believe what they see in print. So here are a few small truths about me, just to get things into perspective:
            

            
                

            

            My favourite food is vanilla-flavoured yoghurt.

            I’m slightly scared of moths.

            
            Squirrels break my heart.

            I think I’m in love with a guy called Tam.

            I’m totally in awe of the author, David Rain.

            I’m worried about the mist that’s covering the Arctic.

            I’m haunted by the shadow of beings called the Ix.

            But there’s one thing that keeps me awake most

            nights, and lately I can’t wrap my head around it:

            I look like a girl. I think like a girl. I walk and talk and act like a girl.

            But I was not born the way other girls are.

            I hatched – from an egg.

            I

            AM

            NOT

            HUMAN

            
                

            

            We all want to make our mark. We all want to feel that we’re some kind of hero, ready to stand up and change the world, ready to fulfil some kind of destiny. Mostly, we stumble onto our path, but if what my mum has always told me is true, my destiny was laid down way, way back.
            

            So here it is, like I heard it in my bedtime stories, ever since I was a dot of a kid. I want to see it in little black squiggles on paper. Then maybe my life will begin to make sense.
            

            Once, there were dragons on this warm, blue world, persecuted, hunted to complete extinction. People say they’re a myth, that they never existed. No archaeological evidence to support them. I know better. I know the truth. I know what happened to dragons at the end.
            

            When a dragon died it cried a single tear. It’s known as a fire tear. Trapped inside it was the dragon’s life force or auma. With the dragon’s last breath, the tear would fall tamely off its snout and find its way to the Fire Eternal, right at the core of the Earth. When that happened the dragon’s body simply melted away and its spirit became one with the spirit of the Earth (what Zanna, the ‘hip’ one amongst us, calls ‘Gaia’).
            

            So far, so good.

            Tick.

            But where do me and Mum and Gwendolen fit in? Well, that’s to do with our ancestor, Guinevere, who was there when the last known dragon in the world, a male called Gawain, shed his tear. His tear didn’t make it to the centre of the Earth. Guinevere caught it in her outstretched hands and took it north, to what was then just a giant ocean, where she kind of…preserved it in ice. I could write a whole essay about this affair, but let’s just stick with me and Mum for now.
            

            If you touch a dragon’s fire you’re gonna know about it. By rights, Guinevere should have been fried. But because her heart was pure and her only intent was not to see dragons die out, she managed to absorb some of Gawain’s power. It changed her, in lots of ways. One of the things she inherited from him was a dragon’s ability to self-replicate. I don’t know the whole procedure. It’s complex. Scary. Not of this world. It involves the production of a suitable egg and a process called kindling, which has to be overseen by a wise-woman or sibyl. Guinevere did it. And so did my mum. One day, maybe I will too.
            

            This is strange. I feel cold. And I never feel cold. Not in this house. Not around my dragons. Yet now that the truth is here at my fingertips I find I don’t want to write about it. It’s all so huge. So ridiculously daunting. And this is just the beginning. What Mum inherited from Gawain, for instance, was the ability to make dragons, like Gwendolen, from clay. OK, any amount of sculptors can shape a blob of clay. But how many can make it come to life? Or talk to it in dragontongue? Hrrr. A long time ago, before I was born, Mum was given a snowball by a stranger called Bergstrom who told her it would never melt in her hands. Since then we’ve discovered that Bergstrom was part man, part polar bear (part Gaia, even?) and what he’d actually given Mum was a little of Gawain’s auma sealed in ice. When Mum put a pinch of the snowball on her dragons it created a little fire tear inside them. That’s right, Frankenstein groupies, they live.
            

            And now we have lots of them, all around the house, all with different quirks or abilities. They can heal. Do spells. Grant wishes. Shape-shift. The one on the fridge in the kitchen receives messages. Gwendolen, my dragon, is good at IT. They are all little mirrors of the great Gawain. All of them fly his genetic flag. But the one, I suppose, we admire the most is called Gadzooks. He can make things happen just by writing words on the notepad he carries. He was made for our lodger, a man we came to know as David Rain. Well, I call David a man. Arthur has a different theory entirely. He thinks David was sent to us from a race of thought-beings called the Fain that exist in a higher state of consciousness and only make themselves known when they inhabit a physical body. The Fain are good. They seek beauty in creation. They worship dragons. Their aspiration, according to Arthur, is to become one with a dragon and be ‘illumined’ to it. How that explains the existence of a single Fain being in Bonnington, my cat, I’m not really sure, but it’s fun watching him change into other catty species (his favourite is a black panther!).
            

            The flipside of the Fain is not so good. They are called the Ix. They invaded Arthur once, leaving him blind. I know exactly how scary the Ix can be. Not long ago they got into my mind and took control of me. They made me attack Mum, almost killing her and the unborn baby inside her. She’s recovered now, and though there is nothing to forgive because I didn’t really know what I was doing at the time, I still have nightmares about that day. I still struggle to come to terms with what happened. That’s part of the reason I’m writing this, I think.
            

            I’m hungry now. Time for a bag of crisps. Chilli-flavoured. (Call it the dragon in me.)
            

            So: because of what we are, because of what we know, because of our connection to the dragons of old, Arthur believes that the Pennykettle clan have a role to play in the ‘changes’ this world is about to face. What changes? I don’t know. I can’t predict the future. You can talk about global warming all you like but nothing does my head in more than the thought that dragons might be coming back to this Earth. A few weeks ago, a mist descended across the Arctic ice cap. According to the news, all the polar bears migrated into it and disappeared. No one can explain it and people are saying something alien has taken them. All I know is there’s something weird going on. Something that involves David Rain and Gadzooks. Five years ago, I saw David die at the hands of the Ix and fall into that very same, very cold ocean. Two nights ago, he turned up in the public gardens near Scrubbley town library. Zanna saw him. Alexa touched him. He’s not appeared since, but his dragon has. Last night, Arthur took a call from an old university friend in Cambridge. The guy – a professor – wanted advice. He told Arthur that a creature, not much bigger than a bird, had flown into his study carrying, of all things, a notepad and pencil. That was Gadzooks. We haven’t the faintest idea why he was there. We’ll find out tomorrow.
            

            When we go to Cambridge.

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The road to Cambridge

         
 
         It is now twenty-two days since the so-called ‘Northern Fog’ arrived, and still no one has been able to comprehend it, analyse it or in any way explain it. Meteorologists are baffled. If this is a sign of the immense climate change we’re being warned about, why is the Earth’s environment stable? Where are the floods, the tornados, the volcanic eruptions? It’s almost as if this cloak of ice particles has taken control of the northern biosphere and reset it – just as easily as you or I might turn down a thermostat on our heating controls. But what is even more mysterious is why no one has been able to penetrate this mist since it came down. Yesterday, there were unconfirmed reports that the Russian submarine, Sloya, which allegedly violated fishing waters off the coast of Finland, found itself there because it had lost all navigational aid as a result of trying to steer a course under the ice cap. Even the captain of the ship I’m standing on refuses to go closer than a mile towards the mist because his instruments begin to fail. So, are we looking at something here that is far more extraordinary than we can possibly imagine? Are we, as a growing body of people seem to insist, being visited by something that has yet to show itself and has the power to resist being shown? Listen to the words of this Inuit man. He claims to have journeyed into the fog, and his account of what he saw there has been circling the internet for days, receiving an astonishing two million hits per hour… “I was on the ice when the great bird came. It was as high as a house, with eyes like bright moons. I tried to shoot it, but my gun would not work. Its breath was cold, like the worst north wind. My grandfather, Taliriktug, predicted this. He saw it in his dreams. One day the ice would burn, he said. My people believe this bird will set it alight.”
         
 
         “Switch it off,” said Lucy.
 
         Her mother, without complaint, leaned forward and turned the car radio off. “You’re very quiet,” she said, casting her gaze for the fourth or fifth time into her rear-view mirror.
         
 
         Lucy picked at a gap in her teeth. Staring through the window at the solid green embankments of the motorway she said, “How far now?”
         
 
         Hrrr-rr, said Gwendolen:10.4 miles and approximately twenty minutes’ travel, given there were roadworks outside of Cambridge’ Gwendolen settled back into place beside the steering wheel. That morning, she had plugged into Lucy’s computer and downloaded maps and information for the journey. She was proud to be called the best ‘sat nav’ in the world, even though she didn’t quite recognize the term.
         
 
          
         The car hummed along for another quarter mile. Then Arthur, in the passenger seat next to Liz, said, “Is there something troubling you, Lucy?”
         
 
         Lucy shuffled her feet. “I was thinking about Gadzooks,” she said. “I was remembering the time Mum made him for David and how happy we were then.”
         
 
         Liz raised her gaze to the mirror once more.
 
         “Sometimes I wish I was a little girl again, chasing squirrels out in the garden, and David was…” Lucy stopped there, tears collecting in her eyes.
         
 
         “Hey, what’s the matter?” Liz said gently, trying hard to engage with the reflection now.
         
 
         “Everything used to be so simple,” said Lucy, gritting her teeth and pumping her hands. “Then David’s dead and he’s not dead, and we’re being attacked by weird alien creatures that we can’t really see, and now there might be dragons sitting in a mist at the top of the world. And I ought to be excited but I’m really, really scared, because I don’t know what it means or what’s going to happen or what I’m s’posed to do or…”
         
 
         “OK, that’s it.” With a twist of the wheel, Liz swerved off the motorway and slowed to a stop on the hard shoulder.
         
 
         Gwendolen, busily reassessing their position, nevertheless had the presence of mind to reach sideways and touch a button, making sure the car’s hazard lights began to flash.
         
 
         Liz dug a tissue out of her sleeve and offered it over her shoulder. “Take this.”
         
 
         Lucy addressed her dripping nose then crumpled the tissue to a ball in her hands. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to understand.”
         
 
         “Well, three heads are better than one,” said Arthur.
 
         Hrrr, went Gwendolen.
         
 
         “Sorry, four.”
 
         Lucy peered down into her lap. “I’ve started writing this thing, a kind of journal. Sort of everything about us, and the dragons and stuff. And it’s been making me think about…well, you know, stuff. Like, why we are what we are.”
         
 
         “Well, that’s good,” said Liz.
 
         “No it isn’t,” said Lucy, thumping her seat. “It’s freaking me out. How can you be so calm about this? Me and you, we’re not like other people. We’re not even people! What happens to us if the dragons have come?”
         
 
         Liz reached back and made sure Lucy’s fingers nestled under hers. “Everyone, no matter who or what they are, asks these questions of themselves sometimes. I don’t know what the future holds. All we can do is accept our life and go on with it as we’ve always done. Everything will be all right, I promise.” She aimed the car back into the flow of traffic.
         
 
         It was Arthur who picked up the dialogue again. “May I ask how far you’ve got with your journal?”
         
 
         Lucy twitched her shoulders and sniffed. “I dunno. A few pages, on the computer.”
         
 
         “Have you written about David yet?”
 
         For a moment, the car was heavy with silence. Lucy admitted, “No. Not really.”
         
 
         Arthur ran a thumb across the tips of his fingers, as if each was concealing a pellet of truth. “Then perhaps I can help you. David attended my lecture yesterday.”
         
 
         “Why didn’t you tell us?” said Liz.
 
         “He asked me not to. He wants to come back to each of us in his own time.”
         
 
         Lucy felt her bottom lip start to tremble. She had yet to see David for herself. She turned to the window to avoid her mother’s eyes. “What did you talk about?”
         
 
         “Physics, mostly.”
 
         Lucy sighed.
 
         “But he did communicate something you might find worthy of inclusion in your journal.”
         
 
         Exit at the next junction, hurred Gwendolen.
         
 
         Liz, looking at the signs for Cambridge, flicked a lazy indicator on. She glanced into her rear-view mirror in time to see Lucy scowling for England. Patience had never been her daughter’s strong point.
         
 
         Arthur adjusted his position and said, “I know that you and Zanna have asked yourselves many times where David came from or if he’s truly real.”
         
 
         Suddenly, Lucy found herself welling up with anger. “I wish people would stop saying that. Of course he’s real! You just said he was there in your lecture. What did he tell you?”
         
 
         Arthur cleared his throat. “That I am his father.”
 
         “What?” said Liz, almost running into the car in front.
 
         Recalculating, hurred Gwendolen, who’d been concentrating so hard on Arthur’s words she’d entirely lost her point of focus.
         
 
         “Father? You’re not his dad,” said Lucy.
         
 
         “Not in the conventional sense, I agree. What he meant was, it was me who made it possible for him to enter this world.”
         
 
         Lucy sat back, taking stock. “Is this about Gawain’s claw?” Years ago, when Arthur had come to the Crescent, he had told Liz and Lucy how he’d found a claw, believed to be one of Gawain’s, and used the inky substance called ‘ichor’ inside it to write an account of David’s life, even though the two men had never met.
         
 
         “Yes,” he said, tilting his head towards her. “When I lived as a monk on Farlowe Island and I discovered that wonderful, mysterious claw I had no idea what its true purpose was. I just let myself be guided by its power, to write about David, to create his life with you.”
         
 
         “And that’s where he came from? Made up?! From a story?”
         
 
         “In the loosest sense, yes.”
 
         Lucy shook her head in gross disbelief. “I write stories at school all the time, but none of my characters ever come alive! Hello?”
         
 
         “Perhaps not,” said Arthur, “but the thoughts you use to create those characters lodge themselves somewhere in the universe. There is a record in the ether of all that we imagine. However, it takes a force well beyond human comprehension to bring those images onto this plane in a physical form. Only a highly illumined being can do it.”
         
 
         “And that’s you?”
 
         Arthur laughed. “I may have a grasp of the finer laws of physics, but I can’t animate thought, Lucy. All I did was write a human description of David. I made him look the way he does, speak the way he does, move and think and act the way he does. I gave him feelings, ambitions, memories, innocence. I invented the human vessel…”
         
 
         “And?” Liz said, sensing one coming. Her fingers tightened round the steering wheel.
         
 
         “And Alexa enabled him to fill it.”
 
         “Alexa? ” Lucy almost spat out her teeth.
         
 
         Arthur nodded. “She is Fain, like David – of a very high order.”
         
 
         “Oh, Arthur, come on,” Liz said, frowning – and not just at the lorry that had tried to cut her up. “We all know Alexa is extremely gifted, but she talks and behaves like a little girl, not some super-being from another dimension.”
         
 
         “I agree,” Arthur said. “But then, she would. Alexa is here to experience the life of a human child in order to complete her transitory path.”
         
 
         “Which is like…what exactly?” Lucy said, still fighting to keep her cynicism at bay.
         
 
         “I don’t know,” Arthur concluded. “David didn’t share that with me. But I believe it was Alexa, in her Fain pre-existence, who directed me towards the claw, so that I could describe for her the father she desired.”
         
 
         Lucy snorted high into the air.
 
         At the fork in the road veer left, hurred Gwendolen.
         
 
         “But if this is right,” Liz said (bearing left), “– and I’m not convinced it is – why would Alexa fix on you? She could have picked anyone to find that claw.”
         
 
         Before Arthur could respond to that, Lucy sat back shaking her head. “This is dumb. You can’t choose your own dad before you’re even born!”
         
 
         A thin smile ran across Arthur’s lips. “Is it any stranger than you being born from an egg that might, under different circumstances, have hatched into a dragon?”
         
 
         That shut Lucy up.
 
         “So you’re saying he just…materialised – aged twenty?” said Liz.
         
 
         “Yes, in effect,” said Arthur. “He stepped, ready-made, through the time rift Lucy visited in Blackburn.”
         
 
         A cold fire ran along Lucy’s spine. She looked down at her hands where the unfortunate tissue was now just shreds of purple paper. Blackburn. Why did he have to remind her of that? She’d been trying to blank out that whole experience: the long journey to David’s ‘home’, discovering to her horror that the address he’d given when he’d moved into the Crescent didn’t exist and that a dormant time rift lay over it instead, a rift being secretly monitored by the Ix. Having taken her into their clutches, they had forced her to make their darkling creature from pieces of raw, volcanic obsidian. She closed her eyes, feeling sick. She still had nightmares about that journey.
         
 
         At the roundabout, take the second exit, hurred Gwendolen.
         
 
          
         Too busy with driving to make another comment, Liz followed the instructions, which brought them into the outskirts of the city. To her right, a shallow but reactive river was doing its best to keep up with the car. There was a sense of history in every building they passed, as though they had entered an academic fairyland. Tall spires. Mullioned windows. Porticos. Lawns. Everywhere, scholarly brick.
         
 
         “I love this place,” Liz said with a sigh.
 
         Arthur turned his head. “Where are we precisely?”
 
         Liz reached sideways and touched his knee. “We’re taking the bridge – across the river.”
         
 
         Lucy looked at both adults in turn. Although no names or locations had been given, she realised that Arthur knew exactly where they were. Even in blindness, memories were lucid. “This is where you two met, isn’t it?”
         
 
         “And where Gwilanna drove us apart,” he said.
 
         For the second time in the space of a minute, Lucy found her stomach turning. Gwilanna was the ‘midwife’ who’d overseen her birth. She labelled herself a ‘sibyl’, though ‘mad witch’ would have been a better description. In one way or another she had always been part of Lucy’s life, both good and bad. More often, bad.
         
 
         Destination reached, Gwendolen hurred, though no one seemed to be paying much attention.
         
 
         “Thank you,” Liz said, giving the dragon’s ears a tweak. She pulled over and switched the engine off. They had stopped outside a row of palisaded villas, where every house was coupled to the street by a flight of concrete steps and a set of adjoining railings.
         
 
         On cue, a door opened and a gangling man in a shabby tweed jacket came rheumatically down the nearest steps. He had blown grey hair and a prominent mole on his pointed chin. He stooped as he approached the car, but it was clear that he had recognised Arthur from some feet away.
         
 
         Liz dropped the passenger window. “Hello? Professor Steiner?”
         
 
         “Yes, yes,” he said, patting a handkerchief against his brow.
         
 
         “Rupert,” said Arthur, extending a hand.
 
         Professor Steiner clamped it firmly. “Oh, my goodness. Arthur, are you blind?”
         
 
         “We’re his eyes,” said Liz, trying to draw Lucy in. “This is Lucy. She’s come along for the ride.”
         
 
         Lucy gave her good-girl teenager wave.
 
         Professor Steiner nodded. “Excellent. Yes. Well, we’ve a great deal to talk about. Please, do come in. I—” He paused and set his gaze on Gwendolen, who by now had adopted her solid form. “Why, that’s one of them,” he gasped. “Just like the dragon I saw. So, there are more of them in the world. My goodness, does it…?”
         
 
         He flapped his hands up and down in flight.
 
         “You saw Gadzooks flying?” said Lucy, stretching forward. “That’s impossible. You—”
         
 
         “Let’s go inside and talk,” said Liz, sending Lucy a violet-eyed warning.
         
 
         Everyone stepped out of the car. As Professor Steiner led the way up the steps (with Lucy in close attendance) Liz did as she always did and settled Arthur on the crook of her arm.
         
 
         “Thank you,” he whispered. “How do you feel?”
 
         “To be back in Cambridge?”
 
         He nodded.
 
         “Odd.”
 
         He raised his head. “I can hear the river.”
 
         “Don’t,” she said, pulling him closer, plucking greying hairs off his jacket lapels. “All that was a long time ago.”
         
 
         “I know,” he said softly. “But it does have some relevance to what we were talking about in the car.”
         
 
         “Oh?” She walked him forward a pace.
 
         “I didn’t answer your question. Why Alexa chose me to find the claw. Why she went to the trouble that she did.” He reached for Liz’s hand and rested it across the slight curve of her pregnant stomach. “When Gwilanna forced us apart back then, she broke up a chain of events that the Fain had been nurturing for centuries. You and I were supposed to have a child long ago, born of genius and the auma of Gawain.”
         
 
         Liz shook her head, perplexed. “What are you saying?”
 
         “David should have been our son,” he said.
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