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ONE

 


Boswell, on the Yorkshire coast


2.12am, October 15th, 1944

 


Voices muffled by rubber and crunched staccato by static filled the airspace above the frozen moor.


"Altitude one hundred feet. Preparing to begin flyby, tower, over."


"Roger, Nighthawk One."


"Nighthawk Two, ready to roll."


"Eyes peeled, Two. We have a blue alert."


"Understood, leader. Tower, this is Nighthawk Two. We are on approach vector, over."


"Roger that. See what's happening, boys."


"Affirmative, tower."


"And boys?"


"Tower?"


"I don't like scrambling blind. Be careful, boys."


"Roger, wilco. Activating fuselage cameras and commencing flyby in three... two... one..."

 


THOOOM.


Annabeth Jardine whirled full circle as the RAF Mosquitoes droned overhead, banking a second later to bypass Scratch Tor, in whose direction she too hurried. Buffeted by the flyover's wake she fell and split a palm on the track that ran beside the tor and down into town. The trenchcoat worn over her slight and trembling frame had once belonged to her husband, and its great folds flapped and slapped in the aircrafts' aftermath. She raised a bloody hand just too late to prevent an equally oversized cap being blown from her head and sent tumbling away. Annabeth's dog, Moll, gave chase instinctively, but she ventured only a small way along the path before scampering back to spin in panicked circles at her owner's side. The dog was rarely distressed but tonight clearly sensed there was something horribly wrong not far below.


She rubbed the dog vigorously to ease her fears, patted her solidly. Aye, girl, there was something wrong all right.


Annabeth heard the Voice once more in her head, felt her brain pulse agonisingly as she forced it away. Her breath condensing in the ice-cold air, she continued on, following the planes' flightpath to where the track dropped steeply into town and revealed the panorama below. She gasped and felt her heart seize. Beside her, Moll began to bark and howl.


The town.


Oh dear God, the town.

 


"We have visual contact, tower. Repeat, visual contact. Oh no. This can't be..."


"Nighthawk One?"


"They're burning, tower. All the people in the town. They're burning."


"Say again, Nighthawk One. Burning?"


"Affirmative, tower. My God. My God-"


"Nighthawk One, radar is showing no enemy air activity in the area. Repeat, no-"


"Tower, Nighthawk Two. Confirming the sky is clear. This is not an air raid, over."


"Then what-"


"So many. God help them, there are so-"


"Report, Nighthawk One. What is happening to these people?"


"Tower, I... I don't know... it's impossible, can't believe it. The people, the people they're just-"

 


Bursting into flames, Annabeth thought, hand on her mouth. It was impossible but happening right before her eyes. Human torches staggering out of their homes into the streets, screaming, consumed by fire. Others seemingly unaffected desperately trying to douse their loved ones, then themselves wailing in disbelief as their own flesh ignited for no reason at all. Men, women, even children - people Annabeth knew - flailing wildly through the night, collapsing to their knees, onto their faces, then just burning away on the ground. And in the midst of them, those very few who remained untouched, dropping to their own knees, but this time in prayer. And all of them wailing the same desperate plea to the sky.


"FORGIVE ME!"


Oh God, Annabeth thought. The Voice. It's the Voice.


"Mum?"


There was a tug at her hips and Annabeth turned to see her five year-old son. "Judd? By Christ, boy, what are you doing here? I told you to stay at the farm."


"I know. But there's a voice... in my head."


Annabeth grabbed her son by the shoulders, span him away so that he could not see the horror that continued below them. Her heart thudded rapidly. Whatever the hell you are, stay away from my boy, she thought.


"Aye, lad, there is," she said quickly. "But you're not to listen to what it's saying, do you hear me? You're not to listen."


"But it wants to see my shins-"


Annabeth blurted a laugh, aware that it sounded hysterical and came with tears, and she drew Judd tightly against her.


"It won't stop, Mum," the boy murmured into her side. "Mum it burns!"


"Judd, I said don't listen," Annabeth commanded and shook the boy. "Whatever it says to you, you must not listen! Promise me that, Judd. Promise me!"


Judd reddened and stared fearfully at Annabeth, his own face wet with tears. But he struggled to beat the pain, seemed to subdue it. "I promise."


"Good boy. Good boy."


The Voice, Annabeth thought. It had awoken her at the farm, perhaps fifteen minutes earlier. A sibilant whisper that felt like the remnant of some dream. But then it had grown and grown in her head until it felt like fingernails scratching on the inside of her skull. Not show me your shins, as her son thought. The word had been sins.


A command coming from everywhere, nowhere.


Show me your sins.


SHOW ME YOUR SINS.


SHOW ME YOUR SINS!


She had flung open the door of the farm, and it had revealed to her the distant dull glow of the town; the faint cries of despair carried onto the moorland by the wind. She had begun to run, the Voice becoming louder with every stride she took. She had fought it as best she could - agony every time she rejected its call - but passing the road where John had died, it had her.


Suddenly it was six years ago, and she watched her husband dying all over again. Thunder, lightning, the heaviest rain she could remember. The cliff edge crumbling suddenly away beneath John's feet.


"John! Aww, John, no, no, no..."


"Back, Annie... Get back!"


She was laying again on her side on that wet, wet ground, her unborn son in her belly, stretching a hand out desperately to reach John as the mudfall slid her scrambling husband down the liquid edge.


"I can reach you!"


"No, Annie! You can't!"


She had tried. Oh lord, how she had tried, her arms straining in their sockets as she had willed them to grow one more inch, her body arching like a bow until it felt that her spine might snap in two. Then John had pleaded with her to think of their baby, and she had flailed at him hystericaly in denial of the death he knew was coming. But her movements caused her to lurch forward in the mud and, in a moment of vertiginous panic, she'd instinctively grabbed for the safety of the rock. And in that moment, without her being able to say she was sorry, John had slipped away from her forever.


For a long time she thought that she could have saved him, that she had let her husband die. For a long time she thought that she had sinned. But at last the guilt had lessened, and she had found peace.


Until tonight, when the Voice had stripped the time away and again she had wanted to cry, "Forgive me!"


Was this what it was doing? Forcing the people of Boswell into baring their innermost souls? It seemed impossible, but why else were they begging forgiveness? Dear God, no - the question was why were they all burning?


Moll's renewed barking drew Annabeth out of her reverie and she turned to see the cause of alarm, shaking visibly when she did.

 


Above her, one RAF pilot had already vocalised what she could not.


"Request you say again, Nighthawk One, over."


"I repeat, tower, they are rising. The bodies are rising."


"Nighthawk Two, please confirm."


"Tower, it's impossible, I know, but leader is correct. Sweet Jesus, the people are getting up. And they're dead."

 


It wasn't just the dead, Annabeth saw, it was the dying, too. The dying and those on their knees, still, in desperate prayer. All of them - every man, woman and child - rising as one. And as they rose, they turned to look out of town, up the hill.


And they began to move towards her.


No!


Annabeth swept Judd up under her arm and pulled the frantically barking Moll firmly by her collar to turn the dog around. She had run towards town in the hope that she could help with whatever had afflicted her neighbours, but this was vastly beyond her ken and she knew she had to get out of there right now. But as she turned back to face the moors, she paused. There was movement in the darkness where there hadn't been before. A shape that was indistinct but seemingly emerging out of the ground itself. It looked like-


Something lunged at her from the dark, appearing and then disappearing in a feral flash of teeth and bone. She span Judd away, screaming in shock, and as she did Moll's collar tugged in her grip. The dog was going crazy, barking and straining on her hind legs, desperate to defend against the attack, and before Annabeth could do anything she broke free and raced into the dark.


"Moll, no girl!" Judd shouted. But it was too late. The aged and loyal working dog was gone, and a second later there was a brief, agonised yelp and then silence.


"Moll!" Judd shouted again. When there was no response, he began to cry. "M-Moll?"


Annabeth stared with horror onto the moor. She couldn't believe it. The dog was dead, just like that. Oh God, Moll, she thought. Please, won't somebody tell me what's happening?


Her desperate plea brought with it an even more desperate realisation. Whatever had just killed Moll wandered out there on the moor, and she and Judd dared not cross it. But equally, they dared not stay where they were. The only way to get her son out of there was to carry on into town.


Through the people.


Trying as best she could to calm Judd, Annabeth drew a deep breath and turned briskly back to the path, swallowing when she saw how far the throng had advanced towards her. Then she noticed that they were not really heading towards her at all. Because halfway up the slope the path forked, and a narrower, less-trodden trail veered up the side of Scratch Tor. It wound eventually to the ruins of the monastery at its peak but, before then, it passed the black mouth of one of the entrances to the labyrinthine cave system that lay beneath the tor. And one after the other, the people of the town were slowly filing inside.


Annabeth stared into the blackness of the caves and sensed the Voice speaking from somewhere deep within. Childhood nightmares of a thing meant to live down there came flooding back. Oh dear God, it was calling these people to it. No, stop, she wanted to cry out, but dreaded what would happen if they actually turned and looked back.


"Mummy, I'm scared," Judd said. "Where are all the people going?"


"I - don't know," Annabeth said haltingly. She knew she couldn't hide these horrors from him any longer. "Baby... I just don't know."


Slowly, cautiously, quietly, she eased Judd and herself down the path, moving as invisibly as she could through the grotesquely shuffling bodies of people who only a day before had been friends and neighbours. Time and again she had to bite her lip to stop herself crying out in shock, and felt there was going to be no end to their number. At last, though, she managed to weave Judd through their ranks.


But there was no respite in the town itself. A further mass of townsfolk filled its narrow lanes and blocked Annabeth's flight at every turn. The screaming here in their midst was horrendous, and it was surely only a matter of time before one or more of their burning bodies came into collision with Judd and herself.


Annabeth looked around desperately. She had to find refuge, somewhere to hide.


There. The church.


She bundled Judd forward, dodging the flailing forms, until the two of them reached the church's graveyard and crashed through its wooden gate, but she made it only partly along the path before she recoiled in horror. She did not need to hear the local priest, himself being consumed by fire, warning in his last breaths of Judgement Day - it was right there before her eyes.

 


"Nighthawk Two, are you getting this on film?"


"Affirmative, One. Oh, no. that's not..."


"Nighthawk One, this is tower. Report!"


"The graveyard, tower... it's..."

 


Had Annabeth been able to overhear the exchange she would have had no idea what to say. All that she could think herself was no, oh no, no, no... Every grave in the graveyard was erupting with its dead, and bodies milled about in various states of decay or decomposition. One or more of the more recently interred Annabeth - horribly - recognised. Slowly, inevitably, her gaze shifted to one particular grave in the far corner of the burial ground - and she physically convulsed as she spotted blackened hands emerging out of its topsoil.


No, not John. Oh please, not John.


Annabeth forced Judd behind her, shielding him from the father he had never known, and backed up towards the gate. But other graves had disgorged their dead in her wake, and suddenly she and Judd found themselves crowded by leathered flesh.


It was too much. Just too much. Annabeth felt herself drop onto her knees as frantic bubblings of hysteria began deep inside.


Then a corpse was sent stumbling back, its head shattered under the impact of a huge, hairy fist. "That's quite enough of your nonsense, thank you very much," a rumble of a voice declared. Dazed, Annabeth looked up to discover its origin.


The owner proffered his hand and nodded to her briskly. "Professor Augustus Farralay, madam... My colleague, Winston Bey."


"Good evening," the other man said. "May we be of assistance?"


What, Annabeth thought? She stared hard at the pair, no idea who they were. The first, a huge barrel of a man with a bald head and a bushy black beard might have been a street wrestler but for his smart dress and monocle, while the other, in a pin-striped suit and white turban, sporting a voluminous white moustache and eyebrows, looked like some cheap variety hall magician. But cheap variety hall magicians did not do what he did next. As the one called Farralay battled more of the corpses away, this Bey wrote signs in the air and it was filled suddenly with phantasmal snakes that darted at the dead things Farralay could not reach. Fangs bared, hissing clearly audible over the burning fires, they whipped and lashed at the dead, reducing them to flailing confusion.


Judd stared at them open-mouthed, but they were just too sinister. "Mum, I'm scared..."


"What's happening?" Annabeth pleaded. "Please, who are you people?"


"Best to save your questions for later, madam," Farralay declared. "For the time being, what say we get the devil out of here, eh?" He laughed as if he were Santa Claus and then struck out at the corpses with his fists again, crushing the skulls of - or actually beheading - those nearest. Both Judd and Annabeth cringed each time they heard an awful crunching of bone, and then Annabeth spied John moving through the pack and almost screamed. She knew this was no longer her husband - in the name of sanity, how could it be? - but she could not let him be treated this way. And as Farralay swung, she halted the man's arm, for a terrifying instant becoming convinced he was going to turn the club on her.


"Get out of here?" she reminded him, seeing his eyes widen and nostrils flare.


"Yes - yes," he said after a second. The feral stench coming off him was appalling. "Quite so, quite so."


The four of them backed away from the graveyard and left the corpses shambling in pursuit of whatever was calling them. The town offered no escape still, and as Farralay and Bey hurried the mother and son through its winding, burning lanes the pair dealt any emergent victims of the flames who got in their way the same treatment as they had the dead. But to Annabeth and Judd's horror, many were still very much alive. One old woman - hand on neck and face contorted with pain - came haltingly at them begging for help, and Farralay killed her with a single blow.


"Mum!" Judd screamed as the woman dropped in a twitching heap to the ground.


"Stop this!" Annabeth pleaded with undisguised horror. "For God's sake, they need your help!"


"No, dear," a voice said.


For the second time that night, Annabeth turned and found herself facing strangers. Two more, as strange and out of place here as the others. The first was a short, dark-haired slip of a woman in a low-slung evening dress and pearl earrings who grinned broadly, and the second a taller and much stockier woman wearing a matronly skirt and coat, who tamped down a Sherlock Holmes pipe. At least that was what Annabeth thought they were, because though she couldn't put her finger on what, there was something not quite right about both of them.


Bey greeted them as George and Harriet.


"Look dear," George - or was it Harriet? - said conspiratorially. She took Annabeth by the arm and emphasised each word that followed. "There is nothing you can do for these people. They are already dead."


"No," Annabeth said in denial, "she was alive."


"Balderdash," Harriet - or George? - came back. "Utter tripe."


"Don't upset her, darling," George admonished, and she showed Annabeth where the old woman - her whole face gone - was rising up from the ground. "They're nothing more than puppets, understand? All we can do is try to stop as many as possible of them reaching it."


Annabeth stared. "What are you talking about, puppets, it? I don't know what you're saying."


Farralay was suddenly grabbing her by the arm, dragging her to where one of the lanes opened out to offer a view of the cliff-top monastery.


"You asked earlier what was happening," the big man said forcefully. He held Annabeth's chin and tipped her gaze upward. "Look," he prompted. "I said, look!"


Annabeth looked, and shook her head vigorously in denial. "I don't believe it. This has to be a dream."


"No dream," Farralay said. And if the giant of a man hadn't been holding her up then, she would have fallen to her knees. For over the monastery a great golden figure was materialising - looming over the town. Itself seemingly made of fire, it was a vague rather than detailed apparition, but it seemed to be holding out arms as if beckoning to her, and as it did an enormous pair of wings seemed to flex behind its back.


"Impossible," Annabeth mouthed. But impossible or not, it was there, and in her skull the agony began again.


"Mom, don't listen!" Judd urged, but perversely Annabeth wasn't listening. The voice was louder than ever, even more demanding.


Show me!


SHOW ME YOUR SINS!


My sins, yes, Annabeth thought. My sins. From deep within her came the same memories that had tortured her earlier, flooding her mind once more with sorrow and regret. Except this time she was convinced she could have done more. Stretched a little more towards John, arched her splattered, battered body until muscles tore and she crushed her own baby to feel the grip of his hand in her own. Oh God, she could have saved John. Just that little more effort and she could have saved him! It was her fault he died! It was all her-


"No!" Annabeth screamed. This memory was wrong. She had done all she could. She had done everything in her power. And no entity that cared would put her through this again. Nothing that cared would suggest that she had killed her husband. This was no sin, it was an accident and that was all. An accident. And knowing such she rejected it. Rejected it. Rejected it!


"What the hell are you, you bastard!" Annabeth screamed at the figure above the tor. "Leave us alone!"


"A resistant," Bey said impressed, and raised a white eyebrow.


"Few and far between," Farralay agreed.


"But she'll remember," Harriet commented, as if in warning. "Perhaps we should-"


The remainder of her comment was ripped away by the roaring drone of the two RAF Mosquitoes as they turned to meet the materialising figure. Their banking brought them directly over Annabeth for the first time, and she began to wave her hands frantically in the air.

 


"Tower from Nighthawk Two. I have survivors on the ground. Please advise, over."


"Roger, Two. There is now an official presence in charge of ground operations - please ignore, over."


"Ignore, tower?"


"Affirmative, One. We are instructed to cancel reconnaissance, over."


"Roger that, tower. But there are still people who need help here."


"I'm sorry, gentlemen. But as of a minute ago, this affair passed out of our hands, over."


"Tower, this is Nighthawk One... something in... Oh no, Susan... no, I never meant-"

 


Annabeth saw the first of the planes wobble and thought, No! It was the Voice again; it couldn't be anything else. Don't listen, she pleaded. Oh God, don't listen. But it did no good. As she watched, the plane veered from its flight path and out towards the sea, and Annabeth staggered back as there was a sudden incendiary burst inside its cockpit. Seemingly without a pilot, the plane nosedived and vanished into the dark.

 


"Jesus, oh, Jesus! Tower, what is this thing? Is it causing this?"


"Nighthawk Two, avoid the anomaly, over. Once again I say, avoid the anomaly."


"Negative, tower - I'm getting this on film."


"Return to base immediately. That is an order. I repeat, return to base immediately."


"Sorry tower, no can do. That thing killed the leader. We need to know what it is."

 


Don't be a bloody fool, Annabeth thought, as she saw the second plane head straight for the figure atop the tor. Then again, what could she do? She could only look on as the Mosquito flew directly at the glowing apparition - then into it, through it. She sighed with relief as the plane emerged on the other side, but the sigh caught as she saw something eject suddenly. Whatever it had been a moment before, it now burned horribly bright, as if it were a sailor's flare.


"Unfortunate," Farralay commented.


"Most," Bey agreed.


"Potentially awkward," George and Harriet said together.


What the hell are you talking about, Annabeth thought? "Tell me what's happening!" she shouted - now insistent. But Farralay and the rest just bundled Judd and herself further along the lane. "At least tell us where we're going!"


"The beach, dear," Harriet or George said, and grinned once more. "Rendezvous, don't you know."


Rendezvous with who? Annabeth screamed silently. She soon found out. The small bay by which the town huddled sat beneath the seaward side of the tor, and at the base of its rocky face was a vast cave mouth - another entrance to the system below. As the group arrived on the dark shingled beach, more of the - there was no other word for it than freakshow - emerged out of its cavernous maw.


The first looked like some bank manager who one day might snap and kill all those he worked with, and he came backing out of the cave with twin revolvers aimed in his wake, sweatily firing shot after echoing shot at figures that pursued him in the darkness. With him came three more figures: a nasty-looking thug with a wooden truncheon, a dapper little skeleton of a man wielding a silver-tipped walking cane, and a taller man dressed in the coat, helmet and goggles of a First World War flying ace. But there was nothing lantern-jawed about this latter - a slight tear in the scarf he wore on the lower half of his face exposed a spot of raw and horribly scarred tissue like that from some Frankenstein's monster.


Another figure, a skeletal old woman with hawk-like features who seemed half librarian and half banshee, waited for them outside.


Farralay introduced them: Alex Nestor and Jack Strummer, Michael Magister and Randolph Rochester, then Miss Cecilia Bird. But Annabeth no longer cared. Because none of these people shocked her quite so much as the figures who came in pursuit. There was nothing strange about them as such. They were simply not human at all.


Oh, God, she thought, and it was then that all the insanities of this surreal morning suddenly coalesced into one and the nightmare truly began.


"Collapse the roof, Magister!" Nestor ordered. "Do it now!"


Magister nodded, his brow furrowing in response to his orders, and Annabeth heard a dull rumbling from deep inside the tor. Dust started trickling from the roof of the cave mouth, and then rocks to fall, crushing the creatures beneath. Those that had already made it through, Nestor and the rest simply shot, bludgeoned, or attacked with serpent phantasms, until all lay dead.


Annabeth stared at Magister. The skeletal man was rigid with tension, pouring in sweat, and all the veins and arteries beneath his skin pulsed as if a layer of writhing worms had subcutaneously infested him. Tiny capillaries around his pupils popped, flooding his eyes with blood. The entire tor, and the ruins of the monastery above, shifted, and the rockfall became an avalanche.


All Annabeth could think was, he's doing this with his mind.


"Mum, the other people..." Judd said.


The other people. Annabeth's thoughts flicked suddenly to those she had seen entering the cave on the opposite side of the tor. If Magister was collapsing the roofs of the caves, then they were all being buried alive...


"Stop..." she said weakly. "Please stop..."


But that wasn't the end of it. Just before one final great slab of rock dropped to seal off the cavernous maw in front of her, something that was impossible flew slowly - no, hovered - through the closing gap, pushing rocks aside as it came. Almost as wide as the cave itself - disc-shaped, silver and with strange engines whining. It was some kind of... she struggled for words... flying saucer. Nestor and the others backed off and, as Annabeth gawped, the machine hovered slowly away from the cave mouth, over the beach and began to accelerate out to sea.


"Oh dear. Our friends appear to be departing," Professor Farralay pointed out.


"Miss Bird, if you please," Nestor said.


Cecilia Bird nodded and moved to the shoreline, positioning herself where seawater lapped at her feet. There, her arms stretched out wide, a mane of white hair billowing behind her and giving her the appearance of some ancient goddess, the woman summoned a storm. And in the midst of the storm, something else.


Some creature from the depths.


Judd clinging onto her, Annabeth screamed. And she kept on screaming as the tentacled behemoth pulled the saucer beneath the waves.


If Annabeth needed a final straw, then this was it. She collapsed to her knees sobbing, looked slowly around the beach at the dead bodies, at the collapsed cave and then above the monastery, where the golden apparition was gone now.


She spoke almost to herself.


"God, what have you done? They're dead... all of them dead. Who are you people?"


"Alex, I warned you," Harriet said.


"She's right," George concurred. "There is the possibility this lady might... go to the press."


Nestor nodded, knelt down in front of Annabeth, smiled. "It's all right. Mr Magister will take care of things, won't you, Mr Magister?"


Annabeth looked up slowly. Nestor's smile was warm and comforting but she sensed something in it that-


Michael Magister stood over her, still covered in sweat. He, too, smiled.


"Run, Judd," Annabeth said. "Don't look back."


"Mum?"


"Run, boy. Now!"


Judd was far too shocked and far too frightened to do anything else. He ran for the rocks as his mother bade, looking back only once.


The last image he had of Annabeth Jardine was a spasming, twitching thing whose nose, mouth, ears and eyes poured out blood.


His mother slumped, dead, to the ground.


"In answer to your question, madam," Professor Augustus Farralay said, "His Majesty's Government, Department Q."


He stroked her hair.


"We're the good guys."







TWO

 


The M1, southbound


2.48am, present day

 


BHHHHWWWWOHHHHTRRRRRR!


The blast from the speeding hazardous materials tanker's horns erupted suddenly, unexpectedly and deafeningly, loud enough to blow windows, perhaps eardrums, perhaps to fell Jericho's fabled walls. Shiny twin pipes of polished chrome, these things looked innocuous enough - fashion accessories for the macho-looking vehicle - but in actuality they were state-of-the-art noise machines, designed in terms of the sheer decibels they emitted with one purpose in life. Mounted, for health and safety reasons, above and away from the driver's cab on either side of the tanker, they existed to inform other road-users that some quite serious crap was motoring towards them - or to put it another way, to scare the living bejeezus out of anyone stupid enough to be in its path.


Hannah Chapter did not consider herself stupid. She wasn't in the tanker's path. The young woman was, however, spidering her way with a great deal of urgency along the catwalk on its roof.


The horns blared as she passed between them.


"Gyyah!" she roared. In the circumstances, it was the closest she could manage to bastard.


Hannah slapped her hands over her ears, clamped her teeth together, and squeezed her eyes shut as the seemingly endless noise pummelled her temples with waves of pulsing agony so intense they were physical. This instinctive reaction to the horns was, of course, a mistake, and one the tanker had hoped she'd make. Beneath Hannah's feet, the speeding vehicle veered suddenly and deliberately across the motorway lane, its intention to throw Hannah off balance as a precursor to hurling her off the roof.


Suitably unbalanced, Hannah was jolted onto her side and whipped out a hand to stop herself from stumbling. It landed in a patch of black viscous gloop - the earthly remains of one Mabel Donovan, who in death as in life seemed to be everywhere - and Hannah felt her palm skid out from under her. She buckled and her right knee hit metal before it too slipped, wrenching her thigh, and Hannah felt herself starting to slide inexorably down the curve of the tanker's side. It veered again and she lurched upward in a last-ditch gamble to regain footing and steady herself - but it was a gamble that failed to work. The manoeuvre served only to feed Hannah's momentum and, as the horns blared in victory, she plummeted off the side of the speeding behemoth, arms windmilling the air.


"-king son of a-!"


A second, that was all she had. Hannah twisted in mid-fall, flailed madly for some kind of handhold, and managed, miraculously, to grab one. A huge "oooff!" escaped her as she slammed back into the side of the tanker, winded. Whatever it was she was grabbing - some rail or other, she didn't care as, as long as the damn thing held - she was doing so by her fingertips, dangling so low that her boots kicked against the racing road surface, sparking her steel toe caps and making her dance an involuntary jig.


She wasn't having that. Hated jigs. Reminded her of the hillbilly rednecks back home. With an agonised groan, Hannah began to pull herself back up, cursing when her glasses slipped off her nose and were crushed beneath a wheel. Godammit, that was the third pair this week.


Oh yeah, she thought wearily, here we go again. Why in the name of Rob Zombie did she persist on getting herself involved with this crap? She was an intelligent girl, after all. She could have gone to Harvard and been a doctor. Yale, been a lawyer. Hell, right now she'd have been ecstatic with a Ronald McDonald graduate programme and an endlessly smiling future as gold-star manager of the month.


But noooo. She had to choose Arkham University and major in cryptozoology. So tell me, Hannah, what is it you want to be when you grow up? Me? Oh, I want to spend my days down sewers shooting dead, slavering things. I fancy trekking through some stinking South American jungle annihilating soul cannibals. Or how about a trip to some its-grim-up-north sink estate to kick seven shades of unholy shit out of the neighbourhood's happy-slapping, blood-sucking vampire chavs...


Hey, you never know. Maybe some day I'll even find myself dangling desperately off the side of one of those runaway, forty-four tonne necroplasm-possessed hazmat tankers you see doing a hundred and thirty down the south lane of the M1... know the kind I mean, right?


Yeah... right.


Nah, the real question was, why she was asking herself dumb questions? She got herself involved with this crap because that was what she and her partner did.


Deal with the weird shit, honey.


It's our job.


Just two short minutes earlier, Hannah had been seated beside her business partner Lawrence Verse in the semi-clapped-out heap that served as their day-to-day transport, she the lithe, curly-haired ex-US intelligence agent in the jeans, boots and sheepskin coat, driving - he the defrocked priest with the pointy beard and the American footballer physique, annoying the hell out of her. As usual they had been involved in a discussion of a vital and profound importance.


"Sooo, best Star Wars character there never was?"


"Napoleon Solo, Han's long-lost uncle."


Verse snorted derisively. "Darth Death. Dark Lord of the Scythe."


"Nonsense. Hibba the Shed."


"Hibba the Shed?"


"Second cousin," Hannah extrapolated, "of Jabba the Hut, owner of Tatooine's only garden centre."


"Pff. Nice try, but no Death Star. I give you Ja-Ja Bonks, annoying CGI Nazi porn icon..."


Hannah stared at him. "There were no Nazis in Star Wars."


"Grand Moff Tarkin, anyone?" The priest turned to look at her with some difficulty - Verse was squeezed into the Mini Cooper like an Action Man in a Dinky car. "Bet you didn't know that Peter Cushing wore his slippers in all those scenes?"


"Yeah."


"You did not."


"I'm telling you, I did..."


Just ahead of the two, the tanker on which they had been riding shotgun for the last hundred-odd miles was trundling south down the M1 en route to Worcestershire. A specially converted container vehicle, it was on loan from the Quist Foundation and headed to Doomwatch's strange matter disposal site just outside Bromsgrove. As well as Chapter and Verse, it was escorted by two police motorbike outriders and a pair of blued-and-twoed four-by-fours, who acted as a rolling roadblock. All the uniforms involved in the escort had been briefed that the tanker held volatile chemical waste but, in fact, it contained stuff a lot more volatile than that. Necroplasm, to be accurate, gallons of the semi-sentient gunk, nullified by a Matheson radiation pulse after a particularly ugly psychic summoning that Chapter and Verse had been called to handle. It should have been an easy job but a sequence of events was in play that was about to lead Hannah to where she dangled now.


And it had all started with Mabel Donovan.


Mabel Donovan, may the blue-rinsed old bag rest in pieces. A Barnsley-born-n-bred Medium to the Stars and author of such bestselling spiritualist tomes as Hugs From Heaven and Yer Grandma's Gone To The Angels, Hannah took it as a blessing that Mabel had gone to the angels too, because frankly the woman had been dangerous. To be honest, she hoped that somewhere in heaven Grandma was giving her a reet good slap. People such as Mabel just never learned there were things you left alone.


She'd had been staging a seance for prospective purchasers of her new book when the shit had hit the fans. Her audience of devoted readers, local journos and VIPs were being squeezed by heavenly hugs from Great Aunt Beryl and her ilk when out of the blue another entity had decided to step up to the mike. He said his name was Xaphan.


Anyone sensible involved in the biz would have backed off straight away. Anyone sensible would have known that Xaphan was your actual demon. A second-order demon, sure, whose responsibilities amounted to stoking the furnaces of hell, but a demon nonetheless. You didn't play with those.


Stupid, stupid Mabel didn't back off. Greater publicity beckoned so she asked that Xaphan show himself, that Xaphan use her ectoplasm to embody himself for her audience. This was the kind of game any self-respecting demon would not normally be arsed with, but maybe Xaphan fancied a break from shovelling. His fifteen minutes of fame.


So Xaphan came.


Being a demon, ectoplasm wasn't good enough for Xaphan, however. After all, how could that white mush show off his scales, claws and his horns to their best effect? So Xaphan opted to manifest in necroplasm instead. No amount of hugs from heaven could have saved Mabel from that point on because necroplasm was the far nastier cousin of ectoplasm, produced not so much from a medium's body as with it. In short, an agonised Mabel was gone before she knew it. And when the demon was done reducing her to a malleable gloop, it turned on her audience as well. Seconds later the only indication that any of them had existed were the harder-to-digest belt buckles, bra-clasps, exotic jewellery, pacemakers, gold fillings and the like that were being hurled about in the half-clotted, half-liquid black mud.


Xaphan manifested himself in an empty room. Ah well, fame was fleeting...


It was at this point that the venue manager had phoned for help, and Chapter and Verse had taken the call. These one-time freelance operators had worked around the world and been responsible for the demise of, among other things, the Guatemalan werejaguar cult, the corpse-riders of Zagreb, and Stockport's Dark Man. These days, however, they were cards-in with the recently formed paranormal troubleshooting outfit, Caballistics, Inc.


There were two questions people always asked of the pair. Were their surnames for real, and were they more than business partners? The answer to the first was that the names might be just a dumb gimmick but they brought in the work. The answer to the second was - okay, apart from that time in Guatamala - that one of them was meant to be holy ordered and celibate while the other wasn't into that opposite-gender-sexual relationship thing.


Actually, there was one other question they got asked a lot. And they'd got it as soon as they'd arrived at the venue.


"You're the Ghostbusters, right?"


"Wrong."


"Oh. Then?"


Hannah flashed an ID. "Caballistics, Inc. And we get very tired of being compared with the lead characters of a by now very old film. My partner especially gets tired of comparison with the big, black guy, 'cause he got fat."


"I'm sorry, I didn't mean-"


"For example, how would you like it if the two of us referred to you as Basil Fawlty, I wonder? I mean, here you are, a jumpy, whey-faced pipe-cleaner of a man with a silly moustache-"


"Look, I am sorr-"


"Not much, I imagine. Because it would suggest that you were, in fact, a congenital idiot, would it not? Are you a congenital idiot, Mr Manager?"


"N-no-" the manager stammered. "I just-" He gave up and looked to Verse for help. The priest ignored him and stared through a small window in the door, but not before he'd winked at Hannah.


"Looks like Xaphan has had his fun and buggered off," he said. He held up a small EM/EP detector and studied the blip that came from the turbulent mud. "We do, however, have vestigial sentience in the necropool - most likely brain fragments." He tweaked the detector before adding, "Yup, it's Donovan's brain."


Hannah peered in. "God, I hate this gunk. I'd imagine Mabel's pretty cheesed off, and I'm in no mood to be whacked about the head by nipple rings and the insides of teeth. Matheson Machine?"


"Aha. One pulse should quieten it down."


"Fine. Get it from the boot and I'll-" Hannah keyed her mobile phone "-get us some transport."


Verse returned a minute later rolling a fridge-sized device covered in dials and buttons. The Matheson Machine was an electromagnetic generator made to disrupt E-K harmonies in the higher range of the Carnacki-Silence spectrum. Verse clicked a switch, the machine went EEEEEE, and the noise from the room stopped. Verse rolled the machine away again.


"What?" the manager said. "That's it?"


"Expecting proton packs and a laser light show? We're professionals, sir." Hannah thrust a large invoice into the manager's hand. "Our terms are thirty days. Next time be careful who it is you hire your rooms out to. Have a nice day."


And that was that. Half an hour later the gunk was aboard the tanker. What should have been an easy job and home in time for breakfast.


Should have been, Hannah reminded herself.


But then it had happened.


2.46am, according to the car's clock.


No warning apart from a deep bass hum, a sudden light, and the high-pitched screech of a thousand circuit boards shorting all at once. Then a wall of brilliant radiance had appeared out of nowhere and scythed swathingly across their path. In the few seconds it lasted, bolts of lightning punched the ground, flesh tingled and heads pounded as if all were suffering a subarachnoid haematoma. It was like being inside a giant fluorescent strip-light, with their necks plugged into the mains.


Then it was gone, just as quickly as it had come. Moving on across the countryside like the Almighty on a walking holiday, its path visible as a series of white flashes beyond the motorway embankment, receding ever more into the distance, and heading God alone knew where.


The tanker, car, four-by-fours and bike escorts skewed to a halt in a screech of assorted brakes. Everything went very still. For a few heartbeats everyone could hear everyone else breathing. The police escorts exited their vehicles and stared at one another.


"Okaaaaaay," Verse said cautiously. "That was what exactly?"


"You got me," Hannah Chapter said. "But I have a bad feeling about this."


"Bit clichéd, girl. It isn't quiet, too quiet, is it?"


Hannah looked at Verse with disdain. "You know as well as I do that weird feelings keep us alive longer in this business than any of the fancy hi-tech junk we carry about."


"So wha-?"


Chapter and Verse both ducked simultaneously as necroplasm exploded out of the rear of the tanker in angry, whiplashing tendrils. Unaware of what they were dealing with, the police escorts stared at it agog while the tanker driver exited his cab to see what was going on. None of them lived to find out. Sensing their presence, the necroplasm tendrils whipped suddenly like snakes and buried themselves one by one into the backs of the heads of each and every man. Small fragments of skulls and gore splattered onto the windscreen of Verse and Chapter's car.


"Shit," Verse said. "I thought we'd nullified that crap."


"We did. But I'd guess that lightshow just now has given it a jumpstart." She turned the wipers on and peered out. Attached to the tendrils like puppets on single strings, the policemen remained upright and were staring malevolently at the car. "Looks like it taught it a new trick, too. That crap's in their brains."


Verse watched as the tendrils guided the police back to their bikes and four-by-fours, the tanker's driver to his cab. The vehicles started up and began to move off, the spidery assembly of necroplasm and metal gathering speed. "Um, care to tell me what it's doing?"


"Getting away from us, I think."


Chapter threw the car into gear and slammed her foot on the accelerator. There was a junction on its way and if this crap got off the motorway and into a town...


"Fancy hi-tech junk time?"


"Can't use the Matheson Machine," Verse said.


"Why the hell not?"


"Drained the batteries at the hotel."


"It runs off batteries?"


"Puracell. The exorcist's choice." Verse gave a little grin that faded under a withering stare. "Okay, not - but the thing does need charging."


"Great. So what we got in the back?"


Verse did a quick mental inventory. "AK47, one of. Golem grenades, pack of six. Crossbow. Two machetes, one with silver blade. Stake sharpener and garlic press. Spectralometer. Oh, and a 5.1 gauge multi-phasic anti-matter vortex cannon with Gatling laser and auto tracker."


"Cool. When'd we get one of those?"


"We didn't. But I've wanted one since Doom 3."


Hannah sighed. "Any C4, Astro Boy?"


"Expecting the unexpected, as always, doll."


"Then C4 it is." The car swerved as she turned to quickly scramble on the back seat. As she did, Verse manoeuvred himself under her - no mean feat - and took the wheel. Jamming four C4 charges in her pockets, Hannah yanked open the car's sunroof and climbed out. Knowing exactly what it was she wanted next, Verse gunned the car engine and drew alongside the tanker so she could make the jump.


"What's the plan?" Verse yelled.


"Mine it, blow it, not fall off!" Hannah yelled back. "Especially that-"


Last bit, Verse thought with concern. I'm with you on that, babe. Although obviously he'd never have told her that.


That last bit had not, of course, worked out in quite the way she'd planned, and here she was, in her usual mess. A mess in which it had soon been obvious that she was not getting back to the roof of the tanker up its side - the curvature made it impossible. She had briefly considered doing an Indy and sliding between the tanker wheels on the end of her trusty whip but, wouldn't you know it, she'd left the whip back home. Besides, business and pleasure never mixed.


No, the only way back was to reach the cab and climb up from there. Hopefully she could slam on the brakes en route.


Hannah inched along the rail by her fingertips, coming at last to the side window of the driver's cabin, and cringed as she tumbled inside. She'd been hoping there'd be something she could do for the driver but there wasn't a chance of that. In place of the original tendril, which had now withdrawn, another had punched through into the cabin from the tanker shell, plugging directly into the back of his neck, holding him there, rigid, while he "drove" the vehicle. Only the man's face was left, the rest of his head a slowly pulsing black goo. Grotesquely, two smaller tendrils had wound their way into the sides of his mouth and were stretching it back into a rictus grin that looked frankly ludicrous. What, with the wide-open gob, teeth, and staring bug eyes, he looked for all the world like he should have Grommit on his lap and be asking, "Nice piece of cheeese, dear?"


But the terror in his eyes, the heated tears of agony streaming down his face, and the desperate, pleading look he gave Hannah, spoiled the comical image somehow. The man was dead... and he knew it.


Please...


Hannah unholstered a weapon and, holding him by the shoulder, loosed three 9mm parabellum steel-jackets into the driver's temple. As the tendril snapped away, she lowered his body onto the seat.


The necroplasm - Mabel - didn't take to that at all, and suddenly the cab was being whiplashed by the forcibly disconnected tendril. Hannah ducked and rolled to avoid it, at the same time slamming on the tanker's airbrakes and then firing three more rounds into the dash to short the electrics.


It took a couple of seconds but the tanker jack-knifed to a halt. Again, the escorting vehicles skewed alongside.


Time to end this, Hannah thought. She twisted back out of the window and hauled herself quickly onto the cab's roof, pausing only to pull out her second gun and blow away some necroplasm wrapping itself around her ankle. Oh yeah, she'd had just about enough of this bitch.


Hannah leapt from the cab back onto the tanker shell itself, and located the access hatch. This she flung open and peered inside. The necroplasm rolled like a wave tank in its shadowed interior, and somewhere in its component parts lurked those all-important fragments of Mabel Donovan's brain. It was these - the vestigial sentience - that she needed to destroy, and the only way to guarantee that was to blow the tanker and contents from the inside out. It was why she hadn't skimped on the C4; four chunks ought to do the job nicely.


A black tendril erupted suddenly from the hatch and flailed at her wildly. Hannah emptied twin magazines into it, driving it back. Mabel didn't want to be blown up, obviously. Too late, honey, Hannah thought. She set the explosive's digital timers for one minute and lobbed the packs into the four corners of the shell. Time to go...


As she stood, the tanker lurched violently, and Hannah was thrown back. She threw out a hand for support but it met only the darkness of the hatch and she was tipped half inside. She grabbed onto an edge and managed to heave herself back, in the process almost dislocating her shoulder, but this took time and beneath her she could feel that the tanker was once again on the move and picking up speed. How the hell had that hap-?


Aww crap. Hannah stared down at the motorbikes and four-by-fours, towing the tanker by their still linked tendrils, and burning rubber like there was no tomorrow... they had to be doing eighty already. Mabel again. She knew she wouldn't see tomorrow, so she didn't want Hannah to see it, either.


Okay, Hannah thought. She looked at her watch. Twenty-four seconds. No way I can make a jump at this speed, and no way to stop the C4. Bollocks. Just have to hope that...


The familiar sound of a semi-clapped out engine pushed to its limits heralded Verse's arrival on the scene. The Mini Cooper swept out from behind the tanker and raced between it and the motorbike and four-by-four on its left hand side. Verse was driving with one hand and leaning out of the car's window wielding a roaring chainsaw in the other. It was this chainsaw that had led to Verse's parting of the ways with the church - or more accurately his rather novel use of it during a rite of exorcism - and Hannah knew just how effective it could be. As she watched, the priest drove beneath the two connecting tendrils and with a juddering of metal teeth sawed through the necroplasmic links. This done, the priest braked the car into a controlled skid, gunned the protesting engine once more, and raced around the tanker to sever the tendrils on its other side. Strings cut, the motorbikes and four-by-fours skewed off, riding up onto the embankment or slamming into the central barrier, where they and their drivers came to a dead stop.


The tanker began to slow. The burning question for Hannah was whether it would slow enough.


Three seconds, according to her watch. No, not enough. One chance. Be there, Verse, she urged. Read my mind.


Hannah sprinted along the tanker's catwalk and launched herself from its rear, tendrils snapping behind her ankles as she took flight. The Mini Cooper screeched into position below her, just as she'd hoped.


But I'm not gonna make it, she thought. Unless-


The C4 detonated and Hannah felt the concussion wave from the exploding tanker whack her solidly in the back, giving her the extra few inches she needed. Silhouetted against the billowing plume of flame, she flailed through the air and hit the bonnet of the Mini Cooper, her momentum flipping her up and over. For a second she threatened to skid off the end of the car but, as she expected, a large black hand shot out through the sun-roof, grabbed her firmly, and pulled her down inside.


Hannah flopped painfully into her seat as Verse slammed on the brakes and brought the Mini Cooper skidding to a halt. Through the windscreen they looked ahead as the burning tanker decelerated at last, half mounted a junction slip road, and then blew itself and its hellish contents to pieces in a huge and final ball of flame.


For a while they sat in silence, thinking about the men who had died. It was something, though, that neither could allow it to affect them for long.


Not in this job.


Emergency services sirens sounded somewhere in the distance. Verse looked at Hannah and slowly slipped the car into gear.







THREE

 


In over three hundred years of existence, Solomon Ravne had trodden in most of the dark places that the true powers of this world preferred kept from the gaze of the uninitiated. The man some called Der Teufel - the Devil - had stepped beyond the black veil more times than he cared to count. He had negotiated the quagmires, the swamps and the cesspits that lay there; he had explored the rank dungeons, the asylums, and the houses of pain; he had known the denizens of such places who feasted on living flesh, who took succour from souls, and who bathed regeneratively in blood, as he himself was wont to do. Ravne knew the places where the proverbial angels feared to tread. He had become privy to such dark secrets that they wreathed him perpetually like a shroud.


There were amongst these secrets ones relating to himself that he cared not at all to share, and there was therefore one place Solomon Ravne liked not to be.


And that was in the spotlight.


"Excuse me, sir... sir? I'm afraid I'm really going to have to ask you to move. Miss Feeling and Mr Pakora are ready to tape their trail."


Silently and with something only a little short of amazement, Ravne stared down at the hands that seemed to be pushing on his chest. He raised his gaze to meet the eyes of their owner - production assistant by the look of her - who shook visibly when it did, though there was nothing physically imposing about Ravne. He was slight, of average height, with dark hair and a trimmed beard. His eyes carried in them flecks of a history of pain. In a series of flashes, the young assistant found herself momentarily purchasing corpses on a rain-lashed Edinburgh street during the bubonic plague; racing along a Whitechapel alley of the 1800s; and then overseeing death in a Nazi concentration camp during World War Two.


The message she received was clear: I am not what you think.


The production assistant took a step backwards, faltered, apologised. The hint of a smile on his lip, Ravne nodded and moved as asked. It was all he wished to do anyway.


"Annnd..." said another man. He was balancing a high-definition videocam on his shoulder. "Go, Erik, go Yvonne!"


From further up the corridor, a pair of nervous-looking, underlit figures loomed into view, one a curly-haired woman wearing a parka and jeans, the other a bleached-blonde man who resembled a made-over ferret. The pair took turns whispering fearfully to the videocam, their eyes glowing eerily on its monitor screen.


"This is Motley Hall," the woman said. "Haunt, if the local legends are true, of a gathering of spirits unlike anything we've encountered before..."


"Spooks and ghosties," the man joined in. "Two entirely separate kinds of apparition that we are hoping will provide more than our usual share of things that go bump in the..."


"Shite," a voice exclaimed. "Where di' this bunch o' tossers come from?"


Ravne turned to look at Mikey Ness, a pumped-up hulk of a Glaswegian whose face and body had more scars and scarred tissue about them than unmarked skin. His nose wrinkled. In combat pants and a filthy, holed vest, the ripe stench of body odour, gun-oil and testosterone that enveloped the Scotsman made for a heady concoction. A veteran of Desert Storm special forces, Michael Ness was, like him, now employed as part of Caballistics, Inc, though there the similarity between the pair ended. The role Ravne played in their ensemble was that of a specialist consultant, while Ness, frankly, was a fugitive mental patient who had seen more than he should in Iraq, but who happened to be very good at killing the kinds of things he had seen.


"We seem to have chanced upon location filming of a television programme called Scared Witless," Ravne said. "It seems the general public cannot get enough of the afterlife these days."


"A'll gi' 'em afterlife," Ness threatened. "Ah men ya gotta be kiddin' me. We trek up the arse-end o' beyond ta find ingredients for ya bleedin' lamp o' Ali Baba-"


"Alhazred. It is the Lamp of Alhazred."


"Aye, wha'ever. Then whaddawe find when we git here? A bunch o' ponces who think they're bloody Kojak The Night Stalker-"


"Kolchak."


"Ah mean ah even ken that bint. She used to do the TV show wi' the sticky tape an' the PVC."


"Blue Peter."


"Blue Peter, bollocks. Wassit yer tek me fo' - some kinda pansy? The dom thing on that Ukraine channel - Plastipack!"


Ravne had to admit that the TV crew's presence here was something of an inconvenience, though it seemed all they could do was ignore it. But when he and Ness tried to move on out of the spotlight it proved easier said than done.


"Join us, if you dare, for our Scared Witless Halloween special: The House In Haunted Hull."


"Wa-ha-ha-ha-ha-haaaar!"


"Annd... cut! That was brilliant, Erik. Yvonne my darling, you excelled yourself. Now, everyone take five."


"Autograph, is it?"


"I beg your pardon?" Solomon Ravne said.


"Autograph," Erik Pakora repeated. "No, please don't worry, there's no reason to be nervous."


"Oh, I assure you there is..."


Pakora looked at him, sensing an audience. "Do you know, you're right. It isn't safe here."


"Not safe?"


Pakora brushed back his hair with his hand. "I daren't tell you some of the things we've seen in these places. Scared Witless, my arse!" Pakora leaned forward conspiratorially and said quietly, "I'll let you in on a little secret. Behind the scenes we call this show Scared Shitless."


Ravne stared at him blankly for a moment. He did not have time for this.


"Forgive me, but we are talking here are we not of a wholly fabricated, stage-managed pantomime involving self-induced panic attacks, cheap red-eye camerawork and the liberal use of torchlight on faces? A crass and commercial exploitation of the spirit world suggested in its terrifying entirety by a hidden production assistant called Bambi rapping occasionally on her hollow head?"


"Er-"


"A series of wailing moans that have far less to do with stranded souls than the fact that this week you have been scheduled against Big Brother. In short, a vacuous filler between advertisements for the relative delights of Choc-o-bran and BowelStop that purports to delve into the unseen but serves only to demonstrate how little you see at all?"


Pakora faltered. "I'm a world-renowned medium. A psychic conduit between our world and the next. The sensitive's sensitive. I even have other mediums as my clients."


Ravne stared at him in silence again, and Ness stepped in. The Scotsman narrowed his eyes and loomed menacingly over the television presenter, his broken nose wrinkling as it was assaulted by a sickeningly cloying wave of hair lacquer and aftershave more disturbing than his own ripeness. "Pakora, laddie, I dinna care if Harry Houdini is one of your clients. Yer mind is so weak that if for some inexplicable reason the next world actually wanted to use it as a conduit, there'd be so many spooks n' ghosties comin' through ya, ya'd need yer own congestion charge. Ken what it is that I'm sayin' here?"


The psychic gulped. "No autograph?"


"That's right, laddie, no autograph. Now, fook off home. This place isnae a playground."


"You have your uses," Ravne said, as he and the Scotsman left the media circus behind. His sigh was clearly audible in the now silent corridors, and as he followed his mental map of Motley Hall, he was grateful it took him as far away in the building as could be. The two of them descended a set of stone steps and came across an apparent dead end in the form of a stone wall. But Ravne described a series of arcane symbols on the stone and gradually it faded to expose a thick wooden door. Ness stared at it, begrudgingly impressed, even if he secretly reckoned that it was nowt he couldnae ha' done hisself with a sledgehammer.


He listened to the screams and agonised wailing that came from beyond. "Tell me agin wha' this place was?"


"An Elizabethan interrogation pit for offenders against the Accord," Ravne explained. The Accord was a long-standing agreement between the thrones of England and Hell stipulating sorcery could not be used within the bounds of the City of London. "In military terms, a black site."


"Extraordinary rendition - only by broomstick," Ness said, smiling. "The poor bastards."


"Poorer than you know. The torture regime here was maintained thaumaturgically, looped to return the offenders from death perpetually. Though the pit was eventually decommissioned the torture-"


"Ne'er stopped," Ness guessed, cringing. "Well, no sense in lettin' 'em back on the streets."


Ness began to move forward but Ravne pulled him back. "Wait," he said. "The loop manifests in cycles, depending on the Infernal Tides." Out of his jacket Ravne pulled a large gold pocket watch and thumbed it open. It showed a face inscribed not with numbers but with ideographs of the moon in various phases of its lunar cycle. A separate ideograph of a flaring sun was inscribed in the centre of the face, and waving lines divided the remainder into sections marked Veil of the Abyss, Veil of Paroketh - and Death. "Gehanna and Sheol pass from conjunction, and Yuggoth is descendant. The tides are turning," Ravne said. "There. It should be quiet now."


As he spoke, the screams and moaning subsided. Ravne and Ness stepped through the door and into a man-made hell. Every conceivable instrument of torture, from racks to iron maidens to presses, was present in the hidden room, and each device held the severely mutilated naked body of a man or woman: dead, but only for the moment.


"Ah still donnae ken what all o' this hastae do wi' yer lamp," Ness said casually.


Ravne lifted the Lamp of Alhazred, studying the tool. It was an antique storm lamp affair with an inset trapezohedron lens. "The body fluids for the oil needed to generate Wyrd Light can only be sourced from the cursed or the enthralled," he said.


Ness stared at him. "Body fluids..." the Scot repeated.


"Don't worry, Mr Ness, I do not expect you to be hands-on. I wish only that you ensure I am not disturbed. The fluids can be quite affecting if charged by emotion or other infl-"


"Hang on a wee mo," Ness said. "Are ya tellin' me ya brung me all this way to act as ya bleedin' doorman?"


"Trust me, had I another choice of companion, I would have taken it. However, Dr Brand would have proven far too squeamish, Mr Verse pious and our demonic friend... well, need I say more? As for the good Miss Chapter, she considers these ingredients definite R-rated material, and would find my extraction process quite repugnant."


"An' wha' kin' 'o extraction process we talkin' aboo-?" Ness began, and then span swiftly away. Och, no, this was Ravne - he shoulda known. This was gonna be disgustin'. There was no way he was gonna watch this...


In fact, bollocks to this bastard. He needed a wazz, anyway...


Failing to notice Ness's departure, Ravne slung his clothes aside and anointed himself with oil, then drew various protective symbols on his legs, arms, chest and forehead. He drew a red pentacle around his navel, but left it partly incomplete - preferring, as he always did, to let a bit of the badness in. That done, he set to work. "Can you imagine the kind of terrors that manifest in the psyche after years of torment in utter blackness, my friend? The kind of fear the terrors create? The fear becomes a physical thing, a quite unique and potent juice that settles in the-"


There was a high-pitched scream from behind him and Solomon Ravne span, his gaze dark. Erik and Yvonne stood in the doorway. That was bad enough for Ravne but as Yvonne attempted to quieten Erik down a brilliant white light, a screeching pulse of energy scythed unexpectedly through the pit, and although it was gone as quickly as it came, it ruined his day completely.


Because the pulse had affected the juices. And somehow the juices had got on Erik and Yvonne.


They did what they did, the presenters spasming and juddering as they became transformed into the physical manifestation of the terrors out of the prisoners' psyches. Over the space of a clearly agonising twenty seconds clothes tore away, flesh split, and with a loud cracking sound muscles and bones reset themselves to cater to this new form.


Pakora stomped towards him, tentacles and other bits lashing ahead menacingly. Two toothed holes where his eyes had been dilated and began to emit a piercing shriek. Feeling, meanwhile, distended breasts swinging beneath her like bombs, clacked menacingly across the ceiling, nipples dripping a green, steaming goo that burned tiny craters into the floor.


Ravne shook his head and smiled. Monsters from the Id. Honestly, you couldn't make them up.


Behind his stalkers Ness reappeared, tugging up his fly and ignoring Ravne's look suggesting this was all his fault. "Ah go for a piss and you end up in the shit?"


"An unexpected complication," Ravne said. "But we need to deal with this quickly."


"No worries." Ness pulled an automatic shotgun from a deep pocket in his combats and chambered two cartridges with a dull kchak-chak. "In fact, it'll be a pleasure."


"No," Ravne said. "I don't think Ethan Kostabi would be pleased if you shot two of the nation's favourite television stars. Besides, it's only a case of material possession. We can handle this the traditional way."


"The Merrin Ritual?"


Ravne shook his head. "I believe the pulse was Earth-based energy, so I thought the other one."


"Ahh, shite. How didda know yer was gonner say that."


"It's the obvious choice. The two of them need to be deprived of any contact with the ground."


"Ah ken that, yer wee bastard. It just bloody hurts!"


Ravne seemed unmoved by the Scotsman's protests and began to chant to himself. "I will require a little time to build the mantra. Please ensure I am not disturbed this time."


Ness sighed. "Aye," he said begrudgingly, "all reet." But again - what was it with these fools? - it proved to be easier said than done.


"This," a voice boomed suddenly, "this is abso-bleeding-lutely fantastic." Ness cursed and turned to see the director and the PA had located the hidden pit, too. When the latter saw what it held she at least had the decency to soil herself and cower in a corner, but the director aimed his videocam on the stalkers, oblivious to the danger they presented. "Erik and Yvonne have got to see this!" he declared, and thrust his head back into the corridor. "Erik!" he shouted. "Yvonne!"


"Are you some kinda bleedin' moron?" Mikey Ness said disbelievingly. "Get ya fat arse outta here, NOW!"


But it was too late. Erik and Yvonne revolved their heads one hundred and eighty degrees in the direction of the noisy new arrival, and hissed in unison. Then Yvonne sprang, pinning the director beneath her and dissolving his face away with her goo. As he gurgled his last breaths, she swept a talon across chest and groin, stripping off flesh as if it were rice paper until all that remained was a twitching anatomist's dummy. Done, Yvonne plucked the eviscerated body beneath her arm and sprang back to the ceiling, clacked to where Ness stood, and dropped the steaming heap at his feet.


"Here's one I flayed earlier," she snarled.


Gah - it was Blue Peter, Ness thought. But the Scot didn't dwell on it. The bitch had taken her first blood and there was no way it was going to stop there. Ignoring Ravne's instructions, he discharged both barrels of the automatic shotgun straight into her chest, slamming her through the air and across the room. Yvonne hit the opposite wall then scrabbled for purchase as Ness reloaded with a twirl and snap of his arm and moved toward her.


"Gyaah! Aaargh! Oh sweet Jesus, help me," the PA cried, and Ness swore under his breath. He'd almost forgotten about the bint. Ignoring Yvonne for the moment he turned to where Erik was trying to work his way into her hidey-hole and without hesitating fired two cartridges between his legs. Erik howled shrilly. "Ooo, it hadta hurt!" Ness shouted. "If yer wasnae sensitive afore, yer wee lacquered ponce, yer is now."


"I said no shots fired," Ravne said. It was strange but his voice came at the same time that his mantra continued, almost as if the mantra had taken on life of its own.


"Then I siggest yer get yer arse inta gear. If ye hadne noticed, it's gotten a tad personal over here."


"I'm ready," Ravne announced. "Right, make for the attics and-"


"Yeah, yeah," Ness said resignedly. "Yeah, ah know." Not that they needed any encouragement to pursue him, Ness whistled at the buckshot-riddled Erik and Yvonne anyway, and raced out of the pit. Behind him, Ravne sighed, donned his clothes and strolled wearily out of the pit in his wake. The full morning had become a mess that would need to be cleared up later but now he had to concentrate on retaining the mantra induced invocation in his head... for no less a reason that Michael Ness's life depended on it.


Ravne you're a dead man, Ness thought, bursting into the attic of the old mansion and immediately having to roll sideways to escape the slashing claws of Erik and Yvonne. A freakin' dead man.


The possessed presenters followed him into the confined space, grins spreading on their faces as they appeared to have Ness backed against a wall. It was not the wall, however, that concerned the Scot - it was what lay opposite.


First he wants me as a doorman, then the tosser gets naked in front of me, then manages to spring the terrible twins out of nowhere. And now... now this.


Best to git it over with.


With a roar, Ness ran forward, grabbed Erik and Yvonne in the crook of each arm and in a storm of glass launched the three of them straight through the attic window.


He stared at the upwardly rushing ground a mere five storeys below.


Fookin' Karras Ritual.


It had better work, was all, or it were him who was the dead man.


An' if that was the case he'd make sure that he haunted Ravne until-


WHOOOOF! BOLLOCKS! SHITE, THAT HUR...!


Ness? Ness - can you hear me? he heard Ravne's voice saying. Something about him and the others being safe, the exorcism and the buffer field he'd invoked having succeeded. Next to him, Ness was half aware of the birthday-suited but other than that human bodies of Erik and Yvonne splayed across each other on the grass, unconscious. The sight'd make a good cover for Hello! magazine, he thought. But at least it wasn't Halo!


Brill. Two more innocents saved.


Vaguely he wondered why he hadn't stayed locked up where everything was padded. And vaguely, also, of whether Solomon Ravne had had the foresight to create a buffer field for his own arse.


Because if he hadn't, that was precisely where the lamp of Ali Baba was going...

 





FOUR

 


CROYDON - GATEWAY TO ANOTHER WORLD! A claim that might sound a tad unconvincing to tourists swayed by London's more traditional attractions. Hardly likely to drag them away from Tussaud's, the V&A, or that latest West End musical, Jack The Rapper. So felt Dr Jonathan Brand, one-time archivist of HM Government's occult investigations office Department Q, now reluctantly resident boffin for its private sector successor, Caballistics, Inc.


Actually, it was just as well that the claim be unconvincing. The fact that sometime around three that morning some cretin had rendered it true was one snippet of information the general public was best left entirely ignorant of. If people wanted their neat and tidy perception of reality to stay unshaken, anyway. And their sanity left intact.


"Here," Jenny Simmons said, pointing at a gate in a corrugated iron wall. "Turn here." She was referring to a tattered A to Z book scrawled on a certain page with a single "X". The book and its already-marked page had been delivered to the two of them earlier by a soldier sent by the man they knew only as the Brigadier.


Cloak-and-dagger stuff. Typical bloody MoD.


Brand did as instructed but did not acknowledge his passenger. The atmosphere inside the car was cold, even hostile. As it pulled slowly through the half-opened gate in the rippling and rusting folds of metal, the pair remained silent. Only a tramp huddled beneath a fading fly-poster for the greatest hits of rock legend Ethan Kostabi spoke, and then softly into a mic concealed inside his lapel. A Doberman chained next to the tramp - a dog that looked in remarkably good health for its apparent lot - followed the car with its eyes and gave a low, dangerous growl.


Brand and Simmons found themselves in a scrapyard that seemed to go on forever. Brand drove through it cautiously, tyres scrunching on gravel and glass, cutlery, the amputated limbs of broken dolls. Here and there puddles stagnated, shining with rainbow colour, slick with oil. The world's detritus was everywhere. Discarded fridges, oilcloth, potties and chairs. There were even rusty street signs from places long since gone - Hobb's End, Florizel Street, and Totters' Lane. The deeper the car negotiated its way through the junk pile canyons, the more Brand felt he'd arrived at the very edge of civilisation, where the seams were seen to fray. The entire place seemed built of rotting memories, as if it were where yesterday came to die.


Its atmosphere depressed Brand deeply. It made him feel lonelier than ever.


The scientist braked the car. He held onto the wheel with both hands for a second, his head hung low, and then flipped open the glove compartment. Rummaging amongst crucifixes, guns and assorted ammo, including a few silver bullets, he pulled out a half-bottle of whiskey and took a belt.


Sour-mouthed, he glanced over at Jenny Simmons, finding no comfort in her presence. Far from it, in fact - if anything, she made his mood worse. That he should feel this way while sharing a car with the girl who also happened to be his fiancée was the painful and peculiar truth behind their current relationship.


The fact was, this woman was not Jenny Simmons. Not in anything but the strictest physical sense, anyway. She wasn't even a woman, not by normal human measures of gender. The real Jenny, his beloved Jenny, his Jen, was, to all intents and purposes, dead and gone. The thing that sat next to him now was simply a puppeteer in control of her body, and its soul was that of a demon older than Ur; a denizen of the deepest stratum of hell that had escaped into our world and displayed no desire to return whence it came.


Tragically, Brand wasn't even privy to the full circumstance in which his beloved had been taken, aware only that possession had occurred while on her first assignment with Caballistics, Inc. Yes, her very first! Dear God, what a bloody ass he had been to take a girl so inexperienced out into the field.


Forgive me, Jen. I am so sorry.


They had met, the two of them, on the day Brand had visited Jenny's campus, he was conducting the set of usual parapsychological tests on its students. Jen was just one of a number of volunteers he had assessed, and while her score had not exactly set the Carnacki-Hodgson Scale on fire, her being in the room had definitely kindled something in him. Maybe it was just that he was an old fuddy-duddy in tweed trousers and she was a young fuddy-duddy in a tweed skirt that drew them together but, whatever it was, they were inseparable after that day. After she graduated, Brand hired Jenny as his assistant at Department Q, and though the job consisted of little more than maintaining the few archives of the wartime operation that remained, Jenny had become as passionate about the subject as he. Not long after, they had become engaged.


Then she had changed.


He should have known something wasn't right. When Jenny had returned from that assignment she had been so different. His staid, tweed-wearing Jenny had become shades and jeans-wearing Jenny. Wallflower Jenny had become kick-arse Jenny. And lights-out, missionary Jenny... well, she'd been something else entirely.


Maybe that was what nauseated Brand most of all - maybe that was why he hadn't seen. Jen forgive him, for a while he had revelled in the impostor.


But even back then - had he known - Brand would have said that things were better than they were now. Then, Jenny had still been with him in some form, her self leashed inside the prison of flesh her body had become but let out occasionally by the demoness to breathe. In some way he wouldn't have cared that she was using her body only as a means of disguise, because Jenny was there - and as long as she was he could have continued to hope that he'd get her back.


Then that, too, had changed.


Three days before Chanukah, the Jewish festival of lights. Brand remembered the day she had been shot all too well, the day he had finally learned the truth. The assault by agents of Kether - the Israeli intelligence service's occult operations division - searching for Solomon Ravne for crimes Brand had not fully understood. The pain when he had been clubbed to the floor. And the horrible dak dak dak of automatic gunfire as Jenny rushed to help him when she had been told emphatically to stay still.


Why didn't you stay still, Jenny? Those men were professionals, there for just one reason! They would not have hurt you unless they were provoked. Christ, Jen - WHY DIDN'T YOU STAY STILL?


But she hadn't. Three bullets had finished her mortal self. The demoness had appeared then, in fire and brimstone, and she had puppeteered Jen to this day with the infernal strings of hell.


Brand took another belt. The truth was, there was a greater tragedy than even that. The truth was, sometimes he believed Jen was still in there somewhere. And he knew how pathetic that made him.


"That stuff'll rot your guts," "Jenny" said.


"Fine, have some yourself," Brand shot back. He looked at her with revulsion and screwed the cap, replaced the bottle in the dash. He wanted more, wanted it all, but knew that he was going to have to wait until later. He was meant to be working, after all.


There was a rap on the car window. A seriously armed soldier loomed at him expectantly. The man was doubtless a mate of the vagrant outside the gate but this far into the junkyard maze, out of the public gaze, he had no need to veil his true nature.


But he and Jenny did, Brand thought. Time for him to act sober. Time for her to act human.


Brand and Simmons exited the car, flashing IDs.


"Doctor, miss. The Brigadier's expecting you." If the soldier noticed Brand's scruffy appearance and three-day growth of stubble, or smelled the scotch on his breath, he said nothing. "Through here, please."


Brand nodded and the pair were escorted to yet another area of the scrapyard, and beyond to the doors of a lock-up situated beneath the arch of a railway bridge. Trains were rattling constantly overhead, but it was certain that no one on board knew what lay beneath the tracks on which they rode. Nevertheless, the soldier waited until it was momentarily clear before swiping his ID card. They entered.


Gloom, mustiness and endlessly stacked shelves. Brand knew of this place though he had never been inside before. It was a government repository of the strange and unusual, most of its valuables D-noticed, X-classified or supernaturally unstable. Brand was aware of a similar facility that stored such material in the US, but while they weren't exactly talking Lost Ark here he preferred the more eclectic contents of the UK version. Right in front of him he could see a sarsen stone taken from Ringstone Round, two jaunting bracelets, the eighth Dagger of Meggido, a chameleon circuit - or was it? - and a rather aged owl that answered to the name Ozymandius. Brand himself had left a selection of items to this place's care and was familiar with others. One corner was filled with magnetic tape from Department 7, the long-defunct Edinburgh-based paranormal investigations unit. The tape was no doubt filled with data certain individuals did not wish released about the organisation known as Omega. In another there was an incongruous water tower currently undergoing a sweep for mediaeval magic residue.


Brand found his attention, though, drawn to the freshly screened section of the warehouse guarded by two of the Brigadier's men. It, no doubt, was the reason they were here.


"Dr Brand, Miss Simmons," a voice said. It belonged to a lean, uniformed, moustached man who held out a hand, which Brand shook. The MoD hired Caballistics, Inc on occasion and the two of them had last met battling demons on the London Underground, the day Jenny had become possessed. "A problem, Brigadier?"


"One that's right up your street, doctor." The military man got straight to the point, as usual, and led Brand and Simmons to the screen. "Your organisation is familiar, I understand, with the name Victor Drako?"


Drako? Brand thought, surprised. Of course he knew the name. The horror film producer who had been in league with the devil had been despatched by his very own hands.


"Victor Drako is dead, Brigadier."


"I am aware of that, doctor. His contributions to the cinema, however, live on. Particularly in the field of special effects."


The Brigadier nodded to the two guards and they pulled the screen aside. Brand and Jenny raised simultaneous eyebrows. Where there should simply have been another section of warehouse, they were looking instead at a full-blown dimension breach. This puncture in normality resembled a large and slowly revolving ball of lightning whose surface roiled with grey, flashing clouds and whose heart was filled with a whispering of sibilant shadows. The whispering, Brand knew, came from whatever it was that waited beyond the breach.


"Our problem, doctor." The Brigadier poked the breach with his swagger stick. "I have a bloody recce team lost in there somewhere."


Brand lowered the Brigadier's stick. "Careful, Brigadier. What you're looking at is a Bachman-Koontz Event Horizon. It isn't so much a portal as an infernal gravity well. If you don't commit to it fully, you're likely to lose that hand."


"What happened here?" Jenny Simmons asked.


"Ah," the Brigadier said. "Little embarrassing actually. Nightwatchman. Bored. Activated one of our stored items. Projector, don't you know."


"You're telling us he decided to screen one of Victor Drako's films?"


"Just so. Altar of Agony, to be precise."


"Never heard of it," Brand confessed, thinking that a little strange. He knew all Drako's films from Abyss of the Damned to Empire of Blood to the Polanski version of Caligari... but Altar of Agony was a new one on him. Moreover, Brand knew Hannah Chapter had actually written a treatise on the films - Mixed-Up Flicks For Mixed-Up Chicks - and there was no mention of it there either. He wondered how Hannah would react when she found a rewrite seemed to be in order.


"Very few people have heard of it, doctor," the Brigadier explained. "Altar of Agony was subject to immediate impoundment after its classification screening at the British Board of Film Censors."


"It was that bad?"


"It caused the same dimension breach we have on our hands now. Drako's Revenge, they called it. His revenge for having an earlier film classified AA instead of X."


"AA. Ouch. Victor considered himself the King of Horror; that'd be tantamount to telling Clive Barker his Books of Blood were suitable for pre-school readership."


"A pathetic, petty reason for revenge, though," Jenny observed.


"He was that kind of man," Brand answered. "I guess the print contained warp invocations?"


The Brigadier nodded. "Subliminal. Hidden in the soundtrack. Twenty minutes into the first reel the entire bloody board disappeared God knew where. They reappeared three days later when the breach expired, but by then every one of them was worthy of an X certificate of their own."


"Your nightwatchman knew this and he still took out the film?"


The Brigadier frowned. "That's the thing. Theoretically, it was safe because the soundtrack had been cleansed. But clearly at some point in the morning it was reactivated. I believe there may be some connection to an as yet unidentified energy surge at-"


"2.48am," Brand provided. "We experienced it at Exham Priory, too. A considerable portion of the country also, apparently."


"Damn thing must have been supernaturally turbocharged. So what do you suggest we do, doctor?"


"Switch the projector off?"


"Ah. Yes. Of course. But wouldn't that mean-"


"That's what you pay us for, brigadier." Brand turned to the breach, studied it. "The projector will be generating the B-K horizon evenly around itself, which means it'll be at the centre of the phenomenon. Shouldn't be too hard to find."


"We'll need four of your men," Simmons told the Brigadier, and Brand stared suspiciously at her. She stared back. "It isn't going to be Narnia in there, lover boy."


"Shakespeare, Sinclair!" the Brigadier snapped. "Halliwell, Rutherford!"


The four men stepped forward and took up posts in front of the breach, readying weapons. Brand and Simmons joined them. "Shouldn't be too long, Brigadier," Brand said casually. "Meantime, get the tea on, eh, old chap?"


The Brigadier nodded and smiled. He liked it when Brand called him old chap. It... took him back.


Brand, Simmons and the Brigadier's men stepped into the breach and found themselves standing at the edge of a precipice overlooking a vast lava-riddled cavern, illuminated by geysers of fire from the hot rock. Down amongst this rawness of the Earth countless creatures swarmed, each and every one of them a minor demon. The noise from the scrambling and clamouring of this ocean of creatures was deafening, but over it, coming from somewhere unseen, could be heard a booming sound that was recognisable as a giant war drum.


Jenny surveyed the expanse and said softly, "Hi honey, I'm home..."


Brand, too, knew exactly where he was. In time past Q Department had worked with Watchers and he knew all about certain subterranean mouths. This was the British equivalent of one of those.


This was a hellhole.


"We need to find that projector and seal this thing quickly," Jenny said.


Brand looked at her in surprise. "You want to leave? I'd heard that Friends Reunited was very popular."


"I have my own agenda, lover, and trust me when I say these," she spat the word, "drones are not a part of it."


"Then we find ourselves in rare agreement," the academic said. "What is it you suggest we do?"


They stared down into the abyss. The projector was clearly visible at its centre, as were the bloody remains of the Brigadier's recce team, splattered all over nearby rocks. There was no way to reach the machine without entering the demon horde.


"I suggest," Jenny said, "that we ask if we can go down there and get it."


"You have to be insane."


"No," Jenny went on. "You have to be satanic." To Brand's surprise, she transformed right there, shedding her human appearance and releasing her demon form. The Brigadier's men stepped back in shock, raising their weapons at the sight of this floating, flaming horror with its carbon skin and its great gash of a mouth, its razored talons and its empty, burning eyes. Brand warned them off quickly, spouting some excuse about a classified project, in fear of their lives. What the bloody hell was she doing, revealing herself to them?


Jenny stood at the very edge of the precipice and addressed the demons. They reacted hungrily to her apparently suicidal request. But then the demoness told them exactly who she was.


[HEAR ME!] she said in deadly tones. [IN AKKAD AND ELAM THEY CALLED ME BAARISH-SHAMMON, AND WHEN THEY THREW THEIR CHILDREN ALIVE INTO THE FIREPITS IT WAS MY NAME ON THEIR LIPS. IN ANCIENT EGYPT, IN THE REIGN OF THE HERETIC PHAROAH NEPHREN-KA, THEY CALLED ME SHE WHO STALKS BY NIGHT, AND THEY DRESSED MY STATUES IN THE FLAYED SKINS OF SLAVES TO KEEP ME FROM THEIR DOORS. IN KADATH IN THE COLD WASTE, THEY KNOW AND FEAR ME. MY TRUE NAME IS WRITTEN ON THE WALLS OF THE TOMBS OF HIDDEN IREM WHERE THE HUMAN EYE HAS YET TO READ IT. IN CARCHEMISH AND ASHUR, IN KIRAN AND IN FORGOTTEN SARNATH, IN LUXOR AND IB. ON THE SHORES OF HALI. IN THE DEEPEST ABYSS-CITIES OF SHEOL. IN ALL OF THESE PLACES, I WAS 'FEAR'. I WAS 'DESPAIR'. I WAS ALL THIS, AND STILL SO MUCH MORE...]


The demoness paused for a moment and, allowing her voice to drop an octave, she added by way of ultimatum-


[NOW THINK ABOUT IT, YOU LITTLE FREAKS. DO YOU REALLY WANT TO GET INVOLVED IN A PISSING CONTEST WITH ME?]


The demonic chattering stopped abruptly. There was absolute silence. The answer for the moment, it seemed, was no.


[Shall we go?] Baarish-Shammon said.


Infinitely slowly, cautiously, fearfully, Brand and the Brigadier's men followed Baarish-Shammon down a fall of rocks to the cavern floor. Scree crumbled beneath their feet, clattering away in the unearthly silence. They entered the ocean of demons, each of them gagging at their stench. It was perhaps five hundred feet to the projector.


The demons parted as they passed, although now the humans were bang in their midst, with greater reluctance than they had done moments before. It seemed obvious to Brand that the uneasy truce was not going to last, and his fears seemed realised when one or two demons lunged at the group. They stopped when Baarish-Shammon barked what seemed to be a warning, though it was in a tongue he had not heard before. The warning was repeated as the group progressed.


They reached the projector, its spools rotating endlessly, and Brand switched it off. There were five minutes, by his calculations, before the B-K horizon collapsed. While it had originally been his intention to return the projector through the breach, the mood of the demons suggested it might be better to retrace their steps in as unladen a state as possible. Brand ordered the Brigadier's men to smash the projector with their weapons.


The group started their retreat to the breach, and Brand swallowed hard as he saw the demons had become jittery once more. But once more, Baarish-Shammon's oddly tongued warnings held them off.


The feeling of relief as the group reached the rockfall was palpable. But halfway up the fall, it happened.


It was nothing more than a wave of the arm from Baarish-Shammon, but Brand knew instantly that he had been a fool. As powerful as he knew Baarish-Shammon to be, even a demoness might fall beneath the sheer weight of numbers of a hellhole horde. The bitch hadn't been warning the demons to back off, she'd been telling them to wait. These four soldiers weren't here as reinforcements, they had been seconded in case she needed some sacrificial lambs. It was why she hadn't been concerned when she'd revealed herself to them. She'd meant all along to bargain their lives for his and her free passage.


Oh God...


Brand span as the shooting and screaming began, but it was too late, over before he'd even fully turned. Shakespeare was dead already, a hole in him where his heart had been, and as he dropped his body was ripped apart by the horde. Sinclair fired for another second before his head was torn off and broken on a rock so the demons could suck out his brain. Halliwell too lived briefly, and crawled towards his dropped weapon when a flash of razored claws sliced him from neck to coccyx and left him gazing in bewilderment as his body came apart at the seams. Rutherford - maybe the least lucky of them all - well, Rutherford they simply carried off screaming hysterically, far back into the dark.


No, Brand thought. He was consumed by absolute cold, absolute fury, and it was a sensation that dropped him into a dizzying spin into a twisting black place that he suspected was the inescapable lair of insanity. He grabbed Halliwell's weapon and swung the barrel into Baarish-Shammon's eyes. "You murdering bitch. Do something, or I swear by all that's holy-"


[Blow a chunk out of me and they'll be on you in a second,] Baarish-Shammon said. [Watch your back, loverboy.]


Brand looked behind him. The rockfall was ripe with demons, ascending slowly, like spiders. The academic booted one in the face, somersaulting it backwards, then spent the clip he'd intended for Baarish-Shammon on the ones behind it. It was a pointless exercise; there were many more to come.


[I suggest we leave now,] the demoness said. A wavering in the breach signalled the five minutes before its collapse were almost up.


"I'm not leaving Rutherford!"


[He's dead, Brand,] the demoness said. [A necessary diversion. Or do you still have trouble accepting death through your drunken haze, my sad little boffin?]


Damn you, Brand thought. He wanted to kill her - or try at least - with his bare hands there and then, but there were more urgent considerations to take into account. Their pursuit by the demon horde to the breach had drawn their attention to its existence. They were even now scrabbling for it, and if they broke through...


"Go!" he shouted. And then leapt after her.


Baarish-Shammon transformed back into Jenny as she travelled, while Brand shouted for covering fire. Somewhere distant he heard the Brigadier's voice shouting, "Five rounds, rapid!"


They collapsed onto the floor of the warehouse. All Brand could hear for a while was the sound of gunfire, and then the Bachman-Koontz horizon gave out, collapsing in a writhing bundle of non-space before popping out of existence completely.


"And that's a wrap!" Jenny Simmons announced.


Brand didn't even acknowledge the comment. The images of Baarish-Shammon's sacrifices were fired into his retinas far too indelibly for him to be able to do that. But neither could he inform the Brigadier of the truth. Instead he told him that his men simply hadn't made it.


The Brigadier nodded, stoical as always. "Good work nevertheless," he sniffed. "What is it that Her Majesty's Government owes you this time?"


Nothing, Brand thought... nothing at all. In fact, we owe you. But he didn't say that because Caballistics, Inc was still a business after all, and Ethan Kostabi wouldn't be pleased if he did.


He eyed Jenny Simmons. Actually, all he wanted was this abomination out of sight. All he wanted was for him and his own Jenny to be able to go on home.







FIVE

 


Switzerland.


Nestled high in the mountains above Berne, snug and warm in an imposing snow-capped mansion built in the classical style, a contender for the title of richest and most powerful man on Earth savoured vintage port and watched the world die.


Famine. Terrorism. Drought. Revolution. All of the misery wrought and suffered by mankind was playing out before his eyes.


Ethan Kostabi pursed his lips, frowning darkly, though he had not a single thought for any of the victims. The bloody vignettes reflected from the banks of monitors entirely covering the wall in front of him flickered unceasingly across his unblinking gaze, and it seemed not so much as if Kostabi were viewing the multitude of images as undergoing some strange osmosis. Stranger still, though he was sitting by himself in the room, in a single wooden chair, by the way angular shadows flitted behind him, about him - embraced him - it seemed also that he was far from alone.


There was a whispering in the air. Phrases from ancient and long-dead tongues whose meanings were now lost to most.


But not to Kostabi.


The immaculately attired rake of a man with his head of spiked bleached blonde hair spoke, secure connections despatching his words to his brokers, traders and employees around the world.


"Disappointing results in Abbrovnik. Authorise the deployment of an additional fifty field units with laser sighting so that the job can be done properly. I want President Kanastar in power by nightfall.


"Racoon City. My acquisition of the subterrain bordering East 57th Street is now complete. Make contact with Umbrella and open lease negotiations for a sum not less than ninety million dollars.


"The G8. Our friends from Afghanistan require delivery of the package twenty-four hours before the summit. Expedite this immediately and handle it, please, with the utmost care.


"Good morning, Mr Phelps. The woman in the photograph is Major Ilyana Kostov, the biochemist responsible for the B-764 phage we have codenamed 'Hutson's Bullet'."


Kostabi yawned melodramatically. Though aware that these sordid machinations were vital to the ongoing growth of his global business interests, he considered them, in all honesty, too banal for words. They were minutiae. The petty squabbling of ants. Worse, they involved him in the day-to-day disputes of the human race, when he possessed far loftier goals. When he had commissioned this modest retreat high up in the Swiss Alps, he had instructed his people to bear the architecture of Mount Olympus in mind. It was in more ways than one that Ethan Kostabi liked to think of Olympus as home.


There were sides to his business that Kostabi liked to maintain a more passionate interest in, though, if only because they permitted him to pursue his more eclectic projects. The profits, for example, from the Japanese TV company used to fund a number of archaeological digs around the Red Sea. Hi-tech and new media investments used to underwrite research projects into numerology, astrology, the Kabbalah and the study of several of the aforementioned ancient dead languages. His adult entertainment holdings financing fieldwork following the successful decryption of the Jones/Brody Archives at Barnett College in New York.


Then, of course, there was the narcotics money laundered in exchange for stolen artefacts. The mining operation in Siberia that would soon bear long-hidden fruit. And last but by far from any means least, his very own occult trouble-shooters, Caballistics, Inc.


Not that they registered anywhere highly on his financial Richter scale. But oh my, yes, he took a great deal of interest in those people indeed.


Kostabi smiled to himself. All in all, quite a portfolio. The true rags-to-riches story of this grimy little oik from the Smoke.


"Mute screens," he instructed. "Play music."


Kostabi leaned back in his chair, cradled hands behind his head. He closed his eyes and allowed the strains that flowed from hidden speakers to soothe him. Typically, it was a refrain from one of his own albums, The Man Who Bought The World.


Oh yes, that took him back...


Many people had speculated as to the exact path this rock star turned internet guru, cutting-edge venture capitalist and new media entrepreneur had taken to reach his current, giddy height, but in fact no one knew the full story, and no one ever would. According to many of his fan biographies, Ethan Kostabi was born on the first of December, 1947: a date with a certain cachet as it also happened to be the day that the satanist Aleister Crowley died. Kostabi had added to the cachet by hinting he'd been born at the exact time Crowley died, and that had done his early record sales no harm at all. But like much of the biographical information deliberately leaked to the media over the years, both facts were - as his now departed executive aide Howard Slater once described them - typical Ethan bullshit.


Of all those who had tried to nail Kostabi down over the years, Howard Slater had come closest to the truth, but then, entrusted as he'd been over a twelve-year period with the organisation of the Kostabi empire's dirty work and wetwork, how could he have not? Slater had been a fool, daring to compile a dossier on his employer that he then planned to wield as personal insurance against the vicissitudes of his unique career. The dossier turned out to contain a number of facts that Kostabi preferred never be in the public domain. He had planned to teach Howard a lesson he would not forget, but unusually for Kostabi, events had stolen a march - and Slater had vanished before he could make his move.


Kostabi had to admit, however, that before his disappearance Howard had done an impressive job.


Born plain old David Smith in the east end of Forties London, Ethan Kostabi's pedigree and early years were unremarkable and he seemed destined to join his fellow neighbourhood urchins in a life of factory toil or crime. That he had flirted with the latter both in and out of school was a fact, though today no schoolboard or any juvenile police records survived. Even in his schooldays, Ethan had been exceedingly proficient at covering his tracks.


As to the matter of toil, well... he had never really needed to toil.


Not after what had happened.


Not after the cellar.


Images flashed through Kostabi's mind: the boy he had been, playing football with his pals. One bad kick and the ball bouncing away down the dark cellar steps of that old, deserted house. And him going in alone to fetch it.


Into the shadows.


Past the rustling and squeaking of rats.


Along the corridor, where the ball had come to rest.


No one had been down that cellar for years.


So who was the figure slumped in the chair?


The emaciated, wisp-haired, Egyptian mummy-like figure sitting there, as if waiting.


"H-hello? I-I'm sorry, mister. I didn't know there was anyone here. My mates, they made me come in to-"


Kostabi remembered the figure's eyes had flared then with an energy unlike any he had ever seen, and its mouth had opened wide. From these three cadaverous pits the energy had travelled, snaking towards him, and as his own eyes and mouth had opened wide in spellbound horror, the energy had slipped inside him.


In that moment he forgot many things. But he learned so many more...


After that, life had become plain sailing for David Smith. He spent the next few years hanging out with the future movers and shakers of the city, accepted by them despite his young years. There was nothing he wouldn't do to ensure their continued acceptance. Nothing. After a while, he graduated into the company of the celebrity A-list of the day, hitting the party circuit with the likes of Andrew Loog Oldham, Brian Jones, Hendrix, Marianne Faithful. Ah - dear Marianne, so very perceptive. She had been the first to comment on - the first to notice - how "old" his eyes were, an observation he naturally preferred to avoid. Sadly, she had not been the last. Not for the first time, Ethan Kostabi reflected that he must have had a soft spot for Marianne because she, at least, was still alive, healthy and sane. He would have so much hated to see that beautiful woman become one of his less salubrious personal statistics, including, as they did to date, four kidnappings and three murders, eight occasions of blackmail, and numerous instances of burglary, bribery and assault. One particularly brutal sexual assault, in fact, of a female journalist working for a well-known British broadsheet.


Well, a man had to protect his secrets, did he not?


In the orbit of such celebrities, it became a natural move to enter their lucrative world, and with Kostabi's powers of persuasion it was not long before he had himself signed up to a record label. Here he had made his first serious money - within a year he'd had three number one hits on both sides of the Atlantic. His music shook the foundations of the industry and where he led, others followed. It had been said Bowie, amongst others, made a career out of the musical fads and influences that Kostabi left in his wake.


Such celebrity, of course, brought him far more into the public gaze than he would have preferred, but such was the old price of fame. There were scandals; it was the Seventies, after all. Chief amongst these was the shock suicide of his then girlfriend, pregnant with his child at the time. She had been found face down and naked on the floor of her bathroom, her wrists slashed. It looked to be a normal enough suicide, but the one thing that puzzled the forensic investigators was why she had scrawled in her own blood on the bathroom tiles a single word or name: "NYARLAHOTEP".


During his interview, the suitably grief-filled Kostabi had said that he didn't know, he couldn't explain. He just regarded the crime-scene photos with his sad, old eyes.


Ironically, it was just the kind of mystery for which Caballistics, Inc might today be engaged.


Kostabi thought back to the morning that he had commenced this new venture. He had been in this very room, on the phone to Howard Slater. He had already been musing on the subject of unexplored business opportunities - the global zeitgeist and its appetite for postmillennial mondo strangeness - when a specific news report had caught his ever-attentive ear.


"In other news today, better wake up grandma and tell her the Second World War's over. Yes, that's right, apparently the British government has just realised that World War Two ended almost sixty years ago. But a recent government review found that a secret department founded in 1941 to combat so-called Nazi 'occult warfare' was still in existence and receiving taxpayers' money..."


Kostabi had wasted no time. He told Slater to contact their friends in Downing Street and draw up an acquisitions contract that very moment. He also approached a number of individuals both here and abroad, people he had had his eye on for some considerable time. Jonathan Brand and Jennifer Simmons, for their ties with Department Q as much as their encyclopaedic occult knowledge. Hannah Chapter and Lawrence Verse, for the pair's damage control and extermination expertise in the more unusual of the world's theatres-of-war. Solomon Ravne and Michael Ness, the former because he had unique experience of the deepest arcane affairs, the latter simply because every group should have a resident psychopath... one never knew when one might come in handy.


Kostabi himself had decided to christen the six of them Caballistics, Inc - that juxtaposition of spells and bullets, he'd thought, great for their street-cred and so much better than the execrable Ghostbuster Squad and other alternatives that had been mooted. Such a name would bring in business soon enough, he was sure. All he wanted was them out there in the thick of things. Out where they would be noticed.


He was gratified that they soon had been. They had already, in fact, carved themselves quite the niche in the underbelly of reality.


The Caballistics had a literal baptism of fire, a case they called The Holborn Triangle, in which a demonic infestation of the London Underground had led to the mass cremation, dismemberment and general gleeful consumption of a good number of innocent commuters. It was a paranormal disaster on a scale not seen since the Hobb's End or Yeti incidents in the Sixties, caused, they discovered, by the presence of a V3 hellbomb - a nasty piece of apparatus designed by the Nazis' occult warfare division, Sonderkommando Thule, to rip a hole in the fabric of the psychosphere, turning the heart of London into an outer zone of hell. The bomb had failed to detonate when it had impacted in 1945, and over time its energy had drained away, though not completely. An accumulation of human misery, that eternal foundation stone of hell, had eventually reactivated the V3 bomb, but the resultant dimensional breach was now mercifully quite small and Solomon Ravne, with the help of Jennifer Simmons, had managed to seal it. The exact means he had used to do this, however, were still not quite clear.


One of Kostabi's own companies had featured in their next incident, the Abraxas Case. He owned an interest in a venture capital company called Abraxas Enterprises, and a research facility of theirs had suffered an attack from animal rights extremists. It hadn't seemed like a case for the Caballistics at first, but then the animals kept at Abraxas were not what anyone expected, least of all the now deceased extremists. Mary, Mungo and Midge were three demi-humans - humans who had been forcibly bound to demons in order to extract their secret knowledge of the past and future - and as a result of the attack, one demi-human had been killed and two were on the loose. Mungo had turned out to be a necrophage - or corpse-eater - which Brand and Verse had tracked to a graveyard before destroying it. Mary, on the other hand - an inferaphim - had sought refuge in an abattoir, where she had met her end at the hands of Hannah Chapter and Jenny Simmons.


Their next case had been less straightforward, and had involved Victor Drako, the film producer whose evil Kostabi knew had only hours earlier been felt once more - which only went to show you couldn't keep a bad man down. He smiled. It had been quite a creepshow, involving disappearances at Drako's Ludgate Film Studios, empty since his death in 1979. Drako's spirit lived on and he was using the cursed ground on which the studios were built to create a personal hell, feeding off the souls of victims to perpetuate his nightmare realm. The Caballistics had found themselves the "stars" of their own all too real horror movies: Hannah as a prostitute in the murder-plagued Rue Morgue, Brand the alien-invaded rocket scientist Barnabas Quinterman, Ness a murderer in the world of Dr Caligari, and Simmons and Verse rival warriors in the orgiastic Empire of Crimson. The curtains had been drawn on Drako, of course, when Brand laid both he and his terrors to rest by destroying the ritual locus that connected him to the real world.


There were other cases: the rock star who had raped and killed during satanic rituals in order to increase his record sales, the cellar golem, the Children of Cromm Cruach. Kostabi knew that the Caballistics casebook could only grow. They were, in fact, having a pretty good crack at the forces of hell.


But ah yes - there lay the dichotomy. Bearing in mind his own somewhat supernaturally suspect past, and present, for that matter, it had been asked of Kostabi why he should be providing the financing for Caballistics, Inc. The reasons for him investing his money in a force to fight evil were not exactly clear to anyone but himself, but what was clear, was that he never did anything in the absence of an agenda - even if the agenda was going to take years to reveal itself.


Howard Slater had once again been the only aide to come close to the truth, speculating that what Kostabi was actually doing was setting up the six poor bastards as some kind of occult lightning conductor, there to draw the attention of certain forces to them and away from their true target: Kostabi himself. But Kostabi couldn't possibly pass comment on that. The very thought made him smile.


So maybe it was just weirdly coincidental that lightning looked about to strike Caballistics, Inc once again.


Kostabi leaned forward in his chair and ordered the music muted and sound from the monitor banks restored. He had always been able to filter the pertinent facts out of any less relevant hubbub, and that was exactly what he was doing now.


Something up on the banks of screens had caught his eye - or rather, a number of scattered images had drawn his attention. Reports from regional news programmes all over the British Isles.


Kostabi ordered the entire bank switched to UK transmissions. Now this was interesting...


"...witness accounts of an as yet unidentified spike of energy travelling north across the whole of the county of Cornwall..."


"...a phenomenon believed to have rendered a significant part of the Nottinghamshire grid off line for the remainder of the day..."


"...where officials at the Museum of Science and Technology are comparing the Manchester event with a high-magnitude electro-magnetic-pulse..."


"...no one has yet claimed responsibility and any link to terrorism is unestablished. Anthony Worral-Wilson, BBC News, North Yorkshire."


"Rewind," Kostabi said. The images he had seen over the past few seconds played again - a mix of professional and amateur footage of great scythe-like curtains of brilliant white light slicing through countryside and cities alike. He frowned. Hadn't Brand mentioned such a phenomenon to him when he'd called before the Croydon job?


These things reminded him of something. But if he was right, he was going to need a little more than local news imagery to assess them properly.


Thankfully, his interests in the Japanese television company gave him access to its satellite, or more particularly the software Drax Industries had hidden aboard it on his behalf. Kostabi, of course, nevertheless thought of the satellite as his own.


"Establish link with Siddhi," he ordered.


Siddhi, named from the Buddhist state of higher consciousness, was an image capture program built to monitor less... natural phenomena on the Earth's surface. It could have been argued that what Kostabi was asking it to look at now was, in fact, natural, but from the way the network was behaving he suspected not.


Kostabi rubbed a hand over his chin and studied the complex web of glowing lines that covered the British Isles like a silver filigree. Every now and then, seemingly at random, one of them pulsed brightly, setting off a chain reaction that lit up its neighbours. The reaction spread. Far too strong, Kostabi thought. They shouldn't be doing this.


But they were. And as he watched, Kostabi felt that he was beginning to discern a pattern in the pulses. A pattern that drew his gaze to a single point of the network.


He instructed Siddhi to zoom, enhance. He also requested a topographical and geophysical scan of the area.


"My, my," he said.


The whispering about Kostabi began anew... and the shadows to play.


"Adrienne," he said.


The voice of Adrienne Celeste, Kostabi's office PA, responded immediately in his ear.


"Yes, Ethan?"


"Get me Dr Brand on the dog n' bone, love," he said almost casually. "Please inform the good doctor that it's urgent."







SIX

 


"Downtime at last," Hannah Chapter sighed. "Cool."


It had been a hell of a morning and it was good to chill back at the ranch, even if the ranch was a crumbling old heap of a priory somewhere in the depths of dark and stormy Sussex.


She wasn't moaning. The priory was comfortable enough. She had her own space, got fed, and most of her extracurricular yearnings were affordable thanks to the triple-their-usual-rate employment package with which Ethan Kostabi had wooed Verse and herself. But at the end of the day the place was an old priory and, as such, it could not make the grade physically, psychologically or any kind of -ally as a building she could truly slob out in. It was just - she shivered - too religious.


Not that she had any beef against religion, per se. Well... maybe a few slices. Truth was, she just didn't understand its appeal.


Hannah folded her legs beneath herself, slid on her spare specs and flopped back in her armchair. She reopened the book she was currently reading: Jack Yeovil's Midnight Munchies of the Blood Parasites, sequel to Orgy of the same. She downed a mouthful from her Jack and Black, straight up, and bit the head off a Cheese n' Chive Pringle.


Actually, most of the religious vibe the priory exuded was far from what could be described as traditional. It had been a long time since the fella most people thought of traditionally as God had been revered within its chambers. Quite the opposite, in fact. There was a good deal of dark history here, and the past gnawed relentlessly at the stonework, like rats in the walls.


It was typical of Ethan Kostabi to choose as the headquarters for an occult investigation business a building that had a notorious occult pedigree of its own. Maybe he had done it on purpose. Maybe it was meant to keep them on their toes.


Exham Priory sat in its own expansive grounds in the middle of rural nowhere, a sprawling, multi-winged monstrosity with stone gargoyles and bell-tower that Hannah had described when she'd first set eyes on the place as looking like it belonged to Lara Croft. It didn't. Until its acquisition by Ethan Kostabi as the HQ for Caballistics, Inc, it had, in fact, been part of the estate of no less a personage than "The Great Beast" himself. Also known as the King of Depravity and Bearer of the Unholy Tetragrammaton, Malcolm Critchley had been the closest thing on the planet to the devil incarnate, a satanist of immense influence and power, who at one time numbered among his fellow conspirators and coven members two peers of the realm, a foreign crowned head of state and enough members of parliament to fill a commons select committee. His perverse and perverting empire had come to an abrupt and bloody end on a night in 1934, during a raid on one of his sacrificial rites by Alex Nestor and officers from the local constabulary, some of whom had resigned from the force after what they saw that night. In terms of their hell-mongering, Critchley's people put Aleister Crowley's Astrum Argentum well and truly in the shade.


Three bullets into the chest from Nestor's gun had finished Critchley off, only two of which were strictly necessary. But Nestor had planted one straight through the bastard's heart, just to be sure. The trouble with Critchley was that no one was certain that he had a heart, not a human one anyway, and a part of him survived. Undefeated, his spirit had lingered in the basement of Exham Priory for years following his body's death, only finally being exorcised after an encounter with Jenny Simmons's demonic alter ego - the biggest mistake of his satanic afterlife. Critchley had lured Jenny into the basement with the intention of possessing the girl for his own ends but was unaware of the former possession that had infused her with timeless evil. When Baarish-Shammon had revealed herself to him, the "Great Beast" found himself truly terrified for the first time in his unholy existence, and then dragged kicking and screaming to the hell where he belonged, the pact he had made with his master satisfied at last.


Car doors slammed and Hannah put down Yeovil's latest masterpiece to peer out through the lounge window. It was pissing down outside, and through the smeared glass panes she could just make out Jonathan Brand and the thing that persisted in passing itself off as his fiancée hurrying up the drive from the Rover that, with her Mini Cooper, formed the Caballistics car pool. Though the doc sheltered beneath an umbrella he ignored Simmons, who ran after him resembling a drowned rat. The Croydon call had, no doubt, resulted in another domestic between the two. Hannah tutted. Had to be expected when you were living with your actual bitch from hell.


The door to the priory slammed and two sets of feet stomped straight up the main stairs. The door to Brand's room slammed. Hannah didn't have to hear it to know his whisky bottle was already glugging out four shaking fingers of the golden stuff.


She took a slow sip of her own Jack and Black and, nibbling mischievously on another Pringle, tried to tune in to the raised voices from above.


"Guess Darren and Samantha are home," Lawrence Verse said. He was aware like the rest of Jenny Simmons's true nature. He had even been instrumental in trying to exorcise her permanently, but, like the rest, had found that was no easy thing to do.


"Bewitched, bewitched..." Mikey Ness vocalised badly. "Let's frag the bleedin' bitch..."


Hannah studied her fellow employees, engaged in their own downtime pursuits. Verse was, as he always was, hunkered in an armchair blowing the crap out of everything that moved in some first-person shooter, while Ness gobbed on a Glock and polished it, then continued to lovingly tend more of his personal arsenal. Ravne had disappeared into his west wing cellars, doubtless to pleasure himself with some "tantric stimulation", but he'd show like the bad penny he was. Actually, it was unusual for them to gather like this but, after a few friends had dropped by, they hadn't that much choice. Exham was undergoing repairs following a series of attacks by Sonderkommando Thule and The Hidden Inquisition among others, not forgetting that to-do with the gargoyles that had ventilated a sodding great chunk of the upstairs. These were their own gargoyles, mind - the ones off the roof - instilled with temporary demi-life by some maniac wielding a substitutiary locomotion spell. Hannah sighed. Sometimes she wondered if someone hadn't hung "Kick Me" signs on all of their asses because defending themselves and this place was like painting the Forth Bridge... it just never seemed to end.


"Well now, look at this," a voice purred. "The Caballistics play happy families. How sweet."


Heads turned. Jenny Simmons had descended from upstairs, where it appeared she had been readying herself for an early night. It was strange when you considered that she was ninety-nine-point-nine per cent hellspawn that she still maintained some of the habits of the retiring researcher she had once been. Most of the time, anyway. Whilst Jenny's wardrobe had always tended towards the Jane Marple Collection, Baarish-Shammon had given it something of a recent turbo-boost, certainly in terms of the rock-chick clothing she wore out on the job. And speaking of being on the job, it appeared she had applied a similar makeover to her nightwear too. Baarish-Shammon had dumped Jenny's old-fashioned quilted dressing gown and stood before them dressed - if dressed was the word - in a negligee that left nothing to the imagination.


At that moment Solomon Ravne returned from his cellar. He stopped, steepled his fingers and let out a long and satisfied sigh. Hannah meanwhile, adjusted her glasses, treated Jenny's figure to a studied and appraising once over, and pursed her lips in surprised appreciation.


Mikey Ness simply sighted Baarish-Shammon along the barrel of his gun. "Forget it, darlin'," he advised Hannah. "Seen the film, aintcha?"


"Film?" Hannah asked without shifting her gaze.


"Nightie of the Demon."


"Jacques Tourneer, 1957," interjected Lawrence Verse, too busy maiming things to quite catch the joke. "Its star, Dana Andrews, also appeared in Crack In-"


"The World, 1965," finished Jonathan Brand frostily. "And thatsh enough." He was framed in the doorway behind Jenny. From their room he had fetched her more familiar gown, and draped it over her shoulders, restoring her modesty. Jenny gave Brand a sweet smile that mutated midway into a hate-filled hiss. The scientist held her gaze defiantly, though his hands wandered a bit. Brand was obviously pissed because he added, "She's shtill my fiancée, after all."


"Oh, give it a rest, Brainiac," Hannah Chapter said wearily. "How many times do you have to hear the news? Jenny Simmons is dead. A hail of automatic fire passing through your vital organs tends to produce that result. That thing you're holding onto has about as much interest in you as I do in emulating Annabel Chong."


Jenny Simmons blew Hannah a kiss and blatantly flicked a tongue between her lips. Chapter gave her the finger, which simply made Jenny raise her eyebrows further.


"My partner is correct, Dr Brand," Lawrence Verse chirped in. "As a student of supernature, you should be the first person able to recognise the reality of your situation."


"So speaks the man who's just paid one thousand of his Earth pounds for a magic jockstrap on Doom Dungeon Online," Chapter interjected. "What does MMORPG stand for anyway? Mindless Morons..."


"No, it's Massively-multi-player-"


"I know that."


"Oh. Anyway, it was Bollywaggle's Codpiece of Confidence," Verse said. "It grants a six-point boost to armour class... as well as keeping your knackers intact." He grinned to himself. "And I've just resold it for two thousand of my 'Earth pounds'."


"Christ, the world's gone mad."


"Just noticed?"


Brand ignored the banter and hardened his jaw, refusing to avert his eyes from Jenny's. He had already relived the nightmare of her shooting once today and had no need to be reminded of it. "She's in there still," he said with unwavering conviction. "Sh... somewhere. I know it."


"Yeah, well," said Mikey Ness, "you're welcome to probe her as much as ya like, doc. Me... I ain't going nowhere near that satanic slut." 


Brand span to face him, fire in his eyes, but Ness stood his ground. The bigger and certainly the more lethal of the two men, the Glaswegian could, if necessary, have laid out the academic with a hard stare. But he knew that it wouldn't come to that. Brand was the kind of bloke who internalised his anger then kicked the living shite out of rooms on occasion, not other people. That said, the sheer intensity of what lay behind the doc's eyes troubled Mikey Ness. He had seen it in the eyes of men at war all over the world - men sickened by the atrocities they were forced to witness, infuriated by its injustice - men who invariably broke ranks and who equally invariably ended up dead. This much was clear to the Scot; if Brand didn't find an outlet for that boiling anger soon, he was gonna blow big-time.


But not today. Brand fronted Ness for a second longer and then turned abruptly to march back up the stairs. "Later, kids," Jenny Simmons purred, and followed him up to their rooms.


"Demoness from hell or nay," Ness observed, "if ah were in her cloven shoes I'd leave Brand alone right now."


Chapter snorted. "Brainiac? Oh come on, what the hell could Brainiac do to that bitch?"


"Wee lassie, I've an idea that one day soon the answer to that is gonna shock the crap outta ye."


Hannah shrugged and started to pick up her book once more. As she did, the skies outside weighed suddenly heavy, as if in the moment before a snowstorm, but far more so. She stood and went to the window.


A brilliant light flared beyond the trees, sped through their branches towards her.


Shit, it looked like another-


"Down!" she said.


The glass in the window imploded and diamond-shaped panes whipped through the air like tiny doors to the Phantom Zone. They embedded themselves into the far wall, but no one saw this because the room had already turned a disturbingly familiar blinding white. Hannah and the others slammed their eyes shut and clamped their hands over ears but neither move did much to alleviate the agony of the intense light. It was worse, much worse than what they had all encountered earlier that morning. Electrical sockets sparked, light bulbs exploded, and finally Verse's PlayStation 3 blew itself into the air. The priest, who had spent the last half hour desperately battling to reach a save point in his game, roared in exasperation. Ness just roared. The Scotsman was flat against the wall by the blown-in window, weapons drawn, as if he expected the light to be followed up by some white-suited SWAT team from God. Only Ravne seemed unaffected by the phenomenon. Almost as if in a dream, he stood immobile in the centre of the room, untouched by the onslaught and studying it with a strange detachment. It was only when Hannah squinted that she could make out the small bearded man was rapidly mouthing some protective mantra.


The pain... Hannah couldn't describe it. It was like standing beneath a thousand electric pylons at once, their thrum a rusted fist closing about the brain. It was like drowning in a sea crammed with jellyfish, their stinging tentacles crushing every limb. It was like having the raw nerve in every tooth drilled simultaneously while eardrums split from the noise of that endless high-pitched whine. It was... gone.


Gone, Hannah thought after a moment's delay, it was gone. Once again, as quickly as it had come, the unexplained whiteout had passed, scything on across the countryside. She dropped to her knees and trembled with relief. But she and the others had no time to relax. As the audible remains of the phenomenon faded to nothing, they segued into a prolonged wail of agony from the upper floor.


"Will someone tell me," Mikey Ness pleaded with his hands held out in disbelief, "just wha' the fook is goin' on?"


"That sounds like our own Miss Simmons," Ravne ventured.


"Devil drawers?" Verse said incredulously. "Nah... couldn't be."


"Reckon it is," Hannah said. She looked at the others. "So who wants to see the bitch hurting?" she asked eagerly.


Chapter and Verse hit the stairs two at a time, closely followed by Ravne and Ness. The foursome flung themselves into Jenny Simmons's room to find Brand straddling his fiancée on the floor. Jenny had transformed from her human form into Baarish-Shammon, and the four of them were greeted by the unexpected sight of the demoness on her hands and knees with head flung back, actually growling as she suffered some unknown torment.


"Doggy fashion, eh doc?" Ness quipped. "Good on yer man. Didnae think yer had it in yer."


"Cut the crap and help me restrain her," Brand said. Jenny's fit seemed to have sobered him fast. "She transformed involuntarily... I think it was the light... I... can't hold her..."


Brand was having a problem, it had to be said, thought Ness. Although Baarish-Shammon had not entered full hellfire mode, her body flared with demonic energy and she was enveloped in roaring licks of blue - and sometimes white - flame. Her eyes and ugly gash of a mouth spewed forth energy that seemed somehow more tainted than usual. She was out of control, in one moment radiating heat, and the next bursts of intense cold that appeared briefly on her as patches of fizzing ice. Though most of Brand's body was protected by his clothes - Ness guessed there was a use for heavy corduroy and tweed, after all - by the way he kept losing his grip on the bucking woman, it was inevitable that bare flesh would come into contact with one of the more extreme temperature patches soon... and that was going to hurt.


The inevitable happened. Brand screamed as his palms and forearms met frozen patches on her side and bonded to them instantly, then tore away as she bucked once more beneath him. The sound of great flaps of the academic's frozen epidermis being stripped away was like listening to ripping cloth. There was no way he could maintain his grip now, and as he slipped around like a losing contestant on a barroom bronco his pants rucked, bringing his calves into contact with fire. There was a smell of singing flesh.


Ah shite, Ness thought. This maniac was gonna get hisself killed if this went on. Cursing his own stupidity for doing so, Ness booted Brand in the side and sent him rolling off his fiancée and onto the floor, his burned flesh raw and red, his eyes more so. Disregarding him, Ness pulled down his own sleeves until they covered his hands and leapt into Brand's place. He was no' bein' the hero, he told himself, but if someone didnae get a grip on this, Baarish-bloody-Shammon was gonna trash the place and everybody in it. The Nessy Monster was providin' damage limitation until the shite died down, was all - it was standard battle protocol. All he had to do was keep her under control.


Easier said than done. The two began a frantic and violent dance around the room - Ness warning the others to back off - and this lasted for some minutes before they took their dance elsewhere as their combined weight sent their bodies smashing through another door and out onto the landing. A few more minutes of tussling ensued before Ness and the demoness crashed to the floor, rolled and wrestled each other upright, but unfortunately in entirely the wrong place. Their struggle had led them to the lip of the landing and, before either of them could check themselves, momentum carried them over the edge of the stairwell and launched them into space.


Och, no, twice in one day, Ness thought.


The two of them crashed down onto the top of a bookcase on the ground floor, rocking the shelves and spilling a number of books. They landed slap bang in the pile, their ongoing flailing managing to freeze, burn or just plain tear huge swathes of pages out of rare tomes including Molitor's De Lamiis et Phitonicis, Del Rio's Disquisitionum Magicarum, and Brand's own History of the British Rocket Group.


The doc wasnae gonna be pleased about that.


There was one thing to be pleased about though, and that was the fact that the demoness seemed to at last be calming down. Ness had to half-ride, half-waltz with her through the hallway and the study and the lounge before she did so completely but finally she collapsed, done. Baarish-Shammon lay on her back on the carpet, spasming slightly, and as Ness watched, her features metamorphosed into human again. Ness smiled; he had never seen her so weak, so vulnerable. Dripping sweat and panting heavily, the Scotsman rested his hands on his knees. Then he planted a boot squarely on her throat and twisted it until she began to grab at it and buck again.


"Ya wanna tell me what tha' were all aboot, yer bloody harridan from Hell?"


Brand pushed him away. He and the rest of them had come downstairs. "Leave her. It wasn't her fault. I think she was more attuned to the light than we were, that's all. The light or something connected to it. Perhaps because she isn't truly human."


"She was in contact with some soulmate?" Verse asked.


"And the light was...?" Chapter queried.


Brand shook his head. "I haven't the faintest idea." He frowned and knelt down by his fiancée, raised a finger to hush them. "She's trying to say something."


"Och, bollocks to that. Brand, we could finish the bitch while she's in this state."


"Maybe," Brand said. "But then you wouldn't be able to hear this." He leaned back. "Listen!"


"Adramelecanmaelarmenauzabaraqel. Barbatosbat-arjalbylethcaim. Carniveandagon..."


"Sounds like Welsh," Verse said. "I hope it's not Welsh." Hannah looked at him and he shrugged defensively. "I've a thing about satanic sheep, okay?"


"Not Welsh," Brand said, but didn't elaborate.


Jenny Simmons continued speaking in the strange tongue. "Ezekeelgaaphananelharut. Iuvartjetrel-kokabellauviah. Meresinouzzasariel..." She roared in fury. Whatever was responsible for the invasion of her psyche, she didn't like it. She grabbed Brand suddenly and pulled him down. Her last words before she collapsed were unexpectedly in English.


"You have to find it!" she spat at him through clenched teeth. "Find the artefact... Find the eyes!"


Hannah Chapter stared down at the incapacitated she-demon. "Okaaaay... somebody want to explain that to me?"


The telephone rang. Brand moved to answer but his injured hands prevented him from picking up, so Ravne did the honours instead.


"Mr Ravne." The voice on the other end of the line was unmistakable.


"Ethan Kostabi," Ravne responded evenly. Their boss's name drew curious glances and he put the call on speakerphone. "And here we were thinking we had been granted some downtime."


"Please forgive the intrusion but I've received some rather disturbing telemetry that I thought you should know about."


"Wouldn't be anything to do with the big, white energy pulse that just nearly blew our socks off, would it?" Hannah Chapter said. "Not to mention also frying our resident hellspawn's brain?"


"Did it now?" Ethan Kostabi said with surprise. "Interesting." He related the data from Siddhi.


"Ley lines?" Jonathan Brand said. "Not possible. Their energy isn't sufficient to-"


"Apparently, it is," Kostabi interrupted. "The waveform has shown an exponential increase in its output for each recent manifestation of the pulse and, what's more, appears to be nearing its peak. All the calculations indicate this waveform must collapse sometime in the next forty-eight hours, by which time whatever is drawing the ley pulses would, I imagine, have ingested all the power it needs."


"Needs for what?" Brand asked.


"That, doctor, is the question. My concern is, if this energy has caused so much chaos to date, how much and more specifically what kind of chaos will it be causing when it peaks?"


"Wait a mo'," Ness said. "Are yous sayin' that these pulses are being drawn to a particular spot... that summat is feeding offa them?"


"I believe so, Mr Ness. I shall download the waveform files together with additional data that I think you will find corroborates this."


"So where are we off to?" Chapter asked. "I mean, I presume you want us to find out what's going on here, right?"


"You'll be working once more with the Ministry of Defence," Kostabi confirmed, "who have already established a discreet cordon around the targeted area. "As to location, a small town on the North Yorkshire coast. Name of Boswell."


"Boswell," Verse repeated. "Never heard of the place."


"No, Mr Verse. That in itself is strange. Remarkably few people have."


Ravne told Kostabi that they would leave in the morning, and ended the call with a contemplative look. As he replaced the receiver, a few hundred miles to the north another hand did precisely the same.


But in this case the call had been considerably shorter, consisting as it had of just four words.


"They know. They're coming."







SEVEN

 


Its nose dipped stealthily to the roiling dark waves, powerful rotors thrumming, the Bell UH-1 Iroquois thundered in from the North Sea like a great bird returning from migration, searching out a nesting space in the cliff ahead.


The cliff loomed, dark and forbidding, dwarfing the large machine. The Iroquois flew just above the swirling maelstrom, and as spume splashed off the approaching rocks it mingled with an already heavy rain to plaster the cockpit windows with a blur of murky grey water. Wipers whined, all but inaudible over the roaring of the engines and the persistent electronic babble of the cockpit - not least the rapid blurting of a proximity alarm.


The Iroquois was seconds from impact, and there was nothing to see but a wall of unyielding rock. As if piloted by a blind man, the Iroquois headed straight for it.


Strapped tightly in his seat by an open hatch in the right side of the passenger's area, Lawrence Verse closed his eyes and prayed. Okay, up would be good, he thought. Oh yes, indeed, up would be very good right now. These last few seconds had convinced him the helicopter was not, in fact, in search of a nesting space in the cliff but intent on making its own. He accepted the fact that the Iroquois was faster, more manoeuvrable and better armoured than most choppers in which he had flown but as far as he was concerned all that meant right now was that it was going to make a bigger splat.


Verse rubbed the cross around his neck between finger and thumb. As if in answer to his prayer, his spirit surged. A dizzying swell of sensation flooded him, a vertiginous lightness of being.


Verse opened his eyes slightly, squinted at the crucifix suspiciously.


That was a first... the Big Guy had never been quite so responsive before.


He opened his eyes fully. Closed them again.


Jeeeeeezzuuuuus!


The helicopter was no longer thundering towards the cliff but up it, climbing vertically, engines whining mightily in protest. Verse felt himself slide back in his seat, stomach in his mouth, and watched his ankles rising from the floor of their own accord. He tried to lift his head from its rest but couldn't, G-force pinning it there. At the same time, some bastard seemed to have dumped an elephant on his chest. From what Verse could make out of the cockpit from this awkward angle, he saw that the pilot had activated a HUD that he hadn't been using a moment before. It showed the chopper's insane climb as a series of swiftly converging triangles and squares that reminded him of that old arcade game - Bomber? No. Space Ace? Nah - one that he remembered being piss-poor at playing, at any rate. He tried not to think about how much the still-blurting proximity alarm reminded him of the sound of Game Over.


But then it stopped. And the Iroquois hung in space, apparently stalled.


There was nothing but silence.


Verse thought: shiiiiit!


The sound of the rotors returned suddenly. The Iroquois plummeted as if slapped by a giant hand, and gravity scooped out Verse's stomach with a spoon. It took him a second to realise that the chopper had levelled out above the clifftop and the world was the right way up once more.


The pilot flicked switches, turned and grinned at Mikey Ness.


"Oh yeaahh!" the Glaswegian rumbled. He pulled himself up from where he'd been half-sitting and half-dangling out of the hatch opposite Verse and slapped a fifty pound note into the pilot's hand. "Earned it, kid. Ain't played chicken that good since Afghanistan."


Verse simply stared, his face green.


Uh-oh, Hannah Chapter thought, snapping herself out of her seat. "If you're gonna hurl, do it in here," she said.


Verse snatched the sick bag and held it clenched between white knuckles in his lap. Despite his size, he seemed to have shrunk and looked a lot like Mr Bean. "Bribed him to do that," he said to himself. "Bastard bribed him to do..."


"Aye," Ness grinned widely. "Ah just lurve the smell o' soiled keks in the mornin'."


Below the Iroquois, the cliff-top landscape was rolling by. It was typical scenery for this part of the world, fields and farmhouses, the odd prefab warehouse or small industrial unit, winding, almost traffic-free lanes. One of these veered away from the others, towards the coast, and came to an end by the barren slopes of a hill the maps named as Scratch Tor. At various points within a mile radius of the tor, Ministry of Defence vehicles commanded by the Brigadier lay camouflaged, waiting to move on their target when and if it was necessary. The target itself lay in the shadow of the tor, where huddled in the rocks of a tiny bay with a shingle beach lay the town of Boswell.


"Ladies and gentlemen," Hannah Chapter intoned. "Welcome to Ground Zero. All at MoD airways hope you enjoy your stay."


Nausea forgotten, Verse looked down. He had to admit, what he saw didn't look like much. Stuck on a rather inaccessible promontory, Boswell was the poor relation of its coastal cousins Whitby and Robin Hood's Bay, a place few people realised was even there. While its neighbours had enjoyed prosperity down the years with industries such as whaling and fishing, jet and, of course, tourism, Boswell had faced an uphill struggle to survive as a community at all. It wasn't the inhabitants' fault - the town's exposed position and its rocky aspect made it next to useless as a harbour for fishing-boats, it lacked any significant supplies of the otherwise locally abundant lignite and, as far as the tourists went... well, the tourists went somewhere else. Perhaps it was the look and the atmosphere of the place. The stone buildings that made up the town clung to the utmost edge of the coast - and each other - like clumps of scree trowelled from the earth by the tip of some muddy glacier intent on nudging them into the sea. The dark smudges of masonry were cold and uninviting structures perched on an assortment of precarious outcrops and linked only by cobbled pathways that were too narrow for cars. What cars there were, were parked on an oil-stained concrete slab above the town proper, and each was a semi-rusting heap that had seen far better days. A man slammed the door of one as the Iroquois flew over and trudged wearily down a flight of steps into town. He did not look up. He did not seem interested in their presence at all.


Cheerful soul, Verse thought. But he wondered if he would be any better had he lived here. Though he couldn't put a finger on why, the whole of the town seemed to exude depression, a grey pall that hung over it like some invisible cloud. Even the random splashes of colour one might normally spot brightening such a place - shop fronts, hoardings or advertisements, colourful clothing strung onto washing lines or, indeed, on the folk themselves - seemed to be curiously absent. The community was suffused with a lack of vitality, Verse sensed, a nameless ennui that sapped the energy of everyone and everything it touched.


It was ironic, considering the energies that he knew to be pumping into the place. Or to be more accurate, channelling themselves into the ground somewhere near Scratch Tor. So what was it about this depressing little town that was drawing the attention of the Earth itself?


"Let's run through what we have," Chapter said, flipping open a laptop. Verse and Ness turned to listen. They were the only other members of the team present, because as time seemed to be of the essence Ravne had suggested he mount a separate investigation into Jenny Simmons's reference to the Eyes, a reference that had been meaningless to the demoness when she had come round. Brand, meanwhile - incapacitated by his freeze burns - had opted to conduct his own research and at the same time coordinate the team efforts from Exham Priory. As for Baarish-Shammon/Jenny herself, taking into account her somewhat adverse reaction to the ley line surge, it had been decided that, for the time being at least, she should also stay in the south. Loath as Hannah was to admit it, she suspected the demoness would nevertheless be needed sometime soon. She had a feeling about this one.


Hannah began to speak, and as she did the pilot treated the three to an aerial flyby of the town. "Boswell," she said. "Population six hundred and seven, mainly employed in local farming, service industries and plastic extrusion. Normal enough, and not, I think, our primary focus. But we have three local features of note - the parish church; a one-time monastery on top of Scratch Tor, and a vast but currently inaccessible cave system under it. I mention the church, by the way, because of its graveyard, rumoured to have periodically spat out its dead since mediaeval times."


Verse raised an eyebrow. "Reanimation? There are recorded instances of that?"


"Unfortunately not. Only that one small tidbit I managed to find on the net. And that's the odd thing about this place. Finding reference to any aspect of its history, whether it's walking dead or not, proves almost impossible. There is some regional folklore - cross-generational anecdotal evidence from nearby towns, mostly - even a small amount of internet chatter, but nothing more, and nothing concrete at all. Parish records, coroner reports, court papers, police files, in fact just about everything that could potentially enlighten Boswell's history prior to the winter of 1944 has been systematically destroyed, erased or removed by a body or bodies unknown." Hannah paused. "I think someone wanted this place to vanish off the supernatural radar."


"1944," Ness said. "When the town burned."


Hannah nodded. "Another unhelpful snippet. If we believe the official version of events Boswell was the target of an incendiary assault from sea-borne Nazi forces that incinerated its population overnight. Fair enough, there are precedents for sea assaults along this coast. Whitby Abbey was damaged by an artillery bombardment in World War One. But an entire population fried? Hands up who doesn't think so."


"The last year of the war," Verse said. "They had to come up with something so why not whip up some anti-Nazi bloodlust while doing so?"


"Exactly. No, we're looking for a deeper truth here, perhaps quite literally."


"Wha' I don' get," Ness said, "is why the place wasnae left to rot after the war."


"It was, in a way. Boswell became subject to a compulsory purchase order by the MoD, ostensibly for marine training purposes, but in reality they simply sealed the place off for the next twenty years. Then in 1966 governmental cutbacks forced the sale of the site. The houses were bought job lot by a London-based development company called de Spina Investments. Also in 1966, the monastery, little more than a ruin then, was purchased by a religious sect, the Centre for Celestial Truth, who - and here's the interesting bit - excavated the ruin and rebuilt it to its original design."


Verse whistled. "Quite some undertaking. More than simple aesthetics involved here? Maybe they wanted to replicate some original purpose?"


Hannah nodded. "Possibly. We do know they had serious financial backers, and they're impossible to trace. That alone sets my alarm bell ringing. The monastery is therefore considered to be a focus for investigation."


As Hannah spoke, the Iroquois started to circle the building itself. Below was a structure that bore more resemblance to a stone fort than monks' retreat, built with thick outer walls, solid iron-ribbed doors and a crenellated roof that looked too much like battlements to feasibly be anything else. The only break in the otherwise formidable edifice was an opaque green glass dome on the roof but this was likely an adaption to the old place, made to cover - or conceal - what would once have been its central courtyard.


Hannah handed the briefing over to Verse.


"As with the town, we don't have much," the ex-priest began. "The monastery was built in 1173, predating the town by fifty years. The consensus is that its presence here attracted the settlers, as these things tend to do. The founding order, the Brotherhood of the Fallen, were a somewhat mysterious bunch about whom few - and no complete - church records remain. What we do know is that they appear to have travelled to the area with a delegation assigned to rebuild the nearby Whitby Abbey, but thereafter any connections between it and the Brotherhood were swiftly severed."


"Brotherhood of the Fallen?" Hannah mused. "An outcast order of some kind?"


"Possibly. But if that were the case why would the Whitby delegation countenance their presence in their party?"


"Safety in numbers," Ness offered. "There were some nasty bastards runnin' round these parts way back when. They'da needed point, perimeter, back-up."


"They were bloody monks, not Bravo-Two-Zero."


"The man might have a point, doll," Verse said. "A piece of local folklore - no more than a footnote, really - in Doreen Greenwood's Weird Whitby mentions the Brotherhood of the Fallen and has it that they carried with their number an object of some value."


"An object o' some value," Ness echoed, and his face fell. "Och no, no' tha' agin."


Verse shook his head. "You've been reading too much Dan Brown. No, according to Greenwood, the keeper of a local hostelry where our boys spent a night en route found amongst the monks' things an ornate case crafted of a metal described as 'odd of texture and chill to the skin'. Like touching hoarfrost, he said."


"Don't suppose he had a peek inside?"


Verse smiled at Hannah. "He did, indeed. What he found were two orbs. No more information than that but interesting enough, wouldn't you say?"


"Two orbs," Hannah repeated. "The Eyes?"


"Or bollocks, for all we know," Ness said. "Ah dinnae suppose these things are still around so's we can check?"


"What do you think? The case and its contents disappeared along with the monks."


"The monks disappeared?" Ness queried.


Verse sighed. "Not literally, no. But as soon as the construction of the monastery was complete the Brotherhood of the Fallen did lock themselves away from the world. Completely self-sufficient, they lived lives of total deprivation, taking amongst others, vows of abstinence, silence, and chastity, of course."


Hannah pulled a face. "Bummer."


"Och, withou' a doubt!" Ness roared. The Scot made thrusting moves with his pelvis and grunted obscenely.


"Keep it to yourself, you bloody animal."


Ness loomed right into Hannah's face, sucked in her scent deeply through his nostrils and sighed. "Ah, do ah havetae? Christ, t'is a cryin' shame you're a dyke."


Hannah snarled and glanced sideways at a moving Verse to shake her head: he wasn't worth it. The priest glowered at the Scotsman, then returned to the subject at hand.


"The question that needs to be asked is why is the monastery built like a fortress? In order to protect the orbs? But why bring them somewhere so remote when they could still have been better protected in London? So, if not the orbs, what? Tell me, why in hell would the Brotherhood of the Fallen need fortifications like these?"


"They never revealed a purpose?" Hannah asked.


"Not in a hundred and seventy years, no. Maybe they would have done eventually but the whole lot of them perished from the Black Death in 1349."


"A wee bit careless, that. Ah guess they musta opened their doors to somebody."


Verse nodded. "There's the thing. Towards the end rumours emerged of abuse involving the people of the town - men, women and children, I ought to add - but these rumours were, of course, quashed by the Synod of Whitby, the nearest authority."


"Who watched as the townsfolk themselves popped off with the Black Death?"


"Boswell became a plague town, yes."


"So nice and convenient for the church," Hannah said. "No need to tell the world how their halos slipped. Jesus H, they do seem to have had more than their fair share of shit around here."


"Don't they. The question is, why the late and sudden change of behaviour of the monks? There's got to be a reason. Once more, all we have is an oblique reference in sanitised church records. A mention that following the Black Death, the Synod spent a year in situ removing God knows what from the cloisters, and the monastery was desanctified in 1402."


"Sounds like they sent in the cleaners," Hannah said. "And the orbs?"


"If they existed, most likely removed to Whitby Abbey. Problem is, Whitby Abbey itself was shut down by Henry VIII in 1539. And Henry, bless his soul, stripped the place of its valuables. It is there, I'm afraid, that the trail goes cold."


"That's going on five hundred years ago," Mikey Ness pointed out. "So wha' became o' the Boswell monastery after that?"


"A chequered history. A brief and unsuccessful attempt to resanctify it in the 1600s, rumours it was occupied for a time by the Knights of Saint Francis-"


"The Hellfire Club?"


"An early incarnation, yes. And finally it was abandoned and left to ruin sometime in the mid to late 1800s. One more thing. The ruins suffered major subsidence damage in 1944, apparently due to a systemic cave collapse beneath Scratch Tor. This, we are told, was yet another side-effect of the so-called incendiary attack."


"Sounds like the caves are our second focus."


"Oh, yeah," Hannah said eagerly.


The Iroquois banked away from the monastery now and flew a small distance around the tor to where a path led up to a dark gash in the hillside: the entrance to a cave. More accurately the one-time mouth of a cave. Only a few feet in, it was blocked by a cave-in as solid as the rock through which it had once granted access.


"What you're looking at," Hannah explained, "is one of only two known passages to the interior of Scratch Tor. The other is down on the beach, and in a similar state of collapse. They also happen to be at absolute Ground Zero. In other words, wherever the ley pulses are going, these passages lead."


"So we blow ourselves a hole and kill what's in there," Ness said. "It ain't rocket science."


Hannah nodded. "The Brigadier has a specialist demolitions team ready to move on our mark." She looked at Ness. "But there's little point going in there half-cocked, is there? We need to recce first."


"Ask around town," Verse said. "See if anybody knows anything." He too looked at Ness. "That's our job."


"And mine's the monastery," Hannah said.


"An' who decided you got tha'?" Ness protested.


Verse chuckled and smiled at Hannah. "Trust me, you wouldn't fit in."


Ness stared at Chapter and Verse but neither of them elaborated. "Fine," he said after a second. "So wass this additional data Kostabi downloaded wi' the waveform files?"


"Saved the best bit 'til last," Hannah said, and span the laptop. A CG version of the surrounding landscape with Scratch Tor prominent was displayed on the screen. "This is a graphic representation of the tor built from the data Siddhi gathered in tracking the ley surges. A composite geophysical scan of the tor constructed with microwave, laser and thermal modifiers. Other than the collapsed caves there isn't really much to see on the first few levels. Go deeper, however, and..." Hannah punched a key and a number of layers of wireframe hillside lifted away like tissues pinched from a box. They represented fifteen or twenty yards of the tor's depth and a labyrinth of lines that clearly were caves became visible. "Here we get a little more detail but still nothing to get those juices flowing. But worthy of note is the fact that it is around this level that the system ceases to be fully blocked." Hannah punched another key. "Go deeper still and... ta-da!"


The laptop was displaying the very heart of the tor, and in it, as obvious as a tumour picked out on an X-ray, was an unidentifiable dark shape obscuring the normal rock. It could simply have been a denser part of the tor's geological makeup apart from one fact. The image was timecoded and had been logged overnight. And as infinitesimal as it was, something happened in that time.


The shape appeared to breathe.


"Ah think," said Mikey Ness, "that it's time to start asking questions."


"Game on," said Lawrence Verse.


Hannah nodded. She patted the helicopter pilot on the shoulder and pointed down.







EIGHT

 


The helicopter dropped Chapter, Verse and Ness on the car park, and the three of them descended the steps into town. It was curious, but the further down they went, the less obvious their awareness of ley line energy in the air seemed to become, as if they were entering the eye of the storm. More curious still, their mood seemed to become duller, flatter, until by the bottom step it hung over them like the invisible cloud Verse had sensed as they flew over. The ennui was reflected again by the inhabitants - what few were out in the lanes, anyway - who offered the strangers in their midst indifferent looks with a suggestion of resentment of the intrusion into their misery lurking just under their ambivalent veneer. And it wasn't just the people. Close to, the very buildings of the town radiated a peculiar dankness, as if the stone out of which they were built had in some strange way never been quarried from the local hills and lay buried there still in some black and silent world moistened by a slowly trickling, tainted stream.


Great God, Lawrence Verse thought, paraphrasing. This is an awful place.


Ness put it more succinctly. "It's a shithole. Royston Vasey without the laughs."


Hannah stared at him. The bulky Scot was - as usual when out in public - garbed in an overcoat, hat and shades that made him look like Ben Grimm. Fugitive gear. It was sometimes easy to forget that since absconding from his mental institution he had cold-bloodedly smashed in the skull of the government minister who put him there. "They let you watch that in your padded cell, did they?"


Ness growled and pointed a finger towards the tor. "Aye. Ronnie Corbett in Sorry!, too. Get thee to a monastery, y'unnatural bitch."


Verse railed. "So now he's a comedian..."


"Forget it," Hannah said. "Trust me, it'll be a pleasure." She winked at Verse. "Later, huge guy."


"Go easy, doll."


The ex-priest watched Hannah trudge away to the path to the monastery and then he and Ness parted company themselves. They'd decided that the best thing was that he'd have a nosey around the caves while Ness tried at least to chat with the locals in the town.


Ness made his way down to the bay, stepped onto the shingles, boots crunching on stones still wet from a receding tide. The sound took on a slight echoic quality as he made his way under the ledge of the collapsed sea cave. Verse slipped off his shades and examined the rockfall. The merest of breezes was detectable coming from beyond it, and Verse gagged. It was utterly foul.


"Stinks, doesn't it?"


Verse turned to greet a man in his mid-sixties dressed in a muddied boiler suit slung with bits of caving equipment.


"Saw you from the cliff," the man said. "It's not often you get strange faces around here." He stepped forward, indicating the fall. "They say it's the tides stirring up the dead in the deeper chambers."


"Do they?" Verse said.


"Scratch Tor's a dangerous system, at least was before it collapsed. Folk have gone missing over the years. Quite a lot of them, if you want the truth. Most of 'em are likely still down there." The man stuck out his hand. "Jonathan Hemlock."


"Lawrence Verse."


Hemlock glanced at Verse's crucifix. "You some kind of priest, Lawrence?"


Verse smiled, a little sadly. "Some kind. But these days perhaps more of an agent of the Lord." He changed the subject. "These caves are tidal?"


Hemlock nodded. "Two entrances below sea level churning with flashtides, riptides, tidal surges, whirlpools... you name it. Totally inaccessible. Be down there at the wrong time, which is all of the time, mind, and you could be washed about in those caves without ever being flushed out again. If there were owt left to flush after those rocks had ground you down, of course."


"You sound quite knowledgeable on the subject," Verse said. Morbidly so, in fact.


Hemlock jangled his equipment. "Whitby Cavers Club. Been spelunking on this coast for years."


"Then perhaps you could help. Is there another way in?"


"Oh, you don't want to go in there, lad."


"No," Verse lied. "I'm just curious."


Hemlock nodded. "Not any more. What you're in now used to be the biggest - Saknusem's Swallow - and up on the tor there's Leidenbrock's Ledge... But both collapsed during the war, no one's quite sure why. There're rumours o' two more but I'm still looking for one while t'other I've wanted permission to investigate for years. On private land, you see. Right under the monastery."


"Under the monastery?"


"That's what they say. O' course, no one round about's old enough to remember when the monastery or its ruins weren't here, so who's to say, eh?"


"The owners won't give you permission?"


"Not a cat in 'ell's chance. Keeps themselves to themselves, that lot. Bunch o' funny women to a man."


Verse smiled. Exactly why Hannah had been the best choice for that particular recce. And maybe she was already answering the question that had immediately sprung to his mind - namely, why the bloody hell would anyone build a monastery over a hole?


"It's all to do with the local legend," Hemlock said, as if reading his mind. "Heap o' horseshit if you ask me but summat is supposed to a hit the tor a long, long time ago - summat big, and from the skies. It's said the impact split Scratch in half, and that whatever had come down - a monster - had crawled inside the fissure, then down into the dark. Some say it's why the church came 'ere in't first place. That it were summat evil, and the monastery were built to cap the 'ole."


"And... this monster," Verse probed. "Do you know what it was meant to be?"


Hemlock laughed. "Some'ow I didn't take you as a speleologist, Mr Verse. Is that why you're really here? On a monster hunt?"


"As I said, I'm curious..."


"Then you've got a lot to be curious about... 'cause that's not the only local legend. Which do you want? That the thing that fell from the sky was a devil? Or a spaceman - ET? That maybe it didn't fall from the sky at all but is, in fact, the ancient Boswell Wyrm? Or how about the great, wounded sea-monster that crawled over this very shingle then into this very cave, its scream o' pain the thing that wrent the rock?"


"Quite some menagerie," Verse agreed.


"Oh, there's more. Not the monster as such but sightings o' dead people over the years. Strange troglodyte-like creatures. And back in the days when the caves were briefly mined for tin, tales o' knockers spooking the workers, luring the poor idiots into the unworked passages from where they never returned..."


"Sound like this place should have had its very own issue of the Fortean Times."


"Aye, but it never has. An' with good reason I reckon. There's no monster 'ereabouts. There're no such things as monsters at all."


Verse coughed discreetly. "I can see you are a sceptic."


"A pragmatic man, Lawrence, nothing more. Tell me, how can one monster be all o' these things - it's either one or it's none at all. You ask me, it's got more to do with the bloody listlessness o' this place - that or another bleedin' pathetic attempt to bring in the tourists. People around 'ere, they've got nothing better to do than make things up."


"So you've come across nothing strange at all over the years?"


Hemlock hesitated, then said reluctantly, "Only one thing. Dug it from a sinkhole about ten year ago - but I were buggered if I knew what it was." He looked at his watch. "Tell you what - buy me a pint an' you can take a look for yourself."


"In the pub?"


"Sure. Gave 'em the thing to hang in the vault as a conversation piece."


Okaaay, Verse thought, and with Hemlock trudged back along the small beach to the pub that faced it. The Breaking Point. It seemed like a doubly appropriate name.


He stepped inside to be met by a no-frills bar and a sudden silence so acute, so deafening, that it sounded like a rush in his ears. The eyes of half a dozen customers locked onto him and the stillness was so still that he half expected to see a dart suspended in mid air. For a second he felt like he had stepped through the doors of The Slaughtered Lamb.


"Dinnae worry, lads," an all-too familiar voice said. "Shaft's wi' me."


Verse glowered down at a window table. "You're supposed to be asking around town."


"Do ya see anybody out there, Father Jack?" the Scot said sarcastically. And when Verse remained silent and glowering, added, "'Cause you won't in this town when the pubs are open." He up-ended a bottle of whiskey into a glass. "'Sides, anybody in intelligence'll tell yer, the place to gather what yer need to know is in - the - boozer. This is 'specially true if yer apply the truth serum." He waved at the barmaid then all around the room. "Another round, pet."


"Kostabi's going to adore your expenses," Verse chastised. "Value for money?"


"Game o' pool, ploughman's, wee chat wi' a pair o' lasses who looked like they were eating their last meal, but otherwise a waste o' time. Bu' ah tell yer what, this whisky's nae all that bad a' all." Ness raised his glass.


Verse shook his head in disgust, bought himself and Hemlock a pint, and then said, "So, where's this thing you found?"


Hemlock pointed to the wall, and what Verse had mistaken for some piece of modern art. He should have realised it wasn't modern art - because what would that be doing here? Clumsily mounted in a homemade wooden frame, he was staring at a black object, thin but undulant, irregularly shaped and about the size of a mediaeval shield.


"Interested in the dragon's scale, are ya?" the barmaid said.


"Dragon's scale, now, is it?" Hemlock muttered into his beer. "Might 'ave bloody known..."


Verse ignored him, studying the object. It did indeed look like some kind of scale - organic rather than not, certainly - but it was so badly charred, almost carbonised, it was impossible to tell for sure. It would need a lab analysis, but that wasn't really on the cards right now. Verse found his eye drawn instead to a sepia photograph that had been mounted next to the "scale". This appeared to have been taken in the thirties and showed a smiling group of men in caving gear who, according to the picture's small plaque, belonged to - well, well - the Whitby Cavers Club.


"That's the Great Dragon Hunt of '37," the barmaid explained. "A concerted attempt to locate Verminthrax - that's what we call him, ya know - down in the caves."


"This true?" Verse asked Hemlock, and the caver shrugged.


"It's just a picture. Coulda bin anythin'."


"None of them came back, Mr 'emlock!"


"None of them?" Verse asked the barmaid.


"Not one," she said. "Me auntie told me. Nine o' them there were and never seen again."


Verse rubbed at his chin. It was difficult to know what to believe round here with the strange mix of old rumours and new and possibly suspect tourist hype. It wasn't the people's fault - all they themselves knew were the half-truths of this place's rudely interrupted past.


Ness loomed suddenly over his shoulder, and sighed whisky fumes in his face.


"Ya gittin' anywhere?"


"Marginally further than you."


Ness smiled. "Well, then. Ah guess we'd best go see the old geezer."


"What are you talking about?"


"The farmer. Apparently he has a collection o' weird shite we might find interestin'. Keeps it in a place he calls - get this - Acre 51."


"I thought you said-"


Ness tutted and wagged a finger, and Verse just knew that he'd been had.


"Did ah forget ta tell yer? Wha' happened back in '44? There was a wee SURVIVOR."







NINE

 


"An entrance under the monastery?" Hannah Chapter said quietly into her mobile, voice echoing slightly in the stone corridor.


"Yup," Verse replied. He sounded out of breath for some reason.


"I'll get on it," Hannah said. "Listen, gotta go..."


"Okay. Havin' fun?"


Hannah sighed. "It's a religious sect. Whadda you think?"


"What happened to the gratuitous girlie se-?"


Hannah snapped the mobile shut. Don't ask, she thought. Just don't ask.


It had become apparent even on the walk up here that her investigative jaunt to the monastery was not going to be at all as expected. The fortress-like appearance of the structure as seen from the air had been further reinforced as she approached its unyielding walls. To some extent she could understand the need for such defences in the Twelfth century, but this was the Twenty-first and there were not many rampaging crusaders, bloodthirsty outlaws or mobs of disgruntled villagers hammering loudly at its doors. Accepted, the place had been rebuilt to its original design but then why did a Centre for Celestial Truth need to add further layers of security in the form of motion sensors and CCTV. That made it damn near impossible to avoid detection within a two thousand feet perimeter. Why - now and then - was the place so obsessed with keeping things out, or, as Hannah had already started to suspect, with keeping things in.


Whichever it was, she'd toyed with the idea of giving the sensors and cameras the slip, just to see how her old agency infiltration training held up. But she'd decided against it. For one thing this place obviously wasn't designed for fun, and she didn't want to tip her hand. For another, it wasn't a stealth op, it was undercover - and all she had to do was walk up to the door.


Correction. All Anna Mae Douglas had to do was walk up to the door.


Poor Anna Mae... Passport control had put such a dampener on her first trip abroad, invoking the Terrorism Act at Heathrow. How was Anna to guess she resembled the daughter of a barber who'd done the hair of a bloke who'd fed the cat of somebody who'd looked at a policeman funny during that CND march in 1973? How was she to know that customs would find the "I Love Osama" badge in her handbag? And all this because of an actual resemblance to Hannah. She felt sorry for her - she really did - stuck in some manky little cell somewhere. But hey, at least she hadn't been shot.


The Trojan ID wouldn't even have been necessary had it not been so bloody difficult to gain entry to the monastery in the first place.


The Centre for Celestial Truth. Now here was a sect that played its cards close to its chest. A quasi-religious set up like so many she had known but differing in two interesting respects. There were the usual signatures - HQ in remote location such as this, spurious theocracy promising divine enlightenment or peace, and a charismatic figurehead who, in this case, revelled magnificently in the name Helen Earth. There were simply too many sad or desperate people out there for such setups to fail and all they needed to do was open their embracing arms and watch the cash - sorry, the donations - come rolling in.


Where the Centre for Celestial Truth broke from the equation in the first respect was that it was rather selective in those it chose as acolyths - without family, single, and curiously lacking in significant financial assets. Where it broke in the second, was that they seemed interested only in fifty per cent of the population - those of the female persuasion. The without family and single element had caused brief concern in the Nineties that acolyths might be disappearing, but surveillance had counted them all in and counted them all out, and everything had seemed fine. That they seemed to prefer only females was explained more easily - Hannah had studied Helen's profile on her site and someone less into the opposite gender sexual relationship thing she had never seen. This was, of course, why she had been wearing a grin on her face - after all, if she had to spend a night in Boswell, then there were worse jobs than sneaking about a monastery full of flouncing, diaphanously gowned female acolyths in thrall to an Arch-Dyke.


Well, a girl could dream, couldn't she? It was those bloody Tyburn movies. She'd have to give them a rest.


But seriously, something was fundamentally wrong with this place, she could feel it. Maybe it was just her, but women who styled themselves Helen Earth were not generally intent on bringing about peace and goodwill. A spot of snooping around was definitely on the cards. But first she'd have to extricate herself from Big Butch Momma herself.


Slipping back into Anna Mae Douglas mode Hannah returned to the main hall, where with two other new arrivals she had been in the process of being inducted by Helen Earth. Her heart sank when she saw the sect leader continuing to drone on about the truth the centre offered.


"Sorry," she said. Her Flappy Bat ringtone had really pissed the woman off. "Miss anything?"


"No matter, Miss Douglas," Helen Earth replied. "We all, after all, know why we are here."


"Truth," Hannah nodded, confidently.


"Truth."


Helen continued with her induction speech - the usual meaningless rhetoric that ironically seemed to avoid the truth of what this place was about - and took the opportunity to study the assembly in the room. Has to be The Omega Man fan club, she thought, because with the exception of Helen, the new girls and herself, all of the acolyths there wore slightly glittery monkish robes, the hoods raised to obscure their faces. She wanted a look under one of those glittery hoods - and soon.


Of more concern for the moment, though, were the expressions on the faces of her co-inductees, Perry and Colleen. She had talked briefly with the two of them earlier, and had immediately been struck by something desperately sad about them. Both of their faces remained haggard and drawn, and there was something lost about their eyes that troubled her deeply. These were not the looks of women in search of celestial truth, that much was certain, and it was time to find out what was really going on around here. She feigned a yawn.


"Miss Douglas?"


"Oh, sorry again," Hannah said, waving her hand over her mouth. "Must be jetlag. Long haul from Primghar-"


"Iowa, yes," Helen Earth finished. She seemed amused, and studied Hannah. "Perhaps you should get some rest. We can... finish this later."


Hannah nodded, immediately aware of the sudden but subtle change of tone. There was an implicit challenge there, no doubt about it. But best not to pick up on it. Occult Field Ops 101 clearly stated that when surrounded by large mobs of suspicious hooded acolyths, it was always best to simply play their game. "Later," she said.


Helen Earth gestured to a hood. "Please, show Miss Douglas to her quarters."


"No bother," Hannah said casually. "I can find them."


"You're quite sure?"


"Oh quite sure," Hannah replied, smiling as she left. But the smile faded in the corridor. Damn it, she thought angrily. Had she been rumbled? If so, how? Her legend had been watertight!


Assuming she had, how to make the best of a bad job? There was no saying how much Helen knew, so she might yet have some leeway. She'd just have to find out what was going on with more alacrity, was all.


So, objective one: Verse's cave entrance. And objective two: Helen Earth's office.


Hannah moved from room to room and corridor to corridor surprisingly unchallenged, but without a result. At last, though, she came to a door that was more promising. A double-door, actually, at the end of a corridor leading to the heart of the monastery, and what presumably was its courtyard. Now that made some sense. She hadn't been happy with the idea of the monastery being built over a hole, but what if the place was built around it? Maybe that dome she'd seen had been added to hide something. There wouldn't have been many chopper flybys back in the Twelfth Century, would there?


But the door was locked solidly. Impossible to pick. And even if it weren't, a swipecard-reader controlled an independent deadbolt.


Had to be the place. All she had to do was find the card and the key.


Objective two: Helen Earth's office.


Surprisingly - or suspiciously? - it was unlocked. Hannah decided to ignore the trap/not trap niggle at the back of her mind and walked right in. The priest would have her "Hardy Drew and the Nancy Boys" badge if she didn't find out something while she was here. Ah, that looked good...


Helen's PC stood on a desk in the centre of the room, its twenty-inch flat panel monitor on, with a tightly-leotarded Madonna screensaver silently strutting its stuff. Oh please, Hannah thought - but forgave Helen a little when she was able to tap Madonna off. The screen hadn't been password protected, and neither, it seemed, had the files. Disappointingly, though, they were useless - just grocery and supply accounts, the same superficial blurb for the centre that she'd been able to pull at Exham Priory, potential acolyth correspondence and the like. But then Hannah noticed a separate user log-on: Earth 2. The files here, however, were so heavily and professionally protected that she'd need the Lone Gunmen to hack into them.


Luckily, she had their software equivalent in her pocket. A decrypter disk called Hacman. Currently in development for the NSA, she had been assured by Adrienne Celeste, Kostabi's PA, that it would give any security system the runaround.


It did. Acolyths' personal files - along with Helen's annotations for each - filled the screen, and Hannah got her first taste of what the Centre for Celestial Truth was really all about. And it made her sick.


Here was what went on beneath the veneer. Here were details of how they trawled the web for weak and emotionally insecure souls. Here was the way they peddled their true service. And the tragic thing was, those upon who they preyed were happy to embrace what they offered.


Because the Centre for Celestial Truth offered death pacts. Helen Earth and her hooded bitches had set themselves up as a focal point for those who felt so utterly excluded from today's society that they wanted to commit suicide but did not wish to do so alone. Get together, party and die - a phenomenon that had spread over the web since its first manifestation in Japan. Helen Earth's nom de guerre wasn't intended as a war cry against life, it was intended as a rallying cry for those who were sick of it.


But why? Helen hardly stuck her as the humane deliverance type, and it was already obvious that she wasn't doing this for financial rewards. The set-up was just another layer of an onion, Hannah felt sure, and the location of this place was no coincidence. Whatever it was truly going on here had to have something to do with the thing in the caves below.


She had to find the key and swipecard, get into the courtyard.


Hannah searched the desk and its drawers but it proved fruitless. Two things, however, did catch her eye. The first was a framed black and white photograph that she snatched up and studied, eyes narrowing. The second was the computer itself.


Something flickered at the base of the monitor, and she noticed suddenly that Hacman was still in the process of decrypting a folder. Now that was very interesting. If the folder's protection was proving a challenge even for Hacman then whatever was inside it promised to be revealing indeed.


Red wallpaper appeared. Then a black swastika. It was difficult to recognise as such because a stylised pentagram was superimposed upon it - the complementary half of an emblem Hannah recognised immediately.


What the hell-?


"Sonderkommando Thule - Nazi Occult Ops," Helen Earth said in the doorway. "But, of course, you know that, don't you... Ms Chapter?"


Hannah turned. "There's one just like it in my Big Book of Bastards."


Helen laughed. "I suppose you're wondering how I knew who you were?"


"It had crossed my mind. I'm usually very good undercover."


"Oh, I'm sure of that." Helen smiled. "But you mustn't worry, you gave nothing away." The sect leader wafted her hands. "Let's just say it was magic... Abracadabra!"


"Magic like this?" Hannah replied. She held up the framed photo from the desk. "I imagine most of your flock tend to mistake it for your average schoolclass snap."


Helen Earth actually purred. "You know better, I suppose... Hannah?"


"You get around, you get to know things. These stylised black skirts and ties, for example - the white shirts. Not just any school uniform. Das Bund Deutscher Madel, if I'm not mistaken. The BDM. In other words, Hitler Youth for girls."


"Very perceptive, young lady. And I suppose it has not escaped your attention that I can be seen in this photograph?"


"Which must have been taken in the early Forties. But there you are, third from left, the back row. It's the piggy eyes, they're a dead giveaway. So care to enlighten me as to how I'm talking to an eighty year-old woman who could be my sister?"


Helen Earth shrugged. "Nothing more than basic perpetuation rituals. You know the kind of thing: tantric osmosis, pineal fluid forcibly leeched from the glands of writhing virgins."


"Sounds fun, if a little unconvincing. So let me guess. Your career didn't end with the BDM."


"Sonderkommando Thule recruited me in '44 with a very generous package. But then the task they had in mind for me was really quite singular - as it turned out, a lifetime's calling."


"Let me guess again. Something to do with the thing under this rock."


"Everything to do with it," Helen said, but she didn't elaborate. She simply smiled.


Uh-oh, Hannah thought. She hated those kind of smiles, these silences, because usually they led to something nasty happening.


"So," she said hesitantly. "Are you going to introduce me?"


"Intimately," the sect leader said.


Helen beckoned and two of her acolyths stepped into the room beside her, then pulled back their hoods. Okay, Hannah thought, now I know what's under 'em. At least it explained why the earlier victims of this place could still be counted.


There was nothing else she could do. She ran. But Hannah didn't get far before the cold, damp, white-faced, leathery things brought her down.







TEN

 


A day, maybe two, Solomon Ravne thought. No time at all to find an artefact missing for over nine hundred years, and that had, for all intents and purposes, vanished off the face of the Earth. It was a deadline even Jonathan Brand might struggle to meet. As born to research as the good doctor was, success with the usual information-gathering methodology was doubtful to say the least.


The potential urgency of the situation had left Ravne no choice. Matters needed to be expedited.


And so he had come to Abraxas.


Ravne presented his ID at the perimeter gate of the so-called vivisection facility and waited as the guard checked his photograph thoroughly. The place had been on high security status since the raid by animal rights activists some months back.


"First building on the left, Mr Ravne. The supervisor is expecting you. Sir, please refrain from any attempt to access any but the designated building while in the facility's bounds. This is in order to comply with HM Government's current Health and Safety regulations, of course."


Of course, Ravne thought with a dark smile. It was well known these regulations had been drafted to prevent the slaying of overly curious visitors by private armies who lurked in the shadows. But the message was clear: step over the red line and there'd be a silent high-velocity bullet punching its way through his hard hat.


Ravne pulled into the parking lot and braked by a building marked "R&D". He left the car and felt a wind from the surrounding Wenley Moor that made him hunker inside his coat. As he hurried across the searchlight lit, electric-fenced compound, he reflected how on the drive up the moor the searchlights of Abraxas had made it resemble some open air arena or theatre, but if it was a theatre, he knew it to be a theatre of the damned. Abraxas, the ancient god from whom the old conjuror's word Abracadabra was derived, was an appropriate name for the facility, because here they performed the darkest of conjurations indeed.


Inside R&D, Ravne was greeted by the facility's supervisor, one Belinda Futcher, a sixties or so doctor with a brusque Yorkshire accent and manner to match. She was a recent appointee, the former incumbent having been retired following the raid debacle.


"Mr Solomon Ravne," she said. "Our friends have told me a great deal about you."


Ravne said nothing although a muscle in his jaw twitched palpably. This old joke never went down well with visitors because they were all far too aware how much the place's friends had to tell.


"Thank you for seeing me."


"Not at all," Futcher said as she led him to a sealed laboratory door. "After all, Abraxas is in your company's debt." The doctor used a swipe card and the door opened. Lights flickered on.


"These are who you came to see, yes?" Futcher said. "You'll have to forgive them if they don't get down."


Another old joke, Ravne thought. He stared up at the poor wretches to whom the doctor referred. Suspended from the ceiling of the laboratory were three humanoid figures who he knew had once been people but were now something more, or less, than they had been. Each of them hung facing straight down from a complicated arrangement of chains and clamps, their legs bent back at the knees, their arms lashed rigidly together under them. Two men and a woman, they were all completely naked apart from sensory deprivation goggles over zipped-shut gimp masks and rubber food and waste tubes sealed against the appropriate parts of their anatomies. Beyond a periodic pulsing in this tubing, there was no movement whatsoever from any of the three, and their restraints were designed to keep that so indefinitely. This was no temporary bondage.


It was best not to think of them as being male or female, however. They were demi-humans now, permanently transmogrified by demons, themselves summoned and then forcibly bound into human flesh by Abraxas Enterprises. Although the first of the males might at first glance have looked like some overweight businessman, a closer inspection revealed a skin covered with acidic warts, shark fin growths on his outer thighs, and a navel that dilated and revealed a blinking red eye. It was nothing compared to the second, who had been made host to a necrophage. Though he remained vaguely humanoid, albeit larger than the average man, his limbs comprised four legs, an equal number of mandibles sprouting from his back, and hands that resembled crab's claws. The female, finally, was an inferaphim, and perhaps the most human-looking of the three. Human-looking, that was, if you ignored the fact that her normal arms had during her possession been seemingly amputated, replaced by a new pair that grew from her middle back, and a third curling from behind and between her legs, cupping her crotch in the palm of a clawed hand. Ravne had encountered such inferaphim before and knew that were he able to view her face he would see an open circle lined with razored teeth where her mouth had once been.


"You are probably aware that the last three who occupied these positions were unofficially named Mary, Mungo and Midge," Futcher said. "This was an unnecessary anthropomorphism that I attempted to end upon my recent appointment but a precedent had unfortunately been set." The doctor sighed. "Permit me, then, to introduce you to Bill, Ben and Weed."


Ravne's knowledge of children's TV trivia was a little limited, but even he knew the classics.


"Forgive me - surely it's Little Weed."


Futcher shook her head, remembering how utterly terrified her predecessor had been when dragged here to make recompense for the costly raid. She pulled a sour face. "No, not Little Weed."


"Who were they, originally?" Ravne asked.


Futcher shrugged. "The usual. No one who will be missed."


Ravne snarled inwardly. In his long and varied life he had subjected souls to unimaginable fates but never in the cause of simple greed. Abraxas, if the truth were known, disgusted him. Here the facility had access to the secrets of hell itself but what did they do? They lined the pockets of the corporations who financed the operation. The poor bastards above him had had their lives taken away to provide next month's stock market prices, next year's big new investment prospect, warnings about war and catastrophe, not so that they could prevent a potential holocaust but to be geared up to cash in on it when it happened. All the fools were interested in were hot insider trader tips.


"I'm curious, Mr Ravne. So far you haven't told me why it is you came to meet our charges."


"No," Ravne said. He stared contemplatively at the demi-humans. "I need to enter their psyche."


"I beg your pardon?"


"To bond with one of them, doctor. A matter of some import has arisen that requires me to access certain information."


Belinda Futcher glared. "I understood what you meant, Mr Ravne. But you should know as well as I, such a thing is impossible. We cannot just ask them for next week's lotto numbers, you know; the extraction procedure is somewhat more complex than that." The doctor paused. "Here, let me show you something."


Futcher led Ravne to an enclosed glass booth at the side of the lab, then to an array of monitors on its rear wall. Data folders flashed endlessly on their screens. "Terabytes of information each and every minute," she said. "Strings of data in need of constant cross-referencing, updating, and verification by a bank of mainframes in the basement. All of it random, Mr Ravne: the jetsam of the sea of time. And somewhere within it the secrets of the past, present and future. To make sense of just one of these data strings has been known to take us months."


"I appreciate that, doctor. But I had intended to seek my information using somewhat more arcane methods."


Futcher stared at him. "Corrupt the data flow? No, I can't allow that."


"There will be no corruption, doctor. In fact, my chosen demi-human will not even know that I am there. In addition, I'm afraid that you have no choice in the matter."


Futcher frowned. "Ethan Kostabi has authorised this?"


"Indeed. Should you wish to confirm, I believe he can be contacted at his genetics facility, the Laughing Genome."


"That... won't be necessary," the doctor said. "What do you need?"


"Peace and quiet, doctor," Ravne said, smiling. "Nothing more."


Five minutes later, he was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the laboratory, his torso daubed with the ancient symbols he used to release his psyche from his physical self, a whispered mantra slowly infusing them with power. He had chosen to bond with the inferaphim, as it was the least dangerous of the three psychically. That said, the demons' thought-plane was ever-dangerous and where he was about to go, he did not go lightly.


Ravne slipped into the inferaphim's mind like a thief in the night, stealthily, slowly, to allow himself to acclimatise to what was the sheer madness of infinity. There was no up or down in the demon-plane, no left or right, no now or then, no today, no tomorrow; only what demons saw or what they heard in their realm out of time, waiting to be called to the world from this churning hell.


Here lay the history of the races of man, from beginning to end. Here lay the history of races who had come before, and of races who would come after, or come again. Here lay the events of all time, mundane and apocalyptic; the wisdom and the folly of the ages, profound or prosaic. Here lay tales of every beast there ever was or ever would be, and here lay the creation and the destruction of ocean deeps and mountain peaks, of jungle, and of desert, even of the skies themselves. In this place lay all things.


And somewhere in the all lay the whereabouts of the artefact.


Somewhere.


Ravne did not intend to search it out. Such an action would have been impossible. But there was a secret to negotiating the demon-plane, and that secret was not to do so. The only way for a non-demon to absorb information here was to allow the information to absorb them. To go with the flow.


It was dangerous. Highly so. Too short a time and his attempts to extract knowledge would alert the demon psyche to his intrusion, and too long a time would invite insanity and the same fate.


Ravne had reached the point of insanity when he found what he needed. He had to make sense of it quickly. He allowed images, sensations and sound to flood him, sought meaning in the confusion.


Utter darkness, absolute loneliness. Seagulls, a laughing child. Half a McDonald's arch? No - dull, made of bone. The breaking of waves and a candle, flickering out. Cold... so cold. Thor... Thor's bones. Again, the cold, the dark, and a sibilant prayer. Our father. Our father. Was his the cold? No - no, no. The plague, a whale, so much pain and so much suffering oh God, somuchpainandsomuchsufferingandthemonksthemonksthe-


Ravne forced himself to withdraw, overwhelmed by a sudden acceleration of sensation, aware that his defences were breaking down. He had stayed here far too long and needed to get out of the demon-plane now or he never would. He began the mantra to return himself to his body, aware as he did of approaching insanity and the inferaphim consciousness that stalked him in its wake. He only just made it. Emerging from the demon-plane like a swimmer emerging from the dark depths, he inhaled deeply and desperately before collapsing to the laboratory floor.


Ravne had some of what he had come for, but not all. But the facts he did have were disturbing. The images he had seen had obviously been of two different places. The artefact - the Eyes - had, it appeared, been separated, the component parts removed from each other in circumstances he could only guess at. He had recognised the location of the first, the one by the sea. Of the other, the one in utter darkness, he had no idea. It was a painful admission but it seemed that Dr Brand's research skills were needed after all.


Recovering, Ravne did two things. The first was to call Exham Priory and update Brand and Simmons on the investigation. The second was to spin to face the demi-humans, realising he was in imminent danger. The hydraulic thud had given it away. The locking clamps on the captives had been released. The chains were already lowering Bill, Ben and Weed to the floor.


"An excellent job, Mr Ravne," said Futcher. The doctor's voice sounded amplified, artificial, and Ravne realised she was speaking to him from within the glass booth. It had been sealed. "My objections to your bonding did not seem a case of methinks-the-lady-protesteth-too-much, I hope?"


"No," Ravne said. He held out his hands. "But this is a trifle suspicious."


"Yes, I suppose it is. But then I also suppose that you do not recognise me... Dominus."


Dominus? Ravne thought with surprise. How was it she knew that name? Only his most intimate of companions, his cohorts in certain rituals, knew him thus. He pictured them now in their basques, their stockings, their suspenders, disrobing in readiness for the tantric rites. Ah yes. Gustav and Gretchen, Grunhilde and Gregory before them, Gertrude and Gerhardt... So many down the years.


Down the years.


"I can see a glint of recognition in your eye," Futcher prompted. "Obergruppenfuhrer."


Ravne remembered. The camp. The sweeping searchlights, the barbed wire fences, the screams... How he had been excited into seeking out the comfort of flesh. A woman in uniform.


He could not remember the woman's name. But he knew what she had been.


Sonderkommando Thule. Nazi occult ops.


"The years have not been kind," Ravne said.


Futcher laughed. "I do not enjoy the benefits of certain of my operational colleagues. But I am well paid for what I do."


A Rip van Winkle agent, Ravne thought. A long-term sleeper. Installed at the heart of Abraxas to glean what information she could. The sleeper must have been lucky, found out they were coming. Because he'd been used.


The question was, why? Why was Sonderkommando Thule interested in the artefact? What did they know about the Eyes?


Ravne had no time to ponder the question. The demi-humans had reached the floor now, and their tubes and chains were snapping off. Though blind in their sensory-deprivation goggles, the demons sensed his presence, and snapped their attention towards him.


Ravne ran for the laboratory door, thumped its panic button. Facility security would be on its way but it would take them a minute to get there and unseal the door. In the meantime, he had to stay- out of-


A claw slashed at him. He somersaulted.


Out of the demons' way.


Already, he could feel blood trickling hotly down his back, the claws he thought he had avoided so sharp he hadn't even felt them. From the booth he could hear Futcher's voice taunting him.


"I'd have liked time to become reacquainted, my dearest Dominus, but you know how it is... Busy, busy, busy..."


Oh I know, Ravne thought as he crashed into the wall following a swipe from the inferaphim - just another day at the office. He also knew that his plan to avoid harm until security arrived was not going to work. That swipe had been the fourth to make contact in as many seconds. His face now gashed, he realised he just wasn't fast enough to be able to outmanoeuvre three demi-humans in such a confined space. He had to think of a distraction, quickly.


"Blood seems to stimulate our friends," Futcher mused. "Maybe when this unfortunate accident is over I should turn you into one of them."


That's it, Ravne thought. Diving for his coat where it still lay on the floor, he snatched his Luger from inside. It was useless against Bill, Ben and Weed, but-


Ravne aimed steadily and pumped an entire clip into the front of the glass booth. The glass spider-webbed but did not shatter. He emptied a second clip in exactly the same spot.


"Wasting your time, Dominus. Bullet-proof."


Ravne smiled. He knew that. But bullet-proof glass was still glass - it was designed to stop bullets getting through, but it still broke. And all he needed was a hairline fracture or a hole the diameter of a pin.


The necrophage was taking a most likely fatal swing at him when it stopped suddenly, as did the others. As one, they sniffed the air. Sniffed a certain scent from beyond the glass.


The woman who had made them what they were.


The demi-humans turned. Belinda Futcher backed up against the wall.


As bullet-proof glass, her sanctuary had held up pretty well. As demon-proof glass, it didn't hold up at all.







ELEVEN

 


Lightning flared as Lawrence Verse and Mikey Ness crested the top of the hill. There came a rumble of thunder and the odd heavy drop of rain. This leaden and electric sky signalled more than a bad weather front coming in, however. Both could see another ley pulse was on its way.


"There it is," Verse said, pointing. The climb up the hill had been strenuous and he slapped his thighs and panted. "Crowhaven Farm."


The Scotsman didn't even break his stride - the ex-para, yomping. "Aye. Christ, wha' a dump."


The two men made their way along a rutted muddy track bordered with barbed wire and littered with scrap, rotting feed-sacks and gnarled and rusted pieces of farming implements. Tangles of wool were caught on the barbs but these were yellowed and very old. There were no signs of the sheep to which they might have once belonged, and all of the adjoining fields were empty of animals of any kind. The farm, it seemed, was not a working one any more.


Ahead of them lay a bent-out-of-shape gate that led to the farm buildings proper. From it hung a sign that read unequivocally "DOGS! STAY AWAY!". A quick rattle of the chain holding the gate closed confirmed their presence, a frenzied barking from behind the farmhouse.


"Mr Jardine!" Verse shouted. "Mr Judd John Jardine!"


There was no response, not even a twitch of the curtains. Keeping an eye open for the dogs, the ex-priest flipped himself over the gate and moved cautiously up the farmyard. He shouted again, and this time the dogs came running. Damn! Verse thought. Must be trained to attack only when the gate is breached. As two slavering Dobermans ran at him, he quickly leapt onto the roof of a rusty old car, his feet pounding on the metal, and then pulled a shotgun from under his coat. But he did not fire.


"Shoot 'em, man!" Ness shouted.


Verse hesitated. Then he fired a shot over the heads of the Dobermans as they circled below him. The dogs were not deterred.


"Och, we dinnae have time for this," Ness said, leaping the gate. As his boots crunched onto the farmyard gravel, the heavily-muscled dogs rushed at him, fangs bared. His eyes narrowed, the Scot watched them come, standing his ground, perfectly calm, waiting...


The dogs leapt for his throat. Ness swivelled and trapped the head of one in his right armpit, shrugged and snapped its neck instantly. At the same time he brought his fist up under the jaw of the other, dislocating the bone and flipping the yelping dog onto its back. Before it could right itself Ness stamped his boot down on its throat, and the dog spasmed horribly. Ness repeated the manoeuvre on its ribcage. There was a loud crack and with a pathetic yelp the dog went limp.


"For God's sake, man," Lawrence Verse said with horror. "You didn't have to kill them!"


Ness looked at him stupidly. "Aye. Ah did."


"They were only guarding their territory!"


"Aye. An' iffa hadnae done wha' a did, there'd a bin an extra lump o' dogshite for 'em to guard tomorrow. Now, are we stoppin' pissin' aboot an' gonna talk ta this old git or no'?"


Verse clambered down off the car. "Did it not occur to you, you stupid bastard, that he'd talk more easily you hadn't killed his-"


The main door of the farmhouse slammed suddenly open and a burly figure of a man filled the frame - a man aiming his own shotgun and whose attitude was clear.


"You killed my dogs. Give me one reason why I shouldn't kill you."


Mikey Ness let loose a rapid burst of fire from a machine pistol concealed inside a pocket in the folds of his coat. The bullets ricocheted around the stone doorframe like a swarm of deadly wasps. "Because I'm faster, better armed, an' a psycho."


Verse held up his hands. "Mr Jardine. I'm sorry about your dogs." He stared over at Ness, barely able to contain his dislike for the crazed ex-soldier. "My colleague belongs in an inst-"


"They were only dogs," the farmer said somewhat unexpectedly. "And dogs die." As Verse and Ness looked at each other strangely, he added, "I know why you're here. The two of you had better come in."


Cautiously, Verse and Ness entered. The inside of the farmhouse was no better than the farmyard itself - a vast and rambling collection of waste that had accumulated over the years in the hands of someone who no longer cared. Unwashed plates, old newspapers and clothes littered the room, and the only object whose surroundings were even half-clear was a computer. Doubtless Jardine did both his shopping and his socialising on the internet. Jardine sat Verse and Ness next to it, crammed together on a tiny, foul-smelling sofa. The ex-priest did his best to ignore the overriding feral stench of his companion.


"I was under the impression you didn't welcome visitors," he said.


Jardine regarded him steadily, deeply. "Not my usual habit, no." The burly man looked to be in his late sixties, early seventies, face drawn but rugged and weather-beaten, as though he indulged in long, lonely walks out on the Yorkshire moors. The man's most outstanding feature however, were his eyes. They were heavily veined, rheumy, and almost cartoon-like in the way they bulged from their sockets, as if at some time they had been subjected to an intense pressure from which they had never recovered. "But I figure you two ain't here to kill me 'cause if you were, I'd be dead already." He stared out of a grimy window. "I also watch the sky and see summat strange going on. I figure maybe it's starting again. Figure maybe you need to see me 'cause I'm the only one round here who knows what went on in '44."


The only one anywhere, actually, Verse thought. "We need to find out. Rather urgently," he said.


Jardine ranted suddenly. "Who are you people? MoD? Department Q? Only I'd have thought you'd know well enough what your people - those people - did."


Verse and Ness exchanged glances. Department Q had been here in 1944?


"We work for a private organisation," Ness told the farmer. "We, er, havnae access to government records."


"Caballistics, Inc," Verse said, showing him a business card. "We resolve matters of an unusual nature."


Jardine laughed coldly. "An unusual nature, eh lads? Is that what you call Judgement Day these days?"


"Judgement Day? What the foo-" Ness began but Verse held up a quieting hand.


"We simply need to know what happened, what is happening in this town. So that we can stop it. I ask you to trust us... Please."


Jardine hesitated, studied the two men. He had lived six decades with the memories, sharing them with no one, able to trust no one, wondering when some government spooks might show up and he would once again have to run. He did not know why they never had but he did know that while waiting he'd grown too old to run. If it was starting again - if these men were here to stop it - then maybe it was time things were out in the open.


Judd John Jardine told Verse and Ness all about the events of the night over six decades earlier. About the Voice. About the fires. And about the figure above the hill. Jardine ended the account by telling them what the so-called good guys had done to his mother... what they had tried to do to him.


"They were paranoid times. You have to realise that no one knew then that the war would be over in less than a year - and the walls, as they say, still had ears. They knew I'd seen too much and heard too much. Bad enough that I was five years old and could identify every member of the highly secret Department Q, but worse that I'd seen what they'd done... Buried innocent people alive. Is it any wonder they saw me as a threat to national security, by which of course, I mean their own."


Jardine laughed hollowly. "In the comic books they'd likely have flown me away to their hidden headquarters, given me a ring decoder, taught me their secret handshake and made me their spunky but irritating sidekick." He paused. "But all they did was murder my mum - almost murder me."


"Such power as Magister holds, it surprises me that you got away."


"I ran. Jesus Christ man, I was five years old and my mother told me to run and I ran. Wouldn't you have done? Wouldn't you now? I ran like the wind with the devil up my arse, which he was. My legs could do it then but still every step I took was red-hot, iron-booted agony - and slow, like a dream - and even halfway across town I could feel Magister scratching at my mind, sharp as a cat's claw, trying to rip what I knew away."


"He didn't track you down?"


Jardine paused, remembering. "At some point, I collapsed. When I came round I was in a hospital up the coast, though I didn't know it because I was little more than a twitching heap of piss and shit. I was there for five years, unable to even breathe for myself and attached to so many tubes I used to choke on them when I screamed at night. If you'd asked me who I was, I'd have dribbled at you."


"You recovered well."


Jardine shrugged. "I was lucky, young. After the hospital I spent decades in care, in clinics, and eventually the synaptic pathways healed. But there were side effects I've lived with since... Bipolar disorder. No colour perception. Voices in my head. I came home to the farm in the mid-Sixties, by which time I suppose Magister and the others had covered their tracks well enough. My memory returned over time, apart from the little things gone for good. For example, I'd a dog by my side that night in '44 - the only friend I've ever had - who died trying to save me." Jardine shook. "And I've never been able to remember her name."


"I'm sorry," Verse said.


Jardine leaned in, snarled. "I told ya. Dogs die."


"A wee word," Ness said. He pulled Verse aside and whispered. "Ah thought my napper was bad bu' this poor bast-"


"What was it, Mr Jardine?" Verse asked over Ness's objection. "Just what caused Magister and the others to act like they did? What is it that is under Scratch Tor?"


"I don't know," Jardine said.


"Oh, fer foo-"


"But there's something evil down there, mark my words. Something so bad Magister and the others sacrificed half a town to bury it and save their own skins."


"A man in town mentioned a - collection," Verse probed gently. "Something called Acre 51?"


"Acre 51!" Jardine laughed. "Should have known those bastards would give it a name like that. A crazy collection for crazy old Fistulous Withers, right?" It took a second before the old man went on. "But it exists, sure enough," he said.


Verse asked the farmer about the artefact. Did Jardine hold anything resembling the Eyes.


"No, nowt like that. But you're welcome to see what there is."


Jardine led Verse and Ness out the back of the farmhouse. The storm had worsened now, the rain hammering down onto a yard floored with cobbles. It seemed to hiss. Verse pulled his coat closely about himself but Ness, on the other hand, seemed to relish the downpour, tipping back his head to allow the rain to run in rivulets down his scars. Verse supposed he had spent too long on special forces duty in the desert. And he wished that he had stayed there.


They passed the dogs' kennels and Ness actually grinned.


"You're a psychopathic bastard, you know that?" Verse said.


"So the quacks tell me, aye."


The priest hadn't forgotten the altercation in the helicopter. "Keep it away from me and mine."


"Whatever you say, father."


"Here," Jardine said. They had reached an area of the yard covered by a huge tarpaulin, which the Yorkshireman unhooked from the ground and rolled back. Accumulated rainwater spilled from it in a sudden flood that soaked Verse's boots, and a rat scurried away. Lying beneath the tarpaulin was what seemed to be Jardine's own personal tip, a rusting pile of junk that must have lain on this very spot for years.


"What I don't understand," Verse said, "is how you came by this. You said you were in hospital all that time."


Jardine nodded. "Ah was. And the Ministry of Defence removed all potential evidence from the town before they shut it down completely. But this is a wild part of the world, lad. The tides on this coast can suck things under the rocks and not give 'em up for years. You'll find nooks and crannies round Scratch Tor where no bugger ever goes. Things fetch up there, having been carried off by animals and the like. You can still find things, all right. Interesting things."


"Looks like a heap o' shite to me," Ness said.


"Oh, I wouldn't say that," Verse answered as he rummaged. "There's this."


Verse handed Ness a scale similar to the one in the Breaking Point. There were at least ten or so more in the pile, of slightly differing shape, as if they belonged on different parts of a huge reptilian body. They were all cracked or rotten to some degree, as if shed by a beast that was in some way injured.


"Then there's this," Verse said. He pulled out a largish, jagged piece of metal - although oddly it didn't feel like metal - that looked like some hull-plating off an aircraft, though considering its shape, off an aircraft unlike any he knew.


Ness pointed out some lettering. "Is tha' wha' ah think it is?"


Verse nodded and looked at him. "German."


"Strange craft in British airspace in World War Two. Yer think we're talking Sonderkommando Thule here?"


Verse nodded again. "And where they go..." he said. He plucked a final object from the pile - the top half of a broken walking cane inscribed with the initials MM.


"Michael bloody Magister," Ness growled. "That confirms it. The old git isnae imaginin' it."


"You thought that I was?" Jardine protested.


Verse stood, wrung his palms, smiled at Jardine diplomatically. "There was a certain question of sanity, for which my colleague offers apologies."


Jardine stared with his rheumy eyes. "Aye, well. If it's confirmation you want, you'd best come back inside. 'Cause I've got one more thing to show ya..."


Once again inside the farmhouse, Jardine handed Ness a black, round metal canister, the diameter of a small dinner plate.


"Wha's this?"


"The surveillance footage from the Mosquitoes in 1944," Jardine said simply.


"Jeezus Christ, man. How did ye-?"


"The wreckage was all over the local hills. As I said, there's nooks and-"


"Crannies, aye," Ness finished. He prised open the canister's lid, frowned, showed the contents to Verse.


"Degraded," Verse said, shoulders slumping.


Jardine slid another kind of container into the priest's hand. It was a jewel case with a PC CD. "My mother is on the film. So I had it digitised two years ago."


Quickly, Verse flipped open the case and placed the disk into the drive. Grainy, black and white footage from another time flickered slowly across the monitor. Flaming bodies, the charred remains of bodies, shambling bodies - then a waving woman and a glowing, unknown shape.


"This is invaluable," Verse said. "We have to get this to Brand."


As he spoke, the sky outside one of the room's grimy windows flashed suddenly, illuminating two dark shapes beyond the glass.


"Shit," Ness said.


"Probably just the next ley pulse earthing," a preoccupied Verse told him. He stole a glance at his watch. "I don't think that you need to worry yet."


"Isnae the pulse I'm worried aboot," Ness said. "It's the dogs."


"Doubt they'll be bothered. They're both dead, remember?"


Ness stared at the window. At the rolling wild eyes and at the sharp, bared fangs gnawing at the grime, and at the scratching claws trailing blood smears on the glass.


"No' any more," he said.







TWELVE

 


Dammit. Graaah, dammit!


Hannah hated being naked and helpless when she hadn't asked to be.


It really pissed her off.


Okay, she reasoned, there was every chance that being pegged out like a shop window dummy waiting to be dressed in a skydiving suit was apt to piss anybody off, but she had more reason than others. The ordeal had been a formative experience, sure, and to be fair it hadn't even been her fault, but the fact remained that it had happened before.


Hannah had been young and green then, in her early days with the Agency, just a field trainee. She should never have been sent out with the agents that she had been. She and the boys - Perconte, Niland and Warren, the senior agent who dismissed her as a useless little girl, that total bastard - had been investigating the disappearances of a number of women in backwoods Louisiana. The boys had found the shallow graves hiding their abused and tortured bodies, but, abandoned by Warren to her own devices, it had been Hannah who had found the shack where the perps had done the deeds that put them in the ground in the first place. She'd been alone but fuming with Warren, and that anger had made her cocky enough to go in. Mistake. Stupid. Sucker-punched and chloroformed, she had fallen into the hands of a bunch of redneck Clive Barker wannabes and their black and gold spray-painted Rubik's Cube.


At first, she thought she'd be okay. The boys were nearby, after all.


Only they weren't.


What she didn't know was that Warren had called off the search for the night. That one of the slavering rednecks had acknowledged his alert on her walkie-talkie and Warren had been taken in by his muffled voice. The boys had returned to the motel before Warren realised she was missing, and by then they'd have needed Grizzly Adams to get them back through the woods before dawn.


Nine hours. She'd spent nine long hours being introduced to the delights of lit cigarette ends, barbed wire corsets and rusty cutthroat razors, which were always so much worse than gleaming ones because they snagged. Luckily, "Bonehead" and his pals had been relative amateurs, not realising how far the human body could be pushed before it gave up the ghost, and as a result they had held back, afraid to take her too far and spoil their fun. But it had been no picnic all the same. Even now she remembered how she had bucked involuntarily in pain, how the cold sweats had chilled her body to the bone, how the tears had hung hotly in the lids beneath her eyes, and how the searing waves of volt-like agony as the wannabes discovered another patch of sensitive flesh to play with had made her want to scream like a baby.


But she hadn't.


She hadn't.


She had refused to.


At last, Warren and the others had come. They had shot dead two of the four, then Perconte and Niland had persuaded Warren to at least have the decency to look away while Hannah administered an off-the-record admonition. Regaining possession of her own tools, she had demonstrated to the two survivors how their Barkerian tenet of ecstasy-inducing cycles of pleasure and pain was somewhat unsound and that there was a scream-shrilly-and-beg-for-your-balls kind of a difference between the two sensations. And after she had made that particular point clear, she'd recommended that if they wanted to arse about with the occult again, they should join the Dark Shadows fan club instead. Her boot heels had inflicted a few dark shadows of their own, all over their bodies, as a reminder.


Outside, on the porch, she had vomited long and hard, and she had felt her innocence spilling out with her guts. After she had spent seven days in Baton Rouge General recovering from the nightmare ordeal, she returned to the office. Perconte and Niland were sheepish to say the least, but it was not their fault.


Warren refused to accept responsibility for his ineptitude. He didn't even have the common sense to let it alone. He even tried to turn it into a joke.


"Momma says not to forget to wear clean boxers, Hannah. Why's that, Warren? In case Hannah gets hit by a bus? No, my man, in case somebody decides to strip and torture her... again!"


Maybe Warren thought he was talking to the same little girl he'd taken out into the wood one week before. He was wrong.


He had no idea how much that night had hardened her.


As she walked away from his whimpering and bleeding frame on the office floor, she told him. No more shit. Not any more. The little girl had grown up. And her name was Hannah Chapter.


"Hannah Chapter," Helen Earth said.


Hannah squirmed in her bonds, attempted to talk but found she couldn't because of the ball gag she felt expertly fixed in her mouth. Dribble leaked from her mouth onto her chin.


Hannah's returning vision focused slowly on her captor, standing a foot in front of her, smiling. Helen Earth had discarded her sect robes and was garbed in her full Sonderkommando Thule dress uniform, jackboots and swastikas and all. That removed any lingering doubts, then. The question was, what was going to happen to her now?


It didn't seem that torture was what Helen had in mind. Psycho-sexually speaking, sadists liked their victims to see the tools that were about to be used on them, but there was no evidence of stainless steel trays laden with shiny implements here. Sadists also generally liked to see their victims writhe, but she had been constrained far too tightly for that - in fact, there was no give in her bonds at all. Spread-eagled as she was, her ankles and wrists were chained so tautly that her backside was flattened against the unyielding stone wall behind her, cold on her ass. Flexing a wrist experimentally to test the strength of the chain, she felt the stubborn resisting clack of a ratchet that had obviously been employed to retract the chain to its maximum tension. The ratchet felt wooden. An old mechanism, perhaps mediaeval. And if the thing had lasted for that long, then it was a pretty good bet that she was going nowhere.


Then again, perhaps she was. The lack of any instruments of torture was not necessarily the good thing it implied, and it probably meant only that Helen wanted to keep her immobile until she killed her. And that particular event was not, Hannah suspected, too far away. It wasn't so much the when as the how.


Her eyes focused more and she looked beyond the sect leader, ignoring her lascivious stare. The bitch was taking in every inch of her, of course. She could at least have had the professional courtesy to dress her in some Dazzed and ironed Catherine Oxenberg Lair of the White Worm undies - it was the industry standard, after all. Jeez, anyone would think people had a problem with her purity.


Hannah saw that she was being held captive in a round, stone chamber whose dimensions fitted very neatly into that part of the monastery to which she'd been unable to gain access. The courtyard, in fact, featureless apart from its green glassed dome and what seemed to be a large-bore well of some kind in the centre of the floor. The well was covered by a thick wooden trap, but heavy as the trap looked, it seemed raisable by means of another ratchet and chain mechanism, and Hannah wondered whether it was just plain old H2O that it covered. Somehow, she doubted it.


The presence of the well made Hannah's spirits sink, but not so much as the presence of the two figures in a similar predicament to herself.


Perry and Colleen.


The two girls were manacled at one hundred and twenty degrees to herself, in what seemed to be the full chaining complement of the chamber. The pair had also been stripped and appeared drugged, but there was something deeply depressing in the way they stared flatly at Helen, heads hung low, as if they would be utterly resigned to her wont whether dosed to the eyeballs or not. Hannah had to remind herself that it was death these girls had signed up for, but doubted that Helen's wont was going to deliver them in quite the way they expected. There was going to be no going gently into the good night in this place - this promised to get very messy indeed.


Helen used a handkerchief and wiped the dribble from Hannah's chin, spitting on the cloth to wet it. Hannah twisted her face away and snarled.


"I gather that your people already know there's something down there," Helen said, nodding to the well. "But as yet I imagine you have little idea exactly what."


Hannah debated pretending otherwise, to see if Helen could be drawn. But she needed information and this was no time to bluff. Begrudgingly, she shook her head.


"I imagine also that you expect me to tell you, yes? As all self-respecting captors should?"


Hannah nodded.


Helen raised a finger and paused, taunting her deliberately. "We'll see," she said. "First, so that you are under no illusions as to your fate, permit me a little demonstration." Two acolyths entered the chamber and operated the wooden trap. Wooden ratchets clicked and chains tautened, and it rose with a rumble. It moved smoothly for something so old, a disturbing indicator that it had been raised often.


Dank and cold air flooded the chamber, giving Hannah goose pimples. With the air came an almost overpowering stench of death and corruption. It was so foul that it acted like smelling salts on Perry and Colleen, rousing them slowly from their stupor. Before they came round fully, however, Helen's demonstration began. The acolyths moved to Perry. One of them flicked a lever next to the girl that released the ratchets in the wall, and she and her chains slackened. Together they lifted her by the armpits and half-carried, half-dragged her clanking towards the well. Perry was compos mentis enough to comprehend that something bad was about to happen and she began to struggle in her chains, her bare heels skidding just above the stone floor. But the realisation that she was going to be despatched by methods other than merciful came far too late.


There was no preamble and nothing at all Hannah could do. The acolyths unlocked Perry's shackles and hurled her flailing form into the well.


There was a high-pitched, rapidly fading scream followed by a series of horribly flat thumps and chocking sounds that made Hannah turn her gaze to the side. Then there was only silence.


Colleen was shaking her head rapidly in denial, and she began to cry. Helen slapped her across the face, silencing her. "Change of mind?" she asked. "No longer wish to throw your sad little life away?" She smiled and backhanded her again. "Then we'll have to do it for you."


She turned her attention back to Hannah, as if Colleen didn't exist at all. "This is the only original part of the monastery that remains, and had been buried here beneath rubble and soil for hundreds of years. The trap holds up remarkably well, wouldn't you say, for something built by mediaeval monks?" She caught Hannah's flicker of surprise and smiled. "Yes, they built it, and for the very same purpose it's used today. They were the first to see the light, you see. The light that came of darkness."


The light, Hannah wondered? What the hell was she talking about?


Helen continued. "I imagine those monks prayed as they made their sacrifices," she said. "Only animals, in the beginning, of course - sheep and goats, the odd cow. I wonder whether the praying stopped when they began to sacrifice human beings instead, or if their piety simply became yet more fervent?" Helen tutted in disapproval. "Men of God, eh? What can you do with them? How is your defrocked partner by the way?"


Business partner, Hannah thought. Well, apart from that time in Guatemala.


"Would you like to pray for this girl, Hannah?" Helen asked. She nodded to the acolyths and her sick demonstration was repeated as the struggling Colleen was summarily despatched after Perry into the dark. Like her friend, her screams lasted no more than seconds before the horrible thumps and chocking sounds stopped them dead.


"No?" Helen queried. She motioned the acolyths towards Hannah. "Then how about for yourself?"


Hannah growled with rage, thrashing out against her shackles until they cut into her flesh. She managed to bite clean through her ball gag, spat it out so that it dangled from its straps on her sternum. "You murdering bitch," she said matter-of-factly.


"Hannah," Helen Earth said, "this has been going on for hundreds of years. Who am I to argue with such tradition?"


Hannah remained silent for a second. The girls were gone, but the anger and sorrow she felt would have to wait. In no doubt that she would soon be joining them, what she needed was information, anything that might enable her to survive.


"So, are you going to tell me what's down there or not?" she demanded. "Is it vamps, is it boggs or is it trogs? A dragon, ET, or the famous Boswell Wyrm? Go on, gizza clue. What the hell are you doing here?"


"Victor Schauberger," Helen Earth said, and for a moment it seemed like a complete non sequitur.


Then Hannah recalled her Forteana. Schauberger was the scientist most cited as the developer of Nazi flying saucers in World War Two. With others such as Schriever, Belluzzo and Habermohl, he had reportedly invented the antigravity drive. For years, conspiracy magazines, books and websites had published shots of saucers adorned with his Nazi swastikas. The problem was, most if not all of these had been proven to be fake, and the utter lack of physical evidence of these saucers after craft had led to the whole theory being debunked. It was generally considered, in fact, to be a-


"Crock of crap," Hannah Chapter announced.


"You're right," Helen Earth said, surprisingly. "It was complete crap, as far as Schauberger and his theories went. Oh, there were projects based at Mauthausen, Leonstein and other facilities, but most of those involved with them were, how shall I say, reassigned within months. The theories failed to work, you see." Helen laughed and then added derisively, "Antigravity based on tonal vibrations, on living water, on the harmonics of the cosmos - it was all bullshit."


"So we agree on one thing. What happened?"


"Tibet happened," Helen said simply. "The Natu La Pass. SS Hauptsturmfuhrer and zoologist Ernst Schafer led an expedition there in 1938, a search for our Aryan origins. Ernst found more than our origins, however. Tibetan folklore was rife with tales of a light that had plummeted from the sky in ages past, and Schafer investigated. There in the snows he eventually located an object that he knew rendered invention of the antigravity drive unnecessary."


"A downed UFO," Hannah guessed.


"A downed UFO," Helen repeated. "Pilotless, but salvageable. Nevertheless, the archaeology needed to extricate it safely from the ice took over two years."


"You were in possession of off-world technology from the start of the war," Hannah said cruelly, "and you still couldn't win?"


Helen sneered. "They were able to unlock only the most basic of its functions. This great find became little more than a sub-orbital hovercraft. One function did work to their advantage, though. Stealth shields capable of rendering the saucer undetectable to any radar system."


"So they had total freedom in enemy airspace?"


"And used it. Heinrich Himmler got it into his head that where there was one saucer, there would be others, and they would hold the data needed to access the locked functions. Himmler was nothing but a former chicken farmer, but he had visions of death rays, space platforms... a Nazi base on the moon. So Himmler ordered an intensive research program - Vordringlichkeitsstuffe, high priority - to map similar accounts of lights falling from the sky throughout history. And he codenamed the project Bifrost, after the bridge to the Gods."


"Find much?" Hannah asked casually.


"That would be telling. The saucer visited the Antarctic, the Amazonian Basin, Ngorongoro Crater, Tunguska-"


"And Boswell, North Yorkshire," Hannah finished for her.


"Among other locations on this miserable little island of yours. It's funny. Bifrost could have hovered over Big Ben itself and no one would have known."


"Department Q knew. I'd heard they kicked your asses not far from this very spot."


Helen Earth stroked Hannah's cheek. "You know that much, then. What you don't know is that was only because Bifrost found something fallen from the skies here that was so very different to what we unearthed at the other sites."


This was it, Hannah thought. This was the news she needed to hear. But she wasn't going to hear unless she played it cool. "Please don't tell me you've got William Shatner's toupee down there."


Helen Earth shook her head and breathed out her answer slowly. A sudden look appeared behind her eyes that Hannah found completely out of place - and wrong. "Something wonderful. Something had come not from the skies but from heaven itself."


"Heaven heaven?" Hannah said. She didn't like the way this was going at all. Be cool, she thought. "Wow."


"They found our saviour had come," Helen said breathlessly.


Hannah faltered, thrown and uneased by Helen's strange and abrupt change of attitude. Had the Nazi bitch gone God-squad on her or what?


"Our... saviour?" she queried slowly.


"Our saviour," Helen repeated. As she did, the unexpected religious fugue disappeared as quickly as it had come. She waved on the acolyths. "Let me introduce you."


Oh, I don't think so, Hannah told herself. But if she was getting out of here alive, she had to wait, bide her time. She allowed the acolyths to loosen the ratchets, to grab her beneath the arms and lead her towards the well before she made her move. Deep breath. Just one chance at this, she knew. One.


She took it.


As the acolyths unlocked the shackles from each of her wrists, Hannah grabbed onto the chains and span on the spot, wrapped one set of links about the neck of the first acolyth and whiplashed the second in the face with the other. As she fell backwards into Helen Earth, flooring the pair of them, Hannah pulled on her stranglehold, forcing a desperate choke from the mouth of the first acolyth, and the key to the ankle shackles out of her hand. Hannah snatched up the key and kneed its owner hard in the small of the back, sending her tipping head over heels into the well. There was no time for thumps or chocking sounds because the chain around her neck tautened and instantly snapped her neck. The body couldn't even twitch.


Hannah bent forward and turned the key quickly in the first shackle. Even as the chain was falling away, she had already turned her attention to the second.


But Helen was more resilient than she thought, and almost inhumanly fast. No one is that fast, Hannah thought, as a jackboot smashed into her chin and she heard her jaw crack loudly. The impact sent her arcing backwards into the air and all she could see was the rising blackness of the well, feel its sudden dank chill enveloping her. She snapped to an almost immediate halt next to the body of the first acolyth, agony flaring in her ankle and in her pelvis as the one remaining chain reached its maximum extension and nearly yanked her leg away at the hip. The back of her head cracked into the rough rock wall of the well and she hung there by one fiery, cartilage-ripped limb, turning slowly, dazed.


Almost dreamily, Hannah stared past her dangling arms into the inverted abyss. Caught in the half-light from the top of the well, she saw a silvery blade projecting from the rock just inches below her fingertips, another that scythed out at an opposing angle a little further down, and beyond that, set in the rock in ways that would make it impossible for a falling body to avoid them, a third, fourth, fifth, and more, until they could no longer be seen in the deeper darkness. Fresh gore in varying amounts dripped from their razor edges.


That explained the chocking sounds, she thought as a shadow blocked out the half-light.


"That was stupid," a voice observed. "It only caused you unnecessary pain."


Hannah swallowed blood, a sharp chip of tooth, craned her neck and looked up. Yooof! That hurt. She saw that she was dangling about a body length and a half inside the well and the silhouette of Helen Earth loomed above her. "I'm not good with blind dates," she shouted up at the sect leader. "Even with saviours. So what is it, Helen, huh? Come on, don't keep me in suspense..."


Helen Earth laughed briefly, stopped suddenly, and Hannah felt a chill that was nothing to do with the well. "That wasn't my intention," she said. Hannah looked on helplessly as the woman leaned into the pit and fitted a key into the last ankle shackle. She tried to kick at her with her one free leg but Helen simply batted her foot away. There was nothing to do but go out fighting.


"Yo, Fraulein!"


"What is it?"


"Heil be back."


Helen Earth smiled. "Heil be back. Doubtless some inane pop culture reference which I'm meant to understand, yes?"


"Yeah, you know - Arnie? Fellow countryman of the short guy with the moustache?"


"Oh, him," Helen said with a snort of derision, and Hannah wasn't sure whether she meant Arnie or the other one. "That's a joke, is it? Heil be back."


Helen turned the key.


"No, Miss Chapter," she said emphatically, "you won't."


With a wail, Hannah fell. Almost instantly she felt the first of the blades slice a neat line in her back from shoulder blade to buttock, though the wound didn't feel deep. Lucky, that was all. She knew she was fractions of seconds away from being sliced and diced and she had to act faster than she had ever done before. If she didn't...


Oh yeah, she could see the morning papers now. "Dyke gets screwed by mincer!" Old Warren'd get his kicks out of that, sure enough.


From what she could see, she had one advantage. The countless bodies - human or otherwise - that had fallen and been sliced to pieces during their drop through this hell-hole had coated it with a clotted and congealed layer of blood and tissue that had accumulated over the years into a spongy lining on the rock. She might just be able to use that to gain some control of her descent.


She looked beneath herself as far as she could, as far as the light lasted, and twisted her body to compensate for what was coming as best as she was able. There was a blade coming up under her right ribcage. She swivelled and bent backwards at the hip, kicked herself off the wall. Another appeared, ready to cross-section her midriff, and she bent double to avoid it. She grabbed at a grotesque bush of dried intestines, momentarily braking herself before it snapped away, then used this slightest of delays to bypass the next of the cutting edges. She pirouetted, she bounced, she pushed, booted and threw herself on and off the safe patches of the bloodied well here, then there, again and then again, like a human pinball in some nightmare machine. Once, she managed to grab a section of femur that had become amputated only God knew when and then jammed above a blade, and this she used to block her impact on the one that followed, snapping the bone but negotiating the razored edge without harm. She was in deeper darkness now and reacting more from instinct than sight but again she bounced from wall to wall, in one move locking her body as straight as a knife, in another curling into a foetal ball, whichever was her best strategy for survival. But she was also becoming exhausted and her contact with the blades more and more frequent. She hissed with pain as the razored edges sliced variously into her right thigh, along the length of her arm, and across the side of her neck, barely missing the carotid artery. She knew she couldn't keep this up. She just couldn't...


Weak from loss of blood, her vision darkening, Hannah felt her body going limp.


But she was not dead. Dully, she realised there were no more blades. Somehow, she'd survived.


She was suddenly out of the well, free-falling into a cavernous darkness.


Oh come on, she thought. She had to admit, she hadn't expected this. She had imagined that the well come to its end at the base of the tor, not some way above it, and as the rush of expansive air brought her round, she found herself rapidly number crunching. By her estimation of length of fall and the depth of the tor, she had maybe four or five seconds before she impacted with its true bottom - and that assumed there was nothing else waiting to splatter her in the way.


No way to control her descent here. Unless she learned to fly, she was about to die. There was nothing she could do about it.


Hannah fell and time seemed to slow. Pockets of air caressed and buffeted her body. They felt gentle and strangely no longer cold. There was a stillness to everything, inside which soft echoes of something could be heard below. Shit, Hannah thought. This really is it. What the hell is a Verse going to do without a Chapter?


She closed her eyes.


Hit bottom.


And found herself plummeting below the surface of a liquid hell.


"Guyyaaah!" Hannah screamed involuntarily. It was a mistake because her mouth filled up with a thick, cold and lumpy soup. Hannah vomited into the liquid in which she had sunk, scrambled desperately for the surface, and broke through still retching. She had never felt so diseased, so tainted. Jesus, this was...


There was a strange phosphorescence coming from all about her and Hannah revolved slowly, saw she was floating in a lake of human remains, some of it recognisable as severed arms, legs, torsos, splintered skeletal segments, but most of it just a putrefied solution of human flesh and gore, new and old. A decapitated head bobbed on its slowly undulating surface, its mouth and eyes wide with shock. Perry.


Oh no, no, no, Hannah thought. This was a sea of the sacrificed... the dead of the ages.


And there was something in the midst of it all. A vast, looming shape, like an island, cloaked in shadow.


Was this Helen's saviour?


Hannah heard a voice in her head. It seemed to be coming from the shape.


SINS... it said.


It made her heart lock with terror.


Oh God, she had to get out of here. She had to get out of here now.


Hannah flailed desperately to reach the shore of the nightmare waters, a dark line she could see several feet away. But as she half-swam, half-waded out of the glutinous miasma she could already feel the voice's influence insinuating itself into her mind from every conceivable angle. It was as if she were in the hands of some phrenologist-cum-psychic-surgeon, their combined fingers massaging themselves straight through her skull, into the soft and pliable tissue of her brain. Resist as she tried, the fingers were in simply too many places at once, each of them as cold as ice and seemingly intent on leeching a part of her away.


SHOW ME YOUR SINS...


"No!" Hannah cried, but at the same time she could feel her deepest thoughts being probed. She felt a flare of fire in her neck, searing it like a hot knife, and fought to repress the pain only to feel it being overridden by an utter numbness of being.


Soul-eater, she thought. Helen Earth's saviour was some kind of soul-eater. And it was trying to take her self. It was trying to take her life away.


She had to fight it.


She thought back to her ordeal in Louisiana. Remember how strong it made you. How it made you you!


She knew immediately this was far stronger than Louisiana. It was stronger than anything she had known.


I am Hannah Chapter, she thought. I am one of a kind. I am Hannah Chapter! Hannah Chapt-


She flailed to get herself to the shores of the sordid sea, but could already feel her essence ebbing and knew in truth that it was already too late.


Please don't take me away. I will not let you, you bastard! No! No! Jesus Christ Almighty you will not take me-


Hannah's hands touched the shore just as she felt the last of her vitality go. She felt her facial muscles sink into themselves and her eyes retreat in their sockets, knowing her pupils dilated now not with sensation but growing senselessness. An image of Helen Earth's acolyth servants gathering on the shore about her hovered dully in her mind. Hey Helen, Heil be back. No, Miss Chapter, you won't.


She laughed coldly. It wasn't fair. Not after all she'd been through...


The person once known as Hannah Chapter dropped to her knees, her fight seemingly done. Her body held that position for a moment and then slumped down onto its side with a soft thud. Her eyes - white now - stared blankly into the darkness, her mouth gaped slackly, and dribble leaked slowly to the cavern floor.







THIRTEEN

 


"Yes, yes - thank you, Sir Rufus. Yes, I'll most certainly do that. Goodbye."


Jonathan Brand put the phone on the cradle, gave a heavy sigh and rubbed at his chin with a bandaged hand, stubble snagging on the wrap. He stared at the Department Q files that cluttered the room - source of the number he'd just dialled. But so much for Folkes - as unhelpful as the others. It was the eighth call he had made and he was a little weary of being given the run-around.


Boswell? 'Fraid not, me dear fellow. But I'll tell you who might know - Templar at MI5.


It does ring a bell, yes, but not very loudly, I'm afraid. What about Harold Pelham from MI19; he might have some idea.


I'm sorry, Mr Pelham hasn't been himself of late. He's had to take sick leave. But I'll be sure to update him when he returns. What was the name of the place again?


And so it had gone on. Even his much banked-on telephone call to the so-called horse's mouth had come to nothing. Sir Alex Nestor, one-time head of Department Q, was out of the country.


Now wasn't that bloody convenient.


The Old Boys Network had closed ranks, no doubt about it. With "Jenny" gone to follow-up Ravne's artefact lead - having had a good nose around his rooms first, he'd noticed - he was on his own. A good few pieces away from finishing the yellowed jigsaw whose picture would, hopefully, enlighten him as to exactly what Department Q and their old mates Sonderkommando Thule had been trading blows about back in '44.


In a way, he was grateful. The researches kept him busy. Kept him from thinking about Jen. And they were a damn fine excuse to get the creative juices flowing.


Pouring his third double whisky of the session, the bottle almost sliding from his bandaged hand, Brand turned back to his laptop, watching for the umpteenth time the footage that Verse had mailed as part of his and Ness's recon update. The pair had sounded rather occupied at Jardine's farm, but he knew it was nothing they couldn't handle, and so had paid it no further attention.


The dead dogs causing this unseemly ruckus had, however, piqued his interest - they and the other feral corpses that had apparently resurrected out of their final resting places on the moor.


They were, in fact, the first piece he needed.


Coincidentally enough, the RAF Mosquito's footage was at the point where Boswell's cemetery was disgorging its human dead into the town... the event that had convinced its priest and, to some extent, Annabeth Jardine that they had both been witnessing Judgement Day.


Brand could see how their circumstances had led to the conclusion. But there was one basic flaw. By virtue of the fact that sixty-plus years later everyone was still here, it really couldn't have been Judgement Day at all, could it? Whatever was responsible for these phenomena might have wished to suggest it was, but that day was yet to come. No, there was another explanation for that night's events, and it began with soil.


The fact was, it wasn't the dead who had risen; it was the bodies of the dead, a very important distinction. He'd downloaded a selection of soil analyses of the area and discovered in each case a unique chemical structure that imbued this soil with an unusually preservative quality. In other words, Boswell's dead didn't decompose, at least not for a long, long time. And in the absence of decomposition, the integrity of the cerebellum - of the brainstem itself - would not be degraded too. And these were the tools needed for motive control.


Being dead, of course, there wouldn't have been much that the people or dogs could do with them - which was why there had to have been some outside stimulation.


Puppeteering, in fact.


The Voice.


Brand didn't know whether it was by accident or design, but the dead had simply been puppeteered alongside the living.


This was the question that had vexed him this past half-bottle: why was it the living had burned?


And why did the Voice demand SHOW ME YOUR SINS?


Brand studied the screen again, the footage now of the glowing figure over the monastery ruins, a thing of fire more intense than the conflagration in the town. The image flared blindingly as the plane entered its mass and then briefly displayed a glimpse of the dark countryside beyond. There, the footage ended and Brand stared at the blanked screen. The answer was here, he was certain. It was here. But once again the tortured flailing of the townsfolk has stuck in his mind's eye. He gulped on his whisky. There were so many flames.


Oh God, he thought suddenly. That was it.


There were too many flames.


Gulping again, he replayed the final seconds of footage: the flight over the middle part of town, the waving from a desperate Annabeth Jardine, and again, the entry into the figure and beyond.


Why hadn't the plane incinerated?


At the very least, at that temperature the film in the camera should have combusted.


But the plane wasn't even smoking when it came out the other side.


The only thing that had burned was the pilot.


Brand backtracked again, this time for a proper view of the whole town. He viewed it in slow motion. There: it was obvious if you were looking for it. Down on the ground that night it might have appeared that all hell had broken loose but a good number of those people were not burning at all. At least, not with natural fire.


What he was looking at was spirit fire.


Brand zoomed the image then flicked from victim to victim, high-definition enhancement allowing a degree of detail not discernible on the original stock. Yes, there were two distinct patterns of flame. He realised what unbeknownst to him had been recently and painfully revealed to Hannah Chapter deep beneath the monastery.


Victims were suffering spontaneous combustion. There was no doubting that horror. But the rest of these poor people were being soul-stripped.


It made sense now. The figure and the fire and that strange demand to SHOW ME YOUR SINS. He had encountered demons capable of soul-stripping before, and it was an unstable process to say the least. To psychokinetically hammer a human mind into such a traumatised state of guilt or remorse that subconsciously it became willing to relinquish the bonds between body and psyche. When performed correctly a demon would gain a pure soul to be used for whatever perverted purpose it wished. Get it wrong, to encounter individuals not susceptible to such manipulation, or who railed against it, and the resultant psychophysical backlash not only corrupted the soul, but also initiated a bioelectrical brainstorm sufficient to trigger SHC.


Very few survived the process either way. They were resistants. And Brand knew about resistants because he had once had cause to discover he was one himself.


Unconsciously, he rubbed the back of his neck.


Brand refilled his glass, took a slug, scowling as he felt a dull ache in his kidneys. He turned back to the footage, watching now the mesmerising spirit fire that for a while wreathed the bodies of the soul-stripped as their essence was leeched from their flesh. It was almost beautiful - some kind of Kirlian symphony performed by the people of the town - but there was no beauty in the last agonised contortion of their faces as their souls were then torn away by every thread.


Torn away to dance through the real flames then coalesce into that great, glowing figure looming malevolently over the town.


Now that Brand knew what it was composed of, he knew also what it was. The apparition itself was not the thing responsible for that hellish night, it was merely a projection of it - a soul shield. A barrier, in other words, that was comprised of pure human essence and used by its owner to mask its own despicable presence from the attention of God.


And that could mean only one thing.


The shadow that Siddhi had scanned in the cave, the thing that breathed: it was an infernal.


But of what order? Brand thought.


He zoomed in on the glowing figure, studied its shape. Most soul shields reflected the wielder's image - in a sense, its idealised form - but this one appeared still to be in a state of creation, as yet only vague. But there were those hints of wings...


He thought back to that ley line pulse at Exham Priory, to Jenny speaking in that strange tongue. Adramelecanmaelarmenauzabaraqel...


Wait a minute... This thing couldn't be. It didn't make sense. For one thing, he'd never known phenomena such as this manifested by such a creature, or on such a scale - it was too powerful. For another, why all these trappings of Judgement Day when the very concept was the antithesis of its self? And also why draw the population of Boswell down into the caves when its natural instinct would be kill them where they stood?


Most importantly of all, why draw on the energy of the ley lines?


Brand took another drink, stared at the screen, his frustration bubbling slightly into anger. He tapped a key and stared into the eyes of Annabeth Jardine, frozen in the act of waving for help. A resistant, he thought. She had lived through the ultimate nightmare, then died needlessly.


Damn Magister. And damn Department Q. What in hell had brought them here? And why in Hades had they done what they did?


Brand stood, stared at the stacks of Department Q files and kicked out, demolishing the tower and sending one of their old Bakelite telephones that he'd used as a paperweight crashing to the floor. It rang once on impact and he snorted. Once upon a time he'd have considered this sacrilegious but he no longer cared. Because he felt betrayed.


Once he'd gained sufficient security clearance to know of their existence, Brand had spent a good deal of his adult life idolising these people, the romantic adventurers of World War II. Given the choice, he would have swapped his life as was for the risk of death by their side, battling the supernatural forces of evil. Werewolves, golems, vampires, Sonderkommando Thule themselves. Every one of them was so much more black-and-white back then. He had even chronicled their exciting adventures - adventures that might even be inspiring a new generation of worshippers if only the Official Secrets Act allowed him to publish.


What a mistake that would have been. Because he wouldn't have been telling the whole truth at all.


The things he had learned in recent months. That alongside the heroism, there lay much darker secrets. How, for example, Alex Nestor had had his spell-mumblers divert a Luftwaffe raid from London to Coventry in order to save himself - and had then shared a joke in his London club despite fourteen hundred innocent men, women and children being killed as a result. How Jack Strummer - in fact Detective Sergeant Jack "Bulldog" Strummer, once Black and Tans and Special Branch - employed every dirty trick in the book as he fought beside colleagues he thought "a bunch of darkies, kikes, degenerates, nonces and Oxbridge Bolsheviks." Or how Randolph Rochester, that latter-day Biggles, his face near destroyed in what was described as some "occult beastliness" in the Somme, had lost most of his rational mind as well, no chocks-away scarf flapping heroically behind him because it was too sodden with blood. Farralay, Bey, George and Harriet, Cecilia Bird - they were all so much darker than they seemed. But then, what did that matter, hmm? After all, these were the days when disputes were settled with fists and fusillades, the days when the good guys always won.


All for one and one for all, eh? Brand thought. Apparently not for Michael Magister, who had gone on to murder three of their number.


Michael Magister, the darkest of them all. An immensely powerful psychokinetic, still alive and, despite his circumstances, causing problems to this day. It was only recently, in fact, that he had awoken ancient forces in the Highlands by his manipulation of energies in the-


Earth, Brand thought suddenly. Gods, how could he have been so blind?


He'd been trying to force them into his jigsaw, but as far as he knew there hadn't been any ley line pulses back in 1944, they were only occurring now. That couldn't be coincidence.


Brand returned to the laptop, brought up all of the data Kostabi had gathered. The billionaire, all of them, had assumed that the thing beneath Scratch Tor had been feeding off the pulses; but what if, instead, it was being fed them?


He punched up the ley line network, studied the energy dispersal patterns of the pulses. He had been clever, Brand had to admit: routing and re-routing the energies until their true origin was almost impossible to backtrack. But there it was right in front of him on the map.


Michael Magister's current location.


Brand slugged at his whisky and picked up the phone. He dialled a restricted number. "This is Boothroyd's Child," he said, giving his personal password.


"Dr Brand. How can I help?"


"Hello, major. I need to know something. Have there been any problems with our friend?"


"Problems? No. A minor blip on the TK counter but nothing to worry about."


A minor blip, Brand thought. Oh God.


"There is, however, a message."


"Message?" Brand said slowly, and swallowed.


"Yes, doctor," the major replied. The officer sounded calm but Brand's heart skipped a beat as it was repeated.


"Mr Magister is expecting you."







FOURTEEN

 


There was no smoke without fire. A hackneyed old adage, perhaps, but one that happened also to be true, nowhere more so than in Whitby.


It was a town of diverse faces. Ice creams and amusement arcades, fish n' chip shops, and beaches: this was its tourist face. Captain Cook, whale hunting, trawlers and jet: this was its historic face. And the abbey balancing on the cliff, that stark and sombre ruin: this was its religious face.


One face, however, loomed over the town like a shadow: a narrow, bloodless, acutely angular face. The face that had captured the imagination of the world and that epitomised and haunted Whitby most of all.


The nosferatu, Count Dracula.


Bram Stoker had published his most lasting work in 1897, seven years after he had holidayed here, having found much of his inspiration in books he borrowed from the town library. It was here that he described the count first arriving on English shores, springing from a shipwreck in the form of a great dog. It was here that he had him feed on young Lucy Harker, bleeding her in the churchyard of St Marys, in sight of the abbey itself. These local associations had led some to conclude that Stoker's work was based, in part, on fact. That Bram had, in truth, found inspiration from things other than books. The fact and the fiction had blurred over the years, and a few people had even come to believe that Dracula himself was real.


This was nonsense, of course.


But there was no smoke without fire, and Jenny Simmons was in search of his kind.


"Vampires? You're 'aving a laugh, love. That stuff's strictly for the tourists."


Jenny Simmons took a look around the backstreet souvenir shop, saw the vampire capes and the fake blood and the plastic fangs, the tourist stuff, then slid off her sunglasses, smiled sweetly and let Baarish-Shammon out to play.


[I haven't time to waste here. Do I look like a tourist to you?]


The proprietor of the shop, a small and greasy man named Underhill, paled and dropped the piece of jet he had been prepping for sale. "Aww sweet Jesus," he said with recognition. "What are you? Inferaphim?"


[Nohoho,] Baarish-Shammon chuckled deeply. [I'm something much, much worse. But at least your knowing that much proves you know your stuff.] Baarish-Shammon reached across the counter and took the man by his neck, squeezing mercilessly. [So, where are they, little man? Where's the nest?]


The shopkeeper choked his reply.


"Nest? I don't know what you're talking ab-"


Baarish-Shammon shifted her grip to his Adam's apple and closed her fingers like a vice. She'd already sniffed out the fact that this miserable little bastard was supplying the local fangs with their meat - she just needed to persuade him that she knew.


Gwork. "Please, you don't understand. Morla - she'll have my skin if I tell you!"


[Not if I have it first.] Baarish-Shammon slid a razored fingertip down the side of the man's face, slicing effortlessly through his skin from temple to jawbone. As the shopkeeper's blood seeped slowly from the wound, she probed with her fingertip and gently teased back a flap of the flesh, baring the glistening red horror mask that lay beneath. [The Nest?]


The man hissed in pain. "I can't... UWAGH... Jesus, you bloody bitch!"


[Actually the literal translation of one of my many names,] Baarish-Shammon replied, consequently not offended. She repositioned her fingertip onto one of the man's eyeballs, prodding the razornail on the soft membrane. [Want to find out why they call me that?]


"N-no... NO."


[I thought not. The nest, then...]


"Hsuh! The Overnook Hotel. West side of town. The attics."


[Guardians?]


"N-none that I know of. Morla Carmody, she-"


[Thank you.]


Baarish-Shammon and Underhill stared into each other's eyes, though his flicked desperately.


"A... Are you going to kill me?"


[Yes.]


Jenny Simmons exited the souvenir shop in human form once more, the sign on the glass door behind her having been flipped to "CLOSED". Inside, the first tongues of hellfire had already started to lick at the stock. Jenny thought it appropriate that the place had kept a large stock of jet, the hard fossilised wood had once made the town the centre for the manufacture of Victorian mourning jewellery. In that sense, she supposed, it had been partly built on death, and so she was only continuing its long and honourable tradition.


But wait. They had buried people in those days hadn't they?


Not cremated. Oh well. Times moved on.


Jenny walked across town, heading west, uphill. Behind her a tourist posed for a photograph under the arched whale bones that had identified Whitby to Ravne. The massive jaws had been presented to the town in 1963 by Thor of Norway, and it struck Jenny how much they resembled a pair of upturned vampire incisors. The centre soon lay far behind her, however, and with it the people. Away from the coast, it was deserted - only scattered and half-derelict buildings here and there. And then there was just one. The Victorian edifice called the Overnook sat atop an outcropping of rock and looked as though it ought to have a letter-box marked Bates at the bottom of its drive. It had probably once been grand, as many coastal hotels had been in their day, but now it was an empty shell - the victim, perhaps, of a poorly chosen location, or a juicy murder scandal from which it had never recovered.


Whatever the reason for its failure, the hotel was fenced off and signed for redevelopment. But there was no evidence of work - and if it hadn't been redeveloped by now, it seemed unlikely that it was going to be anytime soon. Jenny studied a partially eroded sign: something Straker Estates? She hadn't heard of them. Chances were they were nothing more than agents for the Nest, tasked to ensure that the Overnook remained forevermore in development hell.


There was a bit of a giveaway here. The fence had no gate anywhere in its perimeter. Why would overgrown bats need a gate, after all?


Jenny ripped away a section of the corrugated iron fence and hurled it into the distance, the metal panel clanging as it bounced end over end across the field. There didn't seem to be any point in being subtle. She stepped through the gap, sniffed the air and smiled in satisfaction. There were undead here, all right, reeking, as always, richly of copper, urine and shit - none of the smells their own. Filthy bastards. They could at least bathe after they fed.


But even though the fangs were here, there was no guarantee that they had what Jenny was looking for. That conclusion was actually something of a gamble, though it did have merit. When Ravne had pinpointed the town as the possible location for half of the artefact, Brand had done some digging into Crown Treasury records, seeking to trace the contents of Boswell monastery, particularly where they had gone after Henry VIII had closed Whitby Abbey down. It hadn't been easy gaining access - the Crown Treasury was understandably protective of its true worth - but if the enquirer knew the wrong things about the right people anything was possible, and Ethan Kostabi had furnished Brand with a marvellous selection of juicy tidbits. As it turned out, however, there was no treasure or artefact in the Crown's ownership that even came close to matching what they knew of "the Eyes".


The conclusion, Brand had decided, was clear - while they were reasonably sure that the artefact had been in Whitby, apparently it had never left. It followed that if Henry VIII lost possession of it here, then something else had to have gained it. Something, perhaps, with the power to wrest such a treasure from the church. Something that had to have been here in Whitby at the time.


By implication, something long-lived.


Go figure.


Jenny entered the derelict hotel through a half-hinged door and made her way across the lobby and up the sweeping staircase. She checked the rooms one by one, searching for guardians to ensure the shopkeeper hadn't been lying and she wouldn't be jumped from behind. She found it odd that he had thought there were none - every nest she'd known enthralled at least one guardian to protect its back. Because for all their power it remained a truism that vampires were not at their best in daytime - not helpless exactly but rather less of a pain-in-the-arse than when the sun went down.


But just as the stiff had said, guardians there were none. Not a golem, not a ghoul, nor even a geek lackey with a suspect accent and a penchant for scuttling bugs.


That meant one of two things. Either the fangs in the Overnook were more than usually stupid, or alternatively they felt they didn't need guardian protection at all. If it was the latter then it likely meant they had enough confidence in their daytime abilities and their sire - the one called Morla - to render them potentially dangerous.


Only one way to find out.


Jenny located the attic access and ascended the stairs slowly, the slats creaking under her feet, the wood stained with blood - human Ronseal doing exactly what it said on the skin. As the shadows thickened, she came out into the attic proper. A twilit roof-space stretched ahead, pyramided with wooden beams and hung with the inverted shapes of large black tulips waiting to bloom. There were nine of them that she could see and probably more in the deeper shadows.


They were not tulips.


Jenny moved further into the space, between the hanging objects, watching them breathe shallowly, feeling brushes of their skin, leathery and hard, smelling their stench. Though their wings were wrapped tightly about their bodies and they were, for now, asleep, at some level they were aware of her presence because Jenny could hear them taking the telepathic piss. She sighed. What she hated about today's fangs was they had late night TV.


"Oh my Gord, it's almost dark - we'll be waking up soon!"


"Ven ve do, ze Count says grab her on tree... vorn, twoooo, tree..."


"Children of the niight - what beautiful muesli she will make!"


That clinched it, Jenny thought. If these bats wanted her for breakfast, they had confidence all right. She'd have to keep an eye open for Morla. But for now she moved in further, attention drawn by three more inverted but this time non-vampiric shapes hanging in the shadows.


Shit. She could do without this.


There were rucksacks and shredded CAT and Peter Storm gear all over the floor. The bodies roped up by their ankles were backpackers, then - two boys and a girl, all around nineteen. Both males had been exsanguinated, skinned, their genitalia torn off in the feeding frenzy they had suffered. The girl was alive, in shock, staring at the grey remains of her friends in silent, puff-cheeked horror. As Jenny untied her bonds, her gag, she spewed fleshy solids onto the floor. One way to keep her quiet. Chances were this was one hotel she wouldn't be recommending to the Lonely Planet.


"Th-they said they were saving me for... they s-said... oh God, p-please... please help..."


Jenny nodded towards the stairwell. "Piss off, forget your friends and don't look back. I'm not here for you."


"But they'll come after me. They'll-"


"They won't," Jenny interrupted.


"Right," the girl said, "right." She made for the stairs, twisted trying to grab her clothes, and stumbled, falling heavily to the floor. "No, I didn't mean... God, did I make a noise. Oh, shit, I woke them didn't I? I woke them up."


"No," Jenny said, matter-of-factly. "You have to do this." To the girl's horror Jenny punched the nearest vampire hard in the side, then did it again. "Yo, stoolbreath," she shouted. "Hey!"


"Jesus, lady, what the fu-!"


The vampire spasmed, hissing angrily, and black wings began slowly to open. There was a thudding of bare feet on the stairs and suddenly Jenny was alone.


Kind of.


One by one the vampires dropped from their beam perches and flipped upright in the half-second it took them to fall. Their taloned feet made no sound as they hit the attic floor. More sets of wings unfolded, revealing the emaciated-looking, sinewy creatures that lay beneath them. Red eyes regarded Jenny.


"You've got some balls," one of the fangs said.


"More than you can say for some."


The vampire turned to where their victims hung, snarled. "You released her, you replace her."


"I don't think so," Jenny replied. She allowed her own eyes to flash momentarily red. "I'm here on business."


Most of the vampires had the sense to back off slightly seeing this minor display, even if only uncertain what they were dealing with rather than cowed. But there was always one - in this case the one who'd done the talking so far.


It slashed at Jenny, slicing through the front of her blouse. It was an opening gambit.


"I just bought that Armani," Jenny said. "Have you any idea how much shit you're in?"


The vampire's eyes narrowed to slits, uncertain, weighing her. It was evidently not good with the mental scales because it lunged.


A taloned hand shot out and stopped the vampire dead in its tracks, though perhaps not quite so dead as it would have been had Jenny stopped it instead. The hand casually flipped the offender aside and it crashed into a beam and collapsed to the floor. The interloper sighed softly, then, and began to circle Jenny slowly, sniffing like a dog.


This vampire was larger than the others, quite considerably, and was recognisable as having been female, once. Powerful muscles bulged on her body and her leathery skin was a mass of scar tissue, sign that she had received, and met, many challenges in her lengthy undead existence. Such confidence came from this one that Jenny couldn't help thinking that if the other fangs had been comparable to tulips, she could only be the Dutch variety of that flower - the Queen of the Night. There was no doubt she was in the presence of the nest's sire, Morla Carmody.


"Take care, children. Our visitor is more than she seems," Morla said. She stared Jenny in the eyes. "What business do you have... old one?"


Jenny knew that this was the moment the gamble either paid off or didn't. She told the sire she had come for the artefact and carefully watched her reaction.


It was hidden here somewhere.


"I remember," Morla said. "A treasure such as that, one does not easily forget. Such power it held; I felt it even as I scooped that little man of God from the cliff top, the day they took their treasures away."


Jenny sighed. "What is it with you leeches and sparkly things? You're bats, not bloody magpies."


Morla thrust her face close to Jenny's own, her breath making even her gag. "Maybe we just sell them to buy mouthwash," she said. Morla pulled back. "Get out, hellspawn. Your artefact isn't here."


"Yes, it is," Jenny said. "And I'm not leaving until I get it."


Morla cocked her head, bared fangs whose edges were serrated. "Then you're not leaving."


The sire flicked a talon and the other vampires pounced, led by blouse-slicer itself, vindicated and eager to kill. Jenny had no time to react as she was buried beneath their hurtling forms, and a small hill made up of leather, talons and teeth formed on the attic floor. But in the gaps that flashed between the vampire's bodies, where she expected to see flesh, there was instead a glow of hellfire, and a voice spoke just two words.


[Bad move.]


The vampires flew then, though none of them had used their wings. The undulating hill exploded outward as Baarish-Shammon launched the creatures into the air, then rose to begin a swift programme of disintegration and dismemberment. One vampire simply ceased to exist as it was hit by a blast of energy from the she-demon's eyes, another was decapitated in an instant by her razor-fingered hands. The same fingers jabbed into the stomach of a third, lifted it from the floor and then rammed it headfirst into the beam it had used a perch, slicing it apart on impact. A sharp slab of wood was used as a stake on the next, missing the heart but spinning the fang neatly, enabling the demoness to rip out its spinal cord. This she used to hang the fifth, wrapping the vertebrae around its neck and its wings before incinerating it as it scrabbled for purchase in the air. She made short shrift of the others, but as the last of them fell to her demonic assault Morla Carmody let out an ululating shriek that Baarish-Shammon recognised as a vampire's call-to-arms. This she should have expected - most sires were long-lived because they deployed their minions before taking to battle themselves, and that deployment wasn't over yet. The bitch had summoned reinforcements.


Baarish-Shammon watched the skylight at the end of the attic darken and then shatter under the impact of more taloned feet. Brought forth from their hiding places in the adjacent cliffs, these fangs were obviously lower in the nest hierarchy but made up for their lack of status in numbers, and the demoness lost count of the creatures that poured through the gap. Her wide gash of a mouth curled into a smile. Bring it on...


The vampires brought it on. Holding her ground Baarish-Shammon entered her full hellfire mode, a roaring nuclear reactor on legs. She almost felt sorry for the poor bastards because she was going to enjoy thi-


The attic filled suddenly with light. But this light paled even her own glowing form.


Dammit, she thought. She knew that light. It was Wyrd Light. And where came Wyrd Light...


She looked back to see Solomon Ravne had joined her in Whitby. The bearded creep was visible in the dazzling radiance as a stick-figure thrusting the object known as the Lamp of Alhazred towards the vampires. Though the initial whiteout from the trapezoidal lens was already starting to fade it was being replaced by strobing rays of intense coruscation that built in power and then shot out from the lamp one after the other like fusillades from some heavenly Gatling gun. All of the fangs who were leaping, flying or hurling themselves at Baarish-Shammon appeared to freeze in mid-motion, though in fact all that happened was that each of them were picked out at the exact moment of their death. They did not even have time to scream as they were reduced first to leprous lumps trailing flaps of their own necrotic flesh, then to gangly puppets of gristle and bone, then finally to sick yellowed skeletons that became dust as the moment was done. A solitary surviving skull thudded and then shattered on the floor at Baarish-Shammon's feet.


The demoness stared at Ravne. [Bastard.]


"Spoil your fun?" Ravne said.


[They were only fangs. I could have taken them alone.]


"That isn't in doubt. I simply thought that as we are working to a tight schedule I should save us both some time." He stared over her shoulder, nodded without much concern, shrugged and turned away. "That one seems hardier than the others - do your stuff."


Baarish-Shammon raised a surprised eyebrow. It was obvious which "that one" was going to be and she turned to face Morla Carmody. Snarling, the sire was rising from a crouch in the dust of her children, her wings spread wide. She had taken some damage from the Wyrd Light, but nowhere near as much as she should have done. She should, in fact, have been dust like all the rest. Now that Baarish-Shammon found odd.


What she found odder was how much it hurt when Morla rammed her into the attic wall. And again when she pummelled her head against the floor.


That much power in a vampire? It seemed impossible. But impossible or not, it seemed she had the fight of her life on her hands.


Vampire and she-demon went for each other with claws, talons, fists, feet, and their very souls, Baarish-Shammon caught off guard more than once by the sheer strength, agility and speed of the thing that called itself Morla. She remained Baarish-Shammon, though, and that very fact made her far from ineffectual as the battle unfolded. Everything the vampire gave, she returned, twice-fold whenever she could, and apart from one slip that caused her to land semi-stunned at Ravne's feet - "She's only a fang; you can handle her," - she managed eventually to turn the tide her way. A combination of energy blasts, hell-fire surges and plain-old razor-slashing viciousness at last wore the sire down. Morla was driven back to the rear wall of the attic and Baarish-Shammon pinned her against the brickwork.


But even while the two struggled there face to face, foetid breath mingling with hot exhalations, the she-demon could sense the vampire's strength slowly returning. This wasn't right. Vampires were simply not this powerful. There had to be something enabling her to do this that she hadn't seen.


Morla began to laugh coldly. As she did there was the briefest flash of something from within her leathery body.


That was it.


Such power it held, Morla had said.


That much power in a vampire, she herself had thought?


Baarish-Shammon jammed her arm across Morla's neck, holding her a second longer.


[Sire of the nest or not, I have to ask myself how it is that you can withstand me?] she asked. She pressed hard, prompting a choke. [How is it, Morla?] The sire struggled in the demon's grip. [It wouldn't be anything to do with the artefact - where you hide it?]


Baarish-Shammon slashed suddenly, unexpectedly, and sliced Morla open from pubis to collarbone in a single fluid move. The vampire jerked in shock and disbelief, and her flesh parted. Her insides poured slowly onto the floor between them, a cold stinking mass of necrotic intestine and digestive tract, and lumps of age-old coagulated blood that looked like tarmacadam. There was little else - the major organs of anyone made undead atrophied to virtually nothing soon after siring, leaving only empty space.


Baarish-Shammon curled her nose as the viscera plopped at her feet. [Whooh. You never heard of positive bacteria, girl?] As equally suddenly as she had attacked, she plunged a hand deep inside the slowly shuddering vampire, prompting an agonised gasp as she felt around. With a slurp of suction she pulled something free from inside her ribcage. The gore-damp, darkly glistening object was about the size and shape of the head of an ancient weapon - a cudgel, perhaps, or a morning star. Baarish-Shammon knew full well it was neither but she simply could not resist.


She hefted the object in front of Morla's eyes, allowing the vampire to regard it dully. [What's a nice mace like this doing in a girl like you?]


Morla's expression remained frozen in that look of utter disbelief. Her great fanged maw turning rictal and dripping saliva she exhaled lengthily, jerkily and infinitely slowly, the death-rattle of a thing that believed it would never die. Her head dipped down towards the demoness, coming to rest almost gently on a shoulder, as if she were hoping for a comforting pat of a hand. There was no pat. Instead the she-demon clamped the sire's head in both hands, snapped it through a hundred and eighty degrees, and ripped it from her body, throwing it aside with a look of disdain.


Solomon Ravne picked his way through the rubble of the attic. He had to admit he been expecting a Sonderkommando Thule presence and wondered why there was none. While he pondered this, Baarish-Shammon took Jenny Simmons's form once more. "Get what you came here for?" he asked her.


"Guess so," Jenny said, studying the artefact. "Doesn't look like much to me." She leaned close to Ravne, studied his wounds. "You, by the way, look like shit. But I reckon it's nothing that a good bloodbath wouldn't cure."


Ravne chose to ignore the side comment, even if it was obvious the she-demon had been prying into his affairs. It was something he would have to deal with at a later date.


They had exited the Overnook, and he looked along the coast in the direction of Boswell. The sky over the area was electric and he realised a further ley line pulse was due, possibly the last before the waveform collapsed.


And then, he wondered? 1944 all over again?


But he and Simmons had done all that they could for now. Their half of the artefact they'd take to Boswell but the location of the other hung on Brand.


At this late stage, he could only hope that the good doctor would come up with something.







FIFTEEN

 


Urp. Rohhh God.


A disintegrating disc of bile bobbed off on the waves. Everything that was coming up had come up but the damned retching wouldn't stop.


Jonathan Brand collapsed back on his bench seat in the tiny boat, choosing to ignore the laughter of the two soldiers sharing it, and wiped bitterness from his mouth with his sleeve. Cleaned, he made fists of his bandage-wrapped hands, wincing as the recovering skin stretched and burned anew. For a moment the self-inflicted pain masked the nausea in his gut - his intention - but only for a moment. Although this wasn't the first time he had made this crossing, the dubious cocktail of the previous night's whisky, the petrol stench of the boat's outboard motor, and the claustrophobic gas mask he had been forced to wear since leaving shore - though that had been ripped off in some haste a moment before - had left him in no state to re-grow sea legs. The only saving grace about this trip was that it was almost over.


The question was: what the hell was he about to get himself into next?


In the mist ahead, something loomed. A rising of rock that seemed inordinately grey and lonely. The rising gradually resolved itself into a small island, and from somewhere upon it Brand heard a seagull's cry. The cry sounded as sickly as he felt, for a moment reinforcing the rumours about the place it had chosen to rest its weary wings.


On the subject of which, the soldiers gestured at him to replace his gas mask. Brand shook his head and pointed out the approaching dock. There was no need to continue their little subterfuge now that they were out of the public gaze and in sight of their destination. Somewhat sheepishly, the two of them slipped off their own masks, and breathed gratefully of the sea air.


The boat hit dock with a hollow clunk and hands that seemed disembodied in the mist reached down to help Brand up onto the quay. He was the only one from the boat to disembark. The soldiers had been his escort on the sea crossing only, and the two did not possess sufficient security clearance to make landfall. Very few people in the defence department, and, indeed, in the upper reaches of the British government itself, did. It was only because of his links with Department Q that Brand himself was granted access.


The academic flexed his legs on the solid rock, wishing he could enjoy it more. But considering the nature of the phone call that had brought him here, the churning in his guts was eased hardly at all. In fact, he hadn't been so apprehensive of a situation in his life.


"Dr Brand. Welcome back, sir."


Brand studied the uniformed NCO with a careful eye. "Thank you, sergeant. I wish I could say that it was a pleasure." He paused. "Is, er, everything all right here?"


"Of course, sir," the sergeant said with a look of surprise, and for a moment Brand was relieved. But then as he was guided along a short path, the sergeant added with a smile, "Mr Magister is expecting you."


Brand's stomach lurched anew, but he didn't let it show. There it was again, just like the phone call. Mr Magister is expecting you. The way they said it, it made him sound like the officer-in-charge here, whereas in fact nothing could be more diametrically opposed to the truth.


Smallpox Island sat thirty-five miles off the rugged coast of north-west Scotland, a mile-and-a-half-wide lump of inhospitable rock in the middle of nowhere. Once it had had another name, but that, along with the crofter community who lived there, was forgotten and gone. For in the 1950s, a number of shadowy figures working in the realm of national security expressed an interest in its isolated setting for reasons unusual even for them. They wanted to open a guesthouse. A rather special guesthouse for a rather special guest. So special, in fact, that it necessitated them condemning the island to death.


They could have paid the crofters to move away, of course, but the consensus was that this would only arouse unwanted curiosity. What they needed was something that would ensure not only the non-return of the crofters but dissuade anybody from visiting the island at all. And so, in a tactic precursing that used by the US army's Mayflower Project in the Seventies, the island was declared to be lethally contaminated. While Wyoming was made safe after a few days, however, Smallpox Island remained tainted five decades later.


It would remain so. For as long as its special guest remained alive.


It wasn't for nothing that Michael Magister had been called the most dangerous man on Earth.


"I'll leave you here, sir," the sergeant said. "Major Briggs will meet you below."


Brand nodded. He was standing outside Smallpox Island's only structure of note, a brick and wood affair that appeared to be half keep, half bird-watching hide. Ostensibly its function was that of a contamination research station, but actually it was nothing more than set dressing. As Brand had been informed on his previous visit, the real show here was a hundred feet underground, solidly anchored in the bedrock and designed to withstand any assault up to and including a nuclear strike.


To put it in plain terms, he was standing on a concrete coffin inside which Michael Magister had spent half this century effectively buried alive.


And Brand fervently hoped that he wasn't about to exhume a nightmare.


Brand stepped into the elevator inside the fake station, slammed the cage doors and felt his guts lurch once more as the thing began its clattering hundred-foot descent. He swallowed hard as it travelled through intermediate levels packed with toxic waste primed to be dumped below in the case of a security compromise. This, he knew, was the point of no return. But he knew also that he had to get a grip. If, as he suspected, Magister had somehow taken control of his containment facility why had these defences not been tripped? Why was it that Briggs and his soldiers were still alive? And most confusingly of all - why the bloody hell was Michael Magister still here?


It was a surreal situation.


And Glenn Miller did nothing to put his mind at ease.


Usually utterly silent down in these artificial depths, the strains of Moonlight Serenade already strayed into the shaft as the elevator descended the last few feet, and became louder as it jarred to a halt and Brand slid open the cage doors. As expected, Major Briggs, the facility's CO, waited to greet him, but it was obvious immediately that he was not himself. With Magister possibly free, Brand had been prepared for anything up to and including wholesale slaughter, but the sight of a senior SAS officer grinning at him inanely halted him in his tracks. He looked slowly around, saw that the major was not the only one so afflicted. All the other soldiers in the reception area were simply standing around, bobbing their heads to the music and... grinning.


Seeing them like this was somehow a lot worse than being greeted by their bloody remains.


The poor bastards. Magister had them and they knew it. They might all be grinning like idiots but their terror was evident in their eyes.


Good God, Magister, what are you up to?


Brand walked slowly over to Briggs, attempting as best he could to ignore the frozen grins, the tears, the looks pleading help us. Had he been capable of stopping this mental rape he would not have hesitated, but the simple fact was that if Michael Magister was in control there was nothing he could do.


"Dr Brand. It's good to see you again."


"Major Briggs," Brand acknowledged. He studied the officer. Though clearly allowed more freedom than his men, Briggs's liberty was questionable to be sure. The major hadn't quite greeted him as Goktor Grand but he may as well have done. That same semi-rictal expression marked him as Michael Magister's ventriloquist dummy, nothing more.


"Mr Magister is-"


"Expecting me," Brand said wearily. "Yes, I know."


The major swept out a hand ostentatiously, like Joel Grey acting the Cabaret MC. "Then if you'd be good enough to step this way?"


"A moment, Briggs," Brand said. He had to know how far this charade extended, whether he could bank on any help at all. He glanced up at the TK Counters on the reception wall. "You told me on the phone that there had been a minor blip on the counters? Have you recorded any unusual activity since?"


The major looked up, seemingly confused by the question, and shook his head. "Absolutely none, old boy. As you can see, everything is normal."


Normal, Brand thought bleakly. The TK counters were designed to keep a twenty-four hour check on Michael Magister's telekinetic output and all the personnel in the facility had standing orders to blow his brains out if the needles rose higher than five. And right now they twitched between twelve and fifteen.


That clinches it, Brand thought. I'm in this alone.


For a moment he considered just turning around, simply returning to the elevator, jumping back in the boat and getting the hell out of there. But where would that leave him and Boswell? Like it or not, Magister was tied into this whole affair, and that meant he had answers he needed. Besides - a small crumb of comfort, he knew - if Michael Magister had access to his full abilities and had wanted him dead, then he'd be dead already.


Maybe.


Taking a deep breath, Brand nodded to the major and followed him along the corridor he indicated. Here too, as well as down every side passage they passed, soldiers simply stood where they were and grinned. Even those whose bladders or bowels had reached their limit of endurance.


And all the time, Glenn Miller. Duh-de-duh-derr, de-duh-derrr, de-duh-derr, de-de-dahh-dahh...


It was grotesque. Brand had seen enough.


Magister, he thought, enraged. Where the hell are you, you bastard.


"Right here, Dr Brand," a voice said. "And I should be most grateful if you would keep your thoughts down. I'm trying to concentrate."


Brand span to his left and found himself facing Major Briggs's office. Stupidly, perhaps, he had expected to be led to Magister's cells, though he should have realised he would have been ensconced somewhere more befitting his current station.


He stepped into the room where Michael Magister sat - well, Magisterially - behind the facility commander's desk, wreathed in grey-blue curls of smoke from a cigarette he was obviously relishing and looking for all the world like some twisted version of Noël Coward. Garbed in filthy white trousers and a stained vest, he was an aged and frail figure, hair wispy and almost gone, flesh mottled with brown liver spots as ubiquitous as plague. This little man would have slipped down a grid had he turned sideways, but his fragile appearance had nothing to do with his true power. To see that, all you had to do was stare into his eyes.


"Magister, release the soldiers," Brand said. "This is an abomination. Worse than Abu Ghraib."


"Forgive me, doctor, but where?" Magister said. He did not pursue the question when Brand stayed silent, but his temples throbbed slightly. "Ah," he said, and motioned to the chair opposite him. "As fascinating as that is, we have matters that require discussion. Please, sit."


Brand stared at the chair and did so. Frankly, he knew he didn't have any choice. "Nice trick," he said, indicating the TK counter on the office wall.


Magister looked up and Brand took the chance to study how the veins on his brow, temples and neck bulged and pulsed like fat worms under the flesh. If Magister was controlling smallpox in addition to the ley lines then the amount of mental energy he was expending must have been immense. But his concentration did not stop him smiling. "A loop-hole in security so stupid it astounds me, Dr Brand. An instant was all I needed to instil an impression that all the TK counter readings were lower than they were. A sleight of mind so quick that the fools' synapses barely registered it. By then, of course, it was too late. I had them and could do what I needed to do."


"The ley lines," Brand said. "I have to admit, you've gotten better since Cromm Cruach."


Magister tutted. "I told you last time, Dr Brand. The longer they keep me here, the more I learn. For example, for the last few months part of me has inhabited the self-destruct protocol of this facility, my psychokinetics the only thing holding back the trip circuits on the toxic waste dumps - even as I slept. A necessary exercise to prepare me for the rigours of recent days but one also quite gratifying, knowing I could reduce the personnel to a primordial soup any time I wished. If necessary, of course."


Brand shifted uneasily in his chair, as cold as ice. Michael Magister might don the manners of a gentleman but this, if he needed any, was further proof that beneath their facade he was as insane as they made them. "Not necessary," he said. "I am here only to find out what's going on. I know you were in Boswell in 1944, Michael."


"I'm impressed. Nestor and I devoted much time and effort to erasing records of that calamitous night. The memories of witnesses in some cases, and over time of anyone whose knowledge of events could have proven embarrassing to us."


Brand thought of Folkes, Templar, Pelham - all the others he had to tried to question. "The boy recovered. That was somewhat lax of you."


Surprisingly, Magister smiled warmly. "Hardly. Actually, I've spent a good many years hoping the child would. But that is excellent news. Truly excellent."


"Excellent? You tried to murder him. You did murder his mother. Christ, Magister, you buried half a town alive. They could have been saved."


Magister sighed. "That is so. But we were all scarcely ourselves at the time and we felt we had little choice. Believe me when I say that it was something we came to regret."


"Regret? I know what you're capable of in the Department. You told me yourself, remember?"


"I have been culpable of great evil, yes, along with my colleagues, who sanctioned most of it. I ask you to understand, however, that the evils of that day were not of our making."


"What are you saying?"


"That Scratch Tor exerts an influence on people. That it twists minds, taints souls. Makes them ripe for harvesting. Cecilia Bird and I tried to defend psychically against it but we were... not up to the task. Protected more than most but-"


"But we're not really talking about Scratch Tor here, are we?" Brand interrupted. "We're talking about what lies beneath it - a being that bested Department Q and caused you to devote years to suppressing what you did as a result. Murder the innocent."


"We had a... reputation to protect," Magister said. "Imagine what the Nazi propaganda machine would have made of the news had it leaked out."


"Nothing as bad as what's happening because you swept the problem under the carpet," the academic countered. "So let's talk about the problem you left us to deal with... let's talk angels."


Magister leaned back in his chair, both temples throbbing palpably, and for a moment Brand feared he had stepped over the line. But Magister only smiled and nodded slightly.


"Adramelecanmaelarmenauzabaraqel, Barbatosbata-rjalbylethcaim, Carniveandagon," Brand recited without pause. "Ezekeelgaaphananelharut, Iuvart jetrel-kokabellauviah..."


"You have admirable recall, doctor. Of course, you know what it means?"


"It doesn't mean anything," Brand declared, "as well you know. I made the mistake of treating it as a language at first, and then as some form of cypher. But it isn't either of those things, is it? It's nothing more than a list of names."


Michael Magister nodded. "Adramelec... Anmael... Armen... Auza... Baraqel-" he began.


"Barbatos... Batarjal... Byleth... Caim," Brand continued. "The true names of angels. To be more accurate, of fallen angels."


Again, Magister nodded. "Plucked from the sub-conscious of Abaddon by the good Miss Simmons."


"Abaddon?" Brand repeated, a little thrown. It was a name he knew all too well. That of the so-called Angel of the Bottomless Pit - or sometimes used simply as another name for hell itself. The devil himself, in some philosophies. "Magister, you're not actually suggesting that what we have here is-"


"No, Dr Brand," the little man cut in, "I'm not. But it is an appropriate term of reference, considering the creature's current circumstances. The name derives from the Hebrew abad, you know, meaning to be lost, something our friend has most definitely become. Over time, it has also been confused with the Greek abaton, which means a no-go area, or a place difficult to reach. And if I remember the collapse I wrought correctly..."


"I don't understand," Brand said. "Why use the term of reference at all? Are you telling me you don't know which angel this is?"


Magister smiled. "You miss the point, doctor," he said. "For one thing, it is the angel itself who does not know. For another, I do not believe it can truly be called an angel anymore."


"What the hell are you talking about?"


Magister finished his cigarette and immediately lit up another. "Did you know that it took nine days for the angels to fall from heaven? Imagine it, Dr Brand - nine days. Fully one-third of the heavenly hosts, according to Revelations. An utterly meaningless figure, of course, unless it can be quantified." Magister inhaled deeply, his gaze on Brand unwavering. "Here we have a degree of dichotomy. The Book of Enoch informs us there were some two hundred fallen angels, while other sources place their figure in the thousands. But one source goes further than that. According to the writings of Alphonsus de Spina, there were a hundred and thirty three million, three hundred and six thousand, six hundred and sixty eight of them."


"Fortalicium Fidei," Brand said. "Fortress of the Faith. De Spina imagined a world overwhelmed by devils. Your point being?"


"My point being, doctor, that perhaps de Spina was the one who got it right. But that a great many of those millions were simply lost along the way."


Brand couldn't mask his incredulity. "The Fall interpreted literally is a concept I have always had difficulty with. And now you're expecting me to accept, what, that some of them burned up in the atmosphere?"


"Why not, doctor?" Magister persisted. "People from your organisation have encountered angels - you know they are beings that can be killed. And if so, why not injured? So severely traumatised in their fall that upon landing they simply crawl beneath the earth to die?"


"That would make it a dead angel, not a lesser one."


"It would indeed. But self-evidently it is not the case here." Magister paused. "I remember it even now, the psychic stench, the hunger beneath Scratch Tor. Abaddon has been changed, doctor - confused and corrupted by something that kept it alive."


"You're suggesting what?" Brand said. Ness and Verse's report again sprang to mind. The Boswell Wyrm. Aliens. "That Abaddon fused with a second entity? Under the tor? Or during its fall?"


"I do not know," Magister admitted. "Only that it has become something that it should not be. Something very dangerous indeed."


"Do you know what it wants?"


Magister took a drag on his cigarette, exhaling its smoke quickly. "Exactly what it looks like, Dr Brand. Abaddon has become convinced that it should engage in jihad against the human race. It wishes to bring about Judgement Day."


Brand took a moment to study Magister once more and collect his thoughts. "Why should I believe any of this? You still haven't explained the ley pulses. Have you any idea how much havoc they've caused? Magister, why are you feeding it?"


The little man sighed heavily. "I do not need my talents to sense your scepticism, doctor," he said. "But tell me: what would an angel require from Earth energy?"


Brand reeled with sudden realisation. "My God, you haven't been feeding it, have you? You've been torturing it."


Magister smiled more broadly than ever. "Call it revenge, if you wish. But actually it served a practical purpose too. It kept Abaddon subdued so that you could finish the job we started." He slumped suddenly, the throbbing of his veins less distinct than before. "But there are limitations to even my abilities. I am tired, doctor, and so I suggest you get on with it. I suggest you find the second half of the Eyes."


It was Brand's turn to sigh heavily. "I really should have guessed. Jenny experienced a two-way psychic bond during the ley pulse. Find the Eyes originated from you." He leaned across the desk. "So where is it, Magister? What is it?"


"I can answer only the latter. The artefact is a dedicated angel killer, Dr Brand. Perhaps the only thing capable of dispatching this freak of supernature at this juncture. With regards to the former - the where - I know little more than you do. All I can tell you is that I sensed it back in 1944, somewhere very near. It never left the monastery, and remains where it has been for many hundreds of years, hidden in a place between heaven and hell."


Brand shifted in his seat, exasperated. "So it comes down to riddles, does it?"


"I have every confidence that you will work it out, doctor," Magister said. As he spoke, veins in his head pulsed strongly once more and then simply seemed to deflate. "And now, if you don't mind, my energies are expended and I should like to return to my cell."


Brand faltered. "Your cell?" he said, thoughts returning to his descent to this potential death-trap. "Magister, you're controlling the facility - why don't you leave?"


Magister stood, looked at him, confused. "Did I not make myself clear, Dr Brand? I cannot overemphasise how dangerous the creature beneath Boswell has become. And it remembers me. Should it emerge victorious from your coming battle then I really cannot think of a better bunker in which to hide than this one." He cackled. "Ironic, is it not? I sit here in one hole in the ground and advise you on a beast that waits in another, and neither it nor I truly knows whether we will ever see the light of day again."


Magister gestured, reminding Brand bizarrely of Sir Alec Guinness employing the Force in Star Wars, and there was a sudden lessening of tension in the air. "There will be no more ley line pulses," he said. "This facility has been returned to the control of Major Briggs and the destruct protocol aborted. It will be some time before the guards recover - so while they do, give me your hands."


"What?" Brand said.


"Your hands, doctor - hold them out."


Brand eyed Magister suspiciously, then after a moment did as he'd been asked. Magister laid his own hands on Brand's and the academic felt a warm electricity suffusing his damaged flesh; a gentle massaging in his brain. After a few moments, the little man withdrew his hands and sighed. "Those bandages can come off now," he said.


Brand hesitated, and then unravelled the bulky dressings. Where previously there had been ugly patches of necrosis from his freeze burns, there was now fresh, undamaged flesh, and his injuries were completely gone.


"A simple technique, nothing more. Stimulation of the body's natural healing mechanism," Michael Magister said.


Brand stared. Magister hadn't been lying when he'd said he'd been learning. The ramifications of what he had just seen were staggering. "Good God, with an ability such as that you could-"


"Help people, doctor?" Magister finished. He laughed. "Please don't let my actions shake the foundations of your so naively black and white universe. Rest assured, there is nothing good in me. Nothing soft. Nothing grey. I have healed you because I wish you to make the world safe for my own purposes, that is all."


Magister turned and began to trudge slowly back to his prison. It was surely no coincidence that at that very same moment Glenn Miller's Moonlight Serenade reached the end of its play and a stylus bumped over blank vinyl with a repeating dac-dac-dac. Brand gazed at Magister's back, blinking as the most dangerous man in the world's last words were planted telepathically in his mind.


It begins, Dr Brand.


Judgement Day...


Hell on Earth.







SIXTEEN

 


Boswell was cordoned off within minutes, the army forces who had been waiting on standby mobilising from hidden positions in the surrounding countryside and appearing suddenly everywhere. A number of jeeps skidded from fields, blocking off access paths, a gunboat roared into view off the shingle beach in a crescent of foaming sea, and, over the town, twin medevac helicopters came thrumming through the clouds, ready to service the injured and the dead, and maybe the somewhere in between.


Kneeling in position at the bottom of the steps into town, a young, green-looking soldier rapidly charged his fieldphone. Already he could feel a dull tugging in his mind - the first utterings of the strange Voice he had been briefed about - and his own quavered as he relayed a pre-assigned code-phrase to his fellow operators. "The Piper has begun to play. I repeat, the Piper has begun to play."


Mikey Ness, in no mood to ponce about with code-phrases after a night shotgunning his way across a moor filled with dead things, yanked the handset as he walked past and barked, "Wha' he means ta say, lads, is grab your ammo, 'cause the shit jus' hi' the fan."


Lawrence Verse shook his head, grabbed the handset and calmly passed it back. He continued on, unaware of the soldier staring after him at the pieces of dead animals still stuck to the back of his leather coat.


"Give them a break," Verse said to the Scotsman after a second. "They're professionals."


Ness spat. "Aye well, ah jus' hope all a these aspirin' Bodie n' Doyles ken wha' they're dealin' wi', 'cause 'tween you an' me the last few hours were a pain in the bloody arse."


"Abaddon did seem somewhat intent on taking us out of the game," the ex-priest agreed. He used the name Brand had when he'd updated them both by phone. "Seems our angelic friend has become a little more proactive since '44."


"Exactly mah point. Simple fact is, we dinnae know wha' to expect."


What Ness said was true, but those preparations that could be made, had been made. The makeshift car park above the town was filling now with truck after truck disgorging soldiers, and as they left the vehicles they checked their kits, racked guns and rifles, and assembled into neat lines waiting for their orders. The Brigadier strolled through the ranks, his swagger stick in hand. His orders were unequivocal.


"Do NOT listen to the Voice. Do not RESPOND to the Voice in any way. Should any member of your unit APPEAR to be listening or responding, employ this-" The Brigadier held up a small dart that contained a neurotoxin capable of paralysing the nervous system whether it was mind-controlled or not. Brand had been insistent on its use. "Live ammunition is NOT to be used unless as a matter of ultimate recourse. Do I make myself clear?"


"Sir!"


"Probability is high that the population of the town WILL be adversely affected by the Voice. DO NOT attempt to interfere if such an event occurs - your role here is containment and control. The Voice may render said population HOSTILE but ONCE AGAIN the B3 toxin ONLY is to be used in defence. Your live ammunition should be employed SOLELY on any deceased reanimates you may encounter."


"Sir!"


"The CAVES, ladies and gentlemen, are the focal point of this whole sorry affair," the Brigadier finished, slapping his swagger stick in his palm. "The caves and what lies within them. UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES should the population be allowed to access these caves during this operation. Keep them AWAY from Scratch Tor, ladies and gentlemen, keep them away from the PIPER."


The Brigadier waved his swagger stick and boots thudded heavily and seemingly endlessly down the stone steps, their owners deploying themselves at strategic points around the town. Verse and Ness watched them come, and as they did they heard the first complete intonation of that which they'd so far investigated but not encountered. It was the Voice, insinuating itself into their psyches with that invidious and persistent demand that had not been heard in over sixty years.


SHOW ME YOUR SINS.


Ah dinnae soddin' think so, yer heavenly harpy, Ness thought. Together with Verse he collected a selection of weaponry from a munitions point and began to march up toward Leidenbrock's Ledge. It seemed the Brigadier's specialist demolition team had already started their work, and a large cloud of dust exploded out of the cave mouth. Och, he was looking forward to this.


Operation Hamelin had begun.


I just hope it works, Jonathan Brand prayed as he approached Boswell in the Iroquois that had collected him from Smallpox Island. The academic stared from the cockpit at the bursts of activity below with a growing frown.


"Are... er... they all right, Dr Brand?" his pilot queried, tipping his head back towards the passenger compartment. "Only they seem to be talking to themselves..."


Brand turned to the other passengers, collected from various locations en route on his orders. A more unlikely group aboard a military chopper was unlikely to be seen. Two men and three women, it appeared they were on a Darby and Joan charabanc outing rather than descending into a warzone on a mission to help him save the world. All of them far beyond pensionable age, one sat puzzling over a sudoku while another knitted, two played snap, and one appeared simply to be asleep. And they were indeed talking to themselves, nodding gently as they did so. These were not signs of senile dementia, however, and the words they spoke were no geriatric babble. Brand overheard one or two of them - forbidden words - and they chilled him to the bone.


The fact was, Operation Hamelin didn't have any chance of success without someone to counter the telepathic influence of the angel. Even Magister had admitted that he and Cecilia Bird's psionics had not been adequate defence in their encounter with the creature - it was simply too powerful by far. What was needed was a gestalt intelligence, and these spell-mumblers provided it. They were the last of a network of such people who had once been conscripted by Department Q, helping the war effort by using their cabalistic mantras to guide Luftwaffe pilots off course, disrupt the paths of doodle-bugs and the like. Now they'd been asked to run interference against the Voice, but they only had the strength to do so for the soldiers and his own people.


In effect, Brand was buying himself time. Time to locate the second half of the artefact. If he could...


The Iroquois set down gently in the town graveyard, its tombstones flattened now, and Brand and the pilot helped the mumblers out of the machine, dipping their heads to avoid the revolving rotors. Brand had chosen the church to use as a base for them because of its central location.


"Get them inside," the academic ordered one of the soldiers. "Mount two guards."


"My, my," said Jenny Simmons. "Lover-boy's gotten butch all of a sudden. Impressive."


Brand stared at the woman he no longer knew. A flash of anger was suppressed. Ravne stood by her side, and together with Verse and Ness on the tor it meant all but Hannah Chapter were present. It was disturbing that the American hadn't called in but right now it could not be a concern. And for the same reason, he refused to play games. "The artefact," he said. "Do you have it?"


Jenny Simmons slapped her half of the Eyes into his palm. "You owe me a blouse."


"Armani," Ravne added, smiling.


"We don't have much time," Brand said, ignoring them both. The fact that he didn't even examine what would otherwise have been an object of great fascination for him was a sign of the urgency he felt. "We need to get in that monastery and find the other half, fast."


"Easier said than done, by all accounts," Ravne commented. "Or do you think Ms Earth will simply allow you to walk in?"


Helen Earth, Brand thought. Oh yes - they knew the truth about her now. Because the Hacman disk with which Hannah had accessed the sect leader's PC contained more than just decryption software - there was also an infiltration programme that had slaved her system. All he'd needed to do on the flight here was establish a wi-fi link and files had fallen over themselves to enlighten him. The Centre for Celestial Truth, de Spina Investments - just two faces of some very old friends indeed.


It was ironic, actually, but thanks to one last desperate radio transmission from the saucer brought down by Cecilia Bird, Nazi Intelligence - or more precisely Sonderkommando Thule - had been aware for years of what Department Q itself had gone to great lengths to make British Intelligence forget.


And all that time Helen Earth had been helping the angel - its corrupted form - prepare for its poisonous jihad.


He wondered if the sect leader had any idea of the amount of danger she was in.


"No, I don't," Brand said, in answer to Ravne's query. "We're just going to have to knock really hard."


He and Jenny Simmons began to wind their way up to the monastery, while Solomon Ravne decided to join the Brigadier, believing he could be of more help in containment and control than in an actual assault. Both parties' passage through the town passed relatively uneventfully, Operation Hamelin so far appearing to work. Apart from one or two townsfolk who staggered unexpectedly from houses, most whom the Voice was already affecting were brought down by the B3 neurotoxin in advance of doing themselves or anyone else harm. And unlike 1944, it did indeed seem that harm was what the angel had in mind.


The thing that the neurotoxin couldn't control, however, was the soul-stripping. Those whom the Voice sent into SHC were immediately tended to by medical teams, but Brand could only stare down in helpless frustration at the ones who didn't burn, their orange soul-fire twisting and writhing from their incapacitated bodies like last breaths from dying men. His eyes followed the wispy tendrils to where, high over the monastery, Abaddon's soul shield was already beginning to form.


Brand and Simmons reached the demolitions team at Leidenbrock's Ledge. Carefully placed charges had already cleared a considerable amount of the blocked entrance. Brand commandeered one of the men and said to the others, "Remember, don't blow the final section until you receive my signal. I need to complete the artefact first."


"Make it snappy, doc," Ness said. He and Verse were waiting on nearby rocks with the rest of the Brigadier's subterranean assault team. "Itchin' to get in there."


"Any news of Hannah?" Verse asked. The usually somewhat dour ex-priest looked gloomier than ever and Brand realised this was likely the first time he'd had chance to think about his partner. The academic shook his head, and Verse sighed. "Like the man said, itchin' to get in there," he intoned coldly.


Brand did his best to facilitate the desires of the two men. Reaching the monastery entrance, he ordered the demolitions expert to plant strategic C5 charges and then dismissed him to detonate the explosives from back down the hill. The reason for this latter order was that, after Croydon, he thought it politic not to allow more soldiers to see Jenny transform. And that, he thought, might soon be necessary.


He was right. As the C5 detonated, a number of figures in hooded robes flung themselves through the resultant hole in the door. Brand leapt back but needn't have worried - there was an infernal flash, a couple of homicidal slashes from Baarish-Shammon, and those of Helen Earth's acolyths who had been waiting for them rained down in slices.


More worrying was that back down the hill, from Leidenbrock's Ledge, the sixth explosion he had counted sounded - the explosion that was meant to breach the final part of the blockage.


What the hell, Brand thought?


Jenny Simmons echoed his sentiment, shouting down the hill, "He only told you to blow the bloody doors off!"


Too soon, Brand thought. It was too soo-


And then it hit him. Hit them. The Voice.


SHOW ME YOUR SINS.


And they did.


Jonathan Brand, back at Exham Priory, locked in sweaty, panting embrace with the woman he thought had been Jenny Simmons, but here knew wasn't, and yet still he revelled in her flesh. Mikey Ness, fresh from his escape from the institution, head of the man who'd put him there shattering beneath the butt of his gun as it descended over and over again with a bone-crunching SMAK! SMAKK! SMATCH! Lawrence Verse, the mission school, Martinique, slaughtering the Palo Mayombe - zombie children - with chainsaw and shotgun, wondering now whether he could have saved them, but continuing on as if they were nothing more than NPCs in his own sick version of Doom. And finally, Solomon Ravne, he who harboured the greatest secret of all, there, once more, on the London Underground on what had been their first case, cold-bloodedly hurling the innocent Jenny Simmons into the hell-bomb rift in an attempt to seal it, and releasing instead the thing that had turned Jonathan Brand's life into a nightmare.


The thing was, Solomon Ravne really didn't care, and neither did Mikey Ness. Lawrence Verse, on the other hand, did care, and it was because he cared and because of his faith that the Voice could not affect him.


Jonathan Brand was simply resistant.


"There's something wrong," he shouted into his mobile. "The Voice is-"


"We'd noticed, doctor," Ness responded. He was busy firing B3 darts into the men who'd blown the last of the charges. They were coming at him and Lawrence Verse with an intelligence in their eyes that was no longer their own. "Would one o' yous like to tell me wha' the hell hap-"


"No interference," Verse said suddenly. "No-"


The ex-priest began to run down the hillside, a sudden thought striking him. What was it that Jonathan Hemlock had said? That beside the shaft under the monastery there was rumoured to be one more entrance. If so, then what would have been a more appropriate way for the original monks, once their vows had apparently disintegrated, to gain clandestine access to the town than through the-


Oh Lord, Verse thought. The place where Brand had thought the mumblers would be safest was in reality the most dangerous of all.


Verse barrelled through Boswell, shocked to see in the absence of interference how quickly the place had become a warzone. Pitched battles were being fought between those of the Brigadier's men who were so far resisting the Voice, and those who had already relinquished their souls and been puppeteered to its will. Though the former still used the neurotoxin darts, the latter had swapped them for live ammunition clips. Either way, the bodies were falling everywhere, and in the midst of it all those for whom the demands of the Voice had proven too much burned away untended on the ground.


But the worst horror awaited him in the church itself. Passing through doors abandoned by their guards, Verse was greeted by the aftermath of a massacre. The dead bodies of the mumblers lay where they had been mercilessly mown down, their wrinkled flesh redly peppered by so many machine gun bullets they were hardly recognisable at all. Knitting and puzzles and cards lay bloodstained beside them on the floor. I'm so sorry, Lawrence Verse thought.


His eyes were drawn to the rear of the church, to the secret panel he had known would be there. He caught a glimpse of white-skinned, emaciated figures dressed in rags before they disappeared into the darkness from where they'd come. Then the ex-priest's jaw pulsed and set hard as he placed his mobile to it and called Brand and Ness.


"The mumblers are dead," he said.


There was a second's delay before the other two answered, during which Verse stared out from the church door. Over Boswell, the sky had darkened, a storm begun, and yet the soul shield above the tor was glowing more brightly than ever. As yet, it remained featureless, but he knew it would not be so for long. He nodded as Brand and Ness came back, their sentiments echoing his own.


"We need to finish this. Now."







SEVENTEEN

 


Lawrence Verse was the first to enter hell.


The ex-priest's discovery of the secret passage led him deep inside the tor, overtaking Ness and the Brigadier's strike team, working their way in through the collapsed passage from '44. Perhaps because of some residual effect from the mumbling most of the men were so far managing to fight the Voice, but they still needed to watch each other's backs and Verse heard the odd barked warning then dartshot or worse, resounding hollowly inside the labyrinthine rock. It was difficult to pinpoint where the noises originated precisely, though, as the tor was a natural honeycomb that twisted and distorted sounds within, sucking them in here and disgorging them there, muted or boosted depending on the vagaries of the rock. A whisper could be a scream in this aural funhouse, and - for all he knew - the last scream could have been above him, below him, to the left, the right, or even by his side. It made passage through the gloom a little discomforting.


But Verse made good progress, and surprisingly, without incident. He had wondered why, if this passage had existed all these years, the things that lurked down here had not made greater use of it, and why they were not doing so now. But the answer was actually quite obvious. This passage exited through the church, and if Brand's theory that the angel was protecting - hiding - itself with a soul shield was correct, it probably dared not risk dispatching its minions directly through a house of God.


Company or not, he negotiated the passage with a good deal of caution, torchbeam panning slowly in front of him, his finger tensed on the trigger of his shotgun, business end aimed into the halo of yellow light. His ears had shut out the sound of Ness and the soldiers and were attuned now to the sounds of those he pursued - a series of low exhalations, grunts and hisses that seemed almost neanderthal in this environment. Occasionally he heard the scraping of what sounded like claws on rock, but from the brief glimpse he'd seen of the mumblers' attackers, Verse guessed they were more likely seriously overgrown human nails. What was more, he thought he knew to whom those nails were attached. The scraps of cloth he'd seen on those white bodies at the church were, he realised now, actually scraps of uniform - Sonderkommando Thule uniforms, to be exact, circa 1944. So maybe when Cecilia Bird had brought down the saucer, the men inside hadn't perished as assumed. Maybe they'd been sucked into Hemlock's submarine caves where, in turn, they had met an entirely different fate.


Verse started suddenly, a flash of a shape bang in the middle of his torch beam. Only extensive combat experience prevented him discharging the shotgun unnecessarily. It was just as well. Not only would he have alerted every one of the half-humans he followed, he would have obliterated the detail of something absolutely irreplaceable.


My God.


He realised he was no longer in man-made tunnel but original cave - a small chamber, in fact - he reckoned must have been used as a habitat in some ancient times. And mesmerised, he stared at the paintings on its rocky walls... cave paintings. Verse fingered them in a state of some awe, and not just because he was probably the first person to see them literally in ages. From the relative fading of the primitive artworks, they looked to have been made over time, possibly by a number of different hands, and yet the subject depicted was always the same.


Only it wasn't. Not quite.


It doesn't know which angel it is, Magister had told Jonathan Brand, his words echoing in Verse's mind. It may no longer truly be an angel at all, but a corrupted version of the thing it once was. Verse heard Jonathan Hemlock's voice, then. How can one monster be all of these things, the caver had asked. It's either one or it's none at all.


Well, maybe not. Here was the evidence.


Because in all of these representations of the creature these tribesmen had encountered in these caverns, the angel had changed.


More gunfire from above - or was it below or by his side? - broke Verse from his reverie, and the priest moved on. It was beginning to sound as if things were getting more heated; he should hurry. Heading further along the passage, he began to wonder whether he was ever going to see daylight again, and his mood wasn't lightened by the fact that the further into the tor he progressed, the colder and damper the surrounding rock became. A quick feel of the passage walls brought his palm away glistening, and he frowned. He must be near to sea level; any deeper and he could very easily become prey to the random tide flow in the lower chambers that Hemlock had warned him about.


Unexpectedly, not only did the passage begin to level out, it began to rise, shallowly at first, and then more steeply. Verse levered himself up the rock walls and found the soles of his boots sliding out from under him. There was a fine sand on the floor here, no doubt caused by erosion from other sliding feet, and he shone the torch down. Footprints. Human. Most likely the monks, and whichever scrabbling captive the bastards were returning with to the monastery, from long ago.


He scrambled further, and then dropped quickly to his haunches. Two things had alerted him to the fact that the passage had finally come to an end - the beam from his torch shooting off into space abruptly like an emergency beacon, and the sudden corrupt and overwhelming stench that made him spin away, lose his footing, and very nearly heave.


It was the same stench that had assailed him in Saknusem's Swallow on the beach, only magnified a thousand times. It reminded him of the stench of some of the foulest places on Earth. The Charnal Pits of Sarajevo, Tepes' Dungeons or the Ultimate Solution Facility he and Chapter had shut down in Greece. But reminded him only. For all of those places paled in comparison to the absolute, utter corruption he smelled here.


Bodies there may be in this place, but this was more than a decay of the simply physical. It was a decay of the spiritual.


Verse snapped off his torch instantly, hoping - probably in vain, considering how light-sensitive anything living down here had to be - that it had not been spotted. He threw himself against the rock wall and waited a moment or two, tensed and ready to defend himself, using the time to allow his eyes to grow accustomed to the dark.


Nothing came at him out of the space ahead. It appeared he'd been lucky. Lucky, or whatever was in here was only biding its time, waiting for him to step inside and join the party.


Unfortunately, there wouldn't have been much of a point in his coming if he didn't do so. Apart from anything else, his thinking about Hannah had boosted his determination to find Abaddon and, he prayed, Hannah herself. Especially the latter.


The fact that it was quiet, too quiet, didn't deter him from this goal in the slightest.


The ex-priest eased himself over the lip of the passage mouth, emerging from it about a third of the way up the wall of the huge cavern his torch-beam had illuminated. His boots crunched down on a massive slide of scree, and a mini-landslide of small stones bounced and clattered away down into the dark. Again, he crouched. But again, there was no discernable reaction to his presence. But he remained where he was for a few moments, using the vantage point to assess his surroundings with a professional eye.


It was brighter here than should be expected in some subterranean chamber, and Verse realised the place was being dimly lit from not one but three sources. The first, spots of some bioluminescent alga, the second, what could only be soul-shield residue hanging like a mist near the cavern roof, and the third a softly bubbling lake exuding foul gases that filled the centre of the cavern floor.


And at its heart, like an island, was the angel.


What had once been an angel.


It was almost a topographical addition to this cavern, this creature, a tor within a tor, rising there in the postulant sea that surrounded it. Details were barely visible at his distance, but Verse could make out a glistening black mass that was as high and as broad as three men, then as long as six. The glistening was caused by an outer skin of scales identical to the ones he had seen in the Breaking Point and at Jardine's farm, and as he watched they rose and fell in a slow but regular cycle, the angel breathing just as it had on Kostabi's geophysical scan. It appeared, in fact, to be in a kind of half-sleep, but that did little to lessen the vileness of the rest of it. At one end seemed to be a wedge-like head, like an anvil, and at the other misshapen, clawed limbs that could have once been legs but were now something more... reptilian. The angel's arms, if the creature possessed arms, couldn't be seen because of two thick and sweeping ribbed black wings that lay at rest down its length, but Verse was certain they concealed yet more mutation.


Fallen or not, it was hard for Verse to imagine how this monstrosity could ever have sat by God's side. Excommunicated or not, he had to get close to it, feel if there was anything of God left.


But therein lay a problem. Getting to it. For the floor of the chamber was busy with the things who had slaughtered the mumblers, Sonderkommando Thule's dead.


Oh, they were dead, no doubting it, these white-skinned puppets in their tattered uniforms, for sixty years or more, yet somehow preserved by the angel. Worse, milling amongst them employed in tasks at which he could only guess, were a number of Boswell's townsfolk, dressed in the remains of the clothes they had been wearing in 1944. Grey, cataract-covered eyes stared from their soulless faces.


Verse had to take a chance moving by the townsfolk but dared not do the same with the soldiers, armed as they were with their modern machine guns, provided, no doubt, by Helen Earth. No, here he had to take a different chance. He fired a B3 dart into each of them and watched them collapse. There was no reaction from the angel. As he had hoped, at the moment its mind seemed occupied by other things.


Show me your sins.


Potential threat eliminated, Verse moved warily through the rocks edging the cavern and reached the lake, holding a handkerchief over his nose to mask the stench. He almost gagged anyway, but it was more from what he saw than what he smelled as the death-pit bobbed before him.


Oh dearest God, he thought, so many people... so many poor, poor people.


He felt a soft impact on his head. Raising his hand, it came away red. Verse looked up. There was a body far above him, a young woman, skewered by a blade projecting from the wall of some kind of rocky flue in the roof of the cavern. He was looking at Hemlock's much sought-after monastery entrance, he realised - except for those who used it, it was not an entrance but an exit - the last they would ever make.


Hannah, he thought suddenly. Did Helen-?


But it wasn't even her fault, was it? The sect leader, the Sonderkommando Thule commander, may have thought she was orchestrating the horrors of this place but she had become as much a puppet as the rest of them, the only difference being that the angel had left her with her soul.


All of it... all of it was this thing.


Verse waded into the lake, uncaring of what it contained, sudden rage consuming him. As equally uncaring of the response it might bring, he fired off his shotgun as he moved, one cartridge after another, blasting the side of the angel until the automatic's ammo was spent and, when it was, the priest span the gun around and began to slam its butt against the wall of blackened flesh.


It took a while for him to tire, but as he did, he thought, What the hell am I doing? There was no harming this thing with shotgun shells or wood. The artefact was the only thing that could do that. The Angel Killer.


Calmer, Verse studied the thing, hands sliding almost gently over its scaly surface, the priest returning to his original intent of trying to feel if there was anything of its origin left. He felt only corruption, the effects of whatever outside force had transformed it, remade it time and again as the endless years had gone by. He'd at first thought that its changing appearance had been only telepathically induced, but now he knew it was utterly physical, too. The angel's black scales, he realised with sudden clarity, were not scales at all, but scabs - and the foul lake in which it sat much more than a simple sacrificial pit. This thing had been near to death following its divine fall, broken and ruined, but as time had gone by it had found the means to restructure its shattered self.


The lake was its own primordial soup. It was a biochemical bath filled with all the nutrient and protein and genetic material it needed to be what it would be. And...


My God.


Verse couldn't know that the lake was currently of a much lower depth than it had been even when Hannah had encountered it, but he could guess at what the reduced depth meant.


The soup was no longer needed.


The angel had reached its final form.


It was ready to leave.


The priest turned, waded quickly from the lake, intent on getting this news to Brand. Only then did he realise that during his preoccupation the cavern had become more illuminated. The torches held by the acolyths of the Centre for Celestial Truth were the cause. Only you aren't acolyths, are you? Verse thought. Only dead things out of hell sent to replace the poor souls who make up the lake behind me.


The hooded figures moved towards Verse, but the priest didn't move. He couldn't. Because the torches had illuminated more than the acolyths - they had illuminated the cavern walls. And what in the dimmer light he had mistaken for shifts or undulations of the rock were actually something else entirely. Brand had wondered why the angel had been summoning the soul-stripped down to the cavern, and as slaves or food was only partly the answer.


Verse gaped at the leathered, spidery, starved yet still puppeteered bodies filling the walls on platforms and walkways, waiting, simply waiting. There were thousands of them, who must have been drawn or become lost here through the ages. They looked almost like demons, which Verse found appropriate considering what was to come if Brand did not complete the artefact. They were the third reason the angel drew bodies down into the darkness. They were what it needed when it left. They were-


"His army," Helen Earth said.


Ness saw Verse fall beneath the creatures that peeled from the walls, but there was nothing the Scotsman could do. He had problems of his own to contend with. Reaching the point where he stood now - an entrance to the cavern opposite to where Verse had entered - had been easier than expected but the firefight had nevertheless drained a good percentage of his ammunition. Oddly enough, it hadn't been these things that had consumed it but the Brigadier's men, turned against their own one by one by the Voice as they had progressed deeper into the caves. Ness had been in enough combat situations to know when a unit had been suckered, and he didn't need what appeared about him now to ram the message home.


Surrounded by the dead, he raised his hands, a little surprised that he hadn't been felled where he stood. For a moment he considered using this mistake to unsheathe his hunting knives and slice up as many of these bastards as he could. But it was then that he saw Verse's face.


Awww crap.


Our Father Who Art In Exham was able to handle most things, but Ness knew how he ticked and this... nah. The priest's face was contorted with pain and disbelief and even horror, and the small part of the Glaswegian who actually gave a toss realised he couldn't leave him alone like this.


Because the creature on top of Verse scratching and tearing and threatening to rip out his throat more so than any of the others...


It was Hannah Chapter.







EIGHTEEN

 


Above the tor the storm was getting worse. Brand and Jenny Simmons picked their way along a cliff path beneath a sky so rent by lightning it seemed the heavens themselves were undergoing a terminal short-circuit. The pair had to fight against the rain and the wind that threatened to hurl them to oblivion with each step, and the precarious, thin path was becoming all the more hazardous now that night was falling.


"It has to be here somewhere," Brand shouted.


"For your sake, I hope so, lover-boy," Simmons said, her voice somehow cutting through the wind. "These boots are Louis Vuitton."


Brand ignored her, concentrating his attention on the rocks and stones that appeared before him in his slowly sweeping torchlight.


It never left the monastery, Magister had said. It remains where it has been for many hundreds of years. Somewhere between heaven and hell.


The old man's words were not so much a riddle as an exercise in logic, Brand had realised. How could the other half of the artefact remain where it had been for all that time when in the interim the monastery had fallen into utter ruin and then been rebuilt?


It had to be a part of the structure that had somehow been forgotten. Something that was not a part of the original plans.


A hiding place that over time had - by accident or design - become twice hidden.


It hadn't taken long for his recce through the monastery's grounds - once Baarish-Shammon had disposed of the acolyths, of course - to suggest one likely site. As the monastery was surrounded on three sides by barren tor, what he sought had to be here, in the looming shadow of its seaward wall, some hundred and odd feet above Saknusem's Swallow.


There, perhaps; where something blocked the path ahead.


At last. Brand and Jenny Simmons approached a tumbledown mass of large, mason-worked stones that could be nothing but part of the original monastery walls, deposited here perhaps through natural ruination and slippage, and maybe compounded by Magister's unnaturally induced earthquake back in 1944. But it was not the stones as such that Brand sought; it was what lay beyond them. The path they had followed was old, and while it was now virtually indistinguishable and difficult to negotiate, by virtue of the fact that it led from the monastery it had presumably once been trodden regularly by the monks themselves. It had to lead somewhere.


Brand crouched and shone his torch through what few gaps in the stones there were, and felt his heart skip a beat. There was a cave back there, into whose entrance had been hewn a wind of stone steps.


He stood, examining the collapsed section for a way round or through. But there was none. The stones nestled together like a three-dimensional jigsaw assembled by a titan and then abandoned in favour of another titanesque whim. Frustrated, Brand turned and shone his torch up the cliff in the hope of finding a way over. As he did, he heard a rumble and the path beneath him tremored. He turned back to see Jenny reforming following a momentary visit from Baarish-Shammon, and watched dumbfounded as a pair of the menhir-sized stones crashed away down the cliff and disappeared into the sea. Jenny blew him a kiss.


"Thanks," Brand said neutrally, and ducked into the cave. As he slowly descended the stone steps he shivered, struck by the realisation that no one had entered this place in six hundred years.


His excitement soon turned to disappointment, however. Because when he entered the small round chamber at the steps' base, there was very little to see. A few scattered remnants suggested that the chamber might once have been used as a cold store cum wine cellar, but that was it. Like the monastery itself, the chamber had been thoroughly stripped by the Synod's cleaners.


"Damn it!" Brand snapped.


"Take it easy, lover-boy. It isn't the end of the world," Jenny Simmons said. She paused and chuckled to herself. "No, wait, yes it is."


Brand dropped to his haunches and sighed.


It was only after a few seconds he realised the cleaners had missed something. Something that he too would have missed had the half of the artefact held by Jenny Simmons not begun to glow slightly where she stood. Behind her. Difficult to see because the work had been done so neatly it appeared to be part of the wall. But the chamber wasn't naturally round at all. A part of it had been sealed with rocks.


"Help me," Brand said, heaving one of them away and lowering it with a gasp to the chamber floor. Jenny Simmons did so and in a few minutes the two of them had reduced the blockage to a negotiable mound. Brand shone his torch into the darkness - and promptly staggered back.


In the chamber beyond, a figure knelt all alone in utter darkness, its hands clasped together in prayer. It wore the robes of a monk though these were covered in a thick layer of cobweb and dust, and what flesh could be seen beneath their folds was a cold, ashen grey. The figure did not move, did not breathe. The poor man had been walled up here, left to die. The cobwebs' sticky strands stretched and then snapped as he turned to look at Brand.


The academic swallowed. But the aura he sensed from the figure was not malignant - the opposite, in fact. Brand had never felt such peace from an individual in his life.


"May we approach?" he said quietly, hesitantly.


The monk nodded, smiled slightly. But as Brand and Simmons stepped over the threshold he quickly held up a hand, halting Jenny in her tracks.


"No. I am a man of God and you will not stand before me in false guise. Show me first what you truly are."


In answer to his challenge, Jenny snarled. But surprisingly, she relented, and her form slipped into that of Baarish-Shammon. Her figure wavered before the monk and, as he took her measure, her razor wisp of a smile turned contemptuous at the edges.


Despite his obvious fragility, the monk was not cowed. "Abomination!" he said to her face.


Baarish-Shammon raised a hand but Brand stepped in. "She will not harm you," he said. "You have my assurance of that."


[He doesn't have mine, lover boy...]


The threat hung quite literally in the air but the looming demoness did nothing to follow it up. The monk remained where he knelt, sedate, and he kept his gaze trained on her, as she did him. It was a small stalemate between good and evil but a significant one as after a second Baarish-Shammon lowered her hand. Brand felt a swell of emotion he couldn't quite pinpoint. Maybe it was because he was witnessing true belief in something for the first time in a long while. That this man could retain such faith despite the hardship that had been done to him was more than humbling. He envied it more than anything.


"Please, who are you?"


The monk smiled. "Now, no more than a vessel. A servant of God unto whose flesh, by accident of destiny, has been left singular responsibility."


"The last of the Brotherhood of the Fallen."


The monk nodded wearily. "For greater than six hundred years, I have been the last, sustained in these walls, animated beyond my will, and bereft of fatigue or hunger, pain or pleasure, desire or despair." The monk paused. "My name is Brother Patrick."


[Six hundred years,] Baarish-Shammon said. The demoness whistled. [If I were you I'd give those knees a flex, Pat. Listen, I've got this really great DVD...]


"The other brothers imprisoned you here?" Brand cut in. "In God's name, why?"


Patrick sighed. "It had little to do with God. They were... no longer themselves."


Abaddon turned them, Brand guessed. "Patrick, please tell me what happened here."


"Hubris," the monk said simply. "The scheming of fools who believed they wore the divine armour of the Almighty, but which turned out to be only sackcloth and rag, after all. They thought they could harness the heavens."


"The angel? They tried to harness the angel?"


Patrick nodded. "It had lain here from ancient times, alone, broken and confused - wishing only to die. But it was not allowed to do so, because it was found by men. Men who worshipped it, from cave-dwellers who left it the spoils of the hunt, to tribes who slew their enemies in its name, to barbarians who drowned their own in its pit of blood. The sacrifices they made strengthened the creature, in its body but not its psyche, and in its confusion it remade itself over and again."


The Dragon, Brand realised. The Boswell Wyrm, the Kraken, whatever had come since - all of them had been the angel. Different times, differing beliefs and superstitions, different gods. What Magister had said had been correct, it had been corrupted, though not by any wyrm or visitor from space. Only by the flesh and the telepathically leeched thoughts of its believers.


"In the end, it didn't know what it was," Brand said.


"No," Brother Patrick answered. "And worse, it became alone again. The people of the caves, the tribes, the barbarians, they had all gone, and the angel slid once more into sickness and decay. Until it was found by my church. The Brotherhood of the Fallen was sent to... offer guidance."


"Guidance," Brand said incredulously. "It was a fallen angel... a demon."


Patrick nodded. "But left alone it was nothing - tabula rasa. Or so we thought. But of course we had underestimated the hunger it had developed over the years, and as we offered it our prayers, our teachings, the angel offered us its own. My brothers became... tainted."


Baarish-Shammon chuckled. [You must've made its day.]


For once, Brand was in full agreement. "Didn't you realise what you were doing? By teaching it your Bible, you told it what it was."


"My brothers meant no evil. They simply sought its hand in theirs - sought to ease its misery and its pain. They offered it the comfort of our ranks."


"Dear God," Jonathan Brand said slowly. "They tried to save its soul." He laughed out loud in disbelief. "To convert it to their faith. They tried to domesticate an angel."


Brother Patrick nodded. "Who could blame them? Tell me, which of this world's religions would have dared to stand in defiance of a church which marched alongside an actual soldier of God?"


"A fallen soldier," Brand corrected, and added, "The fools. The bloody fools."


[Old Testament hellfire and damnation,] Baarish-Shammon said, and shivered. [Ooooh, don't you just love it!]


"That's what happened," Brand said to the monk. "You provided it with the iconolatry that most closely matched its original purpose as a fallen angel - to bring about hell on Earth. Judgement Day, Patrick. Apocalypse. God's final sentence on mankind..."


[Only it isn't interested in returning anyone to the Kingdom of Heaven, only in consuming their bodies and souls to make itself stronger,] Baarish-Shammon said. [And it will continue to do that until they all belong to its army, or there is no one left.] The demoness folded her arms, smiled. [Congratulations, holy man. Your people created the ultimate doomsday-machine.]


Brother Patrick faltered. "I tried to stop it, tried to stop them. But it happened so quickly. The animal sacrifices, and then human beings; the liaisons with the villagers as my brothers broke vow after vow; the carnal pursuits that turned to rape, to torture, to mass murder. God help me, I tried to make them see what was happening, tried to make them use the artefact we had brought here in case anything went wrong."


"But instead they walled you up with one half of the only object that could destroy the angel," Brand said to the monk. He pointed out the orb Baarish-Shammon carried. "That's why it glowed, isn't it? The other half is here with you. The other brothers didn't know it would, but that's what has kept you alive these long centuries."


"The Eyes of the Angel," Patrick admitted. "It was found in Mesopotamia in the Fifth Century and was said to be have been given by God to provide release to his errant soldiers."


[Is there a nose of the angel?] Baarish-Shammon said facetiously.


"No nose," Brand said. But strangely, he knew the demoness had a point. "Why the Eyes, Brother Patrick?"


The monk stared, as if the answer were obvious. "Angels do not have eyes, Jonathan Brand. They are blind."


"Of course," Brand realised. "God created them blind because He could not be so cruel as to give them sight. How could even angels survive being exposed to His true glory?"


Brother Patrick bowed his head, nodded. "Such visions would have driven them mad... destroyed them."


There was a moment of silence.


"My God. The artefact is the cosmic equivalent of a cyanide capsule. A chance for fallen angels to relinquish their self, to gaze for a first and last time upon that which had always been denied them..."


"To surrender themselves to the Kingdom of Heaven," Patrick said, "renewed and purified."


Baarish-Shammon pretended to retch. [So Jesus wants them for a sunbeam,] she said. [Just how do we kill the bastard?]


"The halves need only be conjoined and brought into contact with the creature. The Eyes of the Angel will be absorbed into its mass and-"


"The rest is up to God," Brand finished.


[So are you going to hand it over or do I rip it out of you?] Baarish-Shammon asked. Brand looked at her quizzically. [Long story.]


"No," Brother Patrick said. "I have sensed the others - these Nazis? - who have reawoken the scourge, and it must be stopped." He sighed, as if in great relief. "It is time."


Brother Patrick closed his eyes. As Brand and Simmons looked on, a shape began to appear on his chest, pressing out from beneath the skin. This manifestation did not appear to harm the monk in any way; on the contrary, the aura of peace he emanated seemed to strengthen. The shape shifted through the skin, glowing as it came, and gently, Brand took the second half of the artefact in his hands.


"Divine absorption," Brand said. He looked at Patrick. "But brother, this means..."


Patrick nodded.


"I'm sorry."


"Do not be. Join the Eyes, Dr Brand."


The academic took the other half from Baarish-Shammon and stared at the two pieces he held in his hands. Gradually, he brought them together. Even before they touched he felt some ancient and unimaginable energy stir within them, numbing his grip. He connected the pieces, twisting to lock them into place, and the orbs on either end of the now marching-baton shaped object flared once and then dimmed.


[What? That's it? No heavenly chorus?]


"The Eyes are ready to see," the monk told her. Then he stared at the demoness intently, as if contemplating something. Brand's stare, however, was drawn to the fact that Patrick's flesh, now bereft of the artefact, had begun to peel slowly away. Six hundred years of natural decay were reasserting themselves, and in a few moments the monk would be gone. Somehow Brand knew that it was not his place to stay. Brother Patrick would prefer to pass alone.


"Go with God," the academic said softly, then turned to exit the small chamber.


[See ya, pops,] Baarish-Shammon added, snarling.


"Dr Brand, wait. There's something else."


Brand turned. The monk's eyes were sinking in their sockets, his face almost skeletal. But he smiled again nonetheless.


"The Eyes of the Angel," Brother Patrick said. "It bestows upon its bearer a gift. For a brief moment of time, it doesn't just allow you to see God - it allows you to see with the eyes of God."


"I don't underst-" Brand began.


"With the eyes of God," Patrick continued, "no truth can be buried, no secret hidden." The monk nodded at Baarish-Shammon, his meaning clear.


Brand faltered, his heartbeat accelerating. If the monk meant what he thought he meant, he would finally...


"Use the gift, Jonathan," Brother Patrick urged gently. As he spoke his final words, he clasped his hands once more in prayer, then bowed forward until all that could be seen of him was his robe. After a second it simply folded to nothing. "Use it... don't be afraid."


Brand stared, then almost mechanically raised the Eyes of the Angel vertically in front of him, holding it in both hands like the marching baton it resembled. He moved it in the direction of Baarish-Shammon, tensing his arms and staring in amazement as the orbs renewed their gentle glow.


Baarish-Shammon eyed the orbs warily and took the slightest of steps backwards.


[Keep that piece of shit away from me,] the she-demon growled.


Brand shook his head. His arms were beginning to tremble, and the orbs pulse.


[I'm warning you, little man. Keep it away!]


"No!" Brand shouted defiantly. "I will not."


Baarish-Shammon loosed a wave of power intended to fling Brand against the wall of the chamber, but though his hair and clothing were buffeted by her blastwave, Brand remained unmoved, standing steadfast amidst the demonic gale. The sinews in his arms stood out like cords now, and the orbs were turning brilliant white.


[YOU WILL DIE FOR THIS!] Baarish-Shammon cried out. [I SWEAR BY EVERYTHING UNHOLY, I WILL TEAR YOU APAR-]


A flash of silence. A moment of forever. And inside it, this world ceased to be.


Jenny Simmons collapsed to her knees in front of her fiancée, looked up slowly. "J-Jonathan?" she said weakly.


Jonathan Brand let out a choking sob that was half pure joy, half heartbreak. He staggered a step towards her, like a drunk. "Jen," he whispered, his breath catching. "Oh, God... My Jen."


Jennifer Simmons mouthed yes, laughing aloud at the same time as she began to cry. She reached out with trembling hands and lowered Brand down to his knees. As he stared at her in disbelief, she cupped his head in her palms and nodded again and again as tears streamed down her face. "It's me... I'm still here."


Jonathan Brand dropped the artefact and grabbed his fiancée to him, clinging as if he would never let go. Words poured from him. "I never doubted... oh God, I never doubted... believe me, Jen, please..."


"I know," Jenny said swiftly, soothingly. She ran her hands over his face. "I know, darling, I know."


And now I know, Jonathan Brand thought. I know you're here and I am going to do everything I can to bring you back. "Jenny, I promise you I-" he began, but in that moment realised their reunion had been oh-so-agonisingly brief - and staring at his fiancée he watched her die for a second time.


"Jonatha-" she said, and then her voice faded. [You'll what, lover boy? Stick it to me again?] Baarish-Shammon chuckled harshly and drew in a girlish breath. [Hey, who's in the rubber suit this time?]


Brand was suddenly suffused with absolute cold, absolute rage, and an absolute disregard for his own survival. He leapt for Baarish-Shammon and grabbed her by the neck, no longer caring if this was Jenny's body or not. All he wanted to do was kill this bitch who had fought back even against the Eyes themselves.


And as she stared wildly over his constricting hands, he realised he might succeed. She was as weak as a kitten after her ordeal.


But then he froze as the unmistakable feel of a gun barrel pressed against his temple.


"Please, Dr Brand, do not move an inch. We have each survived our lives spent in the pursuit of the paranormal and the supernatural, and truly I would hate to end yours by something as prosaic as a bullet from my Luger."


"Souvenir of the war?" Brand asked. He did not need to see her to know he was speaking to Helen Earth. "You lost, you know."


"Yes, indeed." There was a click as the pistol was cocked. "Give me the artefact, doctor."


Brand felt prickly sweat break out on his body, and his bowels began to butterfly. He released Baarish-Shammon, but any hope of help that might otherwise have come from the demoness was dashed as she clung weakly to the wall, her head slumped to her chest. Swallowing, Brand stooped to pick up the Eyes of the Angel and clutched it to him.


"I'm nobody's hero but I can't do that. Helen, don't you realise that the angel has no interest in your glorious Nazi resurgence, only in totally eradicating us all? There is too much at stake here; the end of our world."


Helen Earth sighed lengthily. "The end of your world," she said.


And shot Jonathan Brand in the head.







NINETEEN

 


The lights were on but Helen wasn't at home.


The sect leader had, it seemed, been updated to Jonathan Brand's whereabouts, and had departed in pursuit of the academic and the Eyes of the Angel, but before leaving had been considerate enough to light two of the wall-mounted, iron-bracketed, old-fashioned flickering torches that brightened her underground domain.


Unfortunately, they were the two that were ever so slowly burning away the ropes holding up Ness and Verse's iron cage, suspended as it was above the lake of the dead.


The situation had to be a throwback to the days of the monks, because no one in this day and age, not even Helen Earth, could possibly be that clichéd. But clichéd or not, they had maybe five minutes before they dropped into the rotting mass of decomposed bodies. Which was, incidentally, deep enough still for them to drown in the crap.


"Tell me again," Lawrence Verse said, "exactly why it was you decided to come and, er, rescue me."


"Moment o' weakness, pal. Trust me, ah willnae do it agin." In actual fact, the Glaswegian had been hoping to pull something out of his hat once in the main chamber, but the fact was, there were simply too many of the bastards to get a chance. "She used us, this bint. Threw in just enough of a physical challenge so's we wouldnae guess, but used us all the same. Every step o' the way."


Verse nodded. The priest had been inconsolably sullen since he'd seen the thing Hannah Chapter had become. "Used all of us to find the artefact so she could get shot of the one thing that could destroy her angel. Then suckered us all into her web where she can get shot of the few people in this country who have even the remotest chance of kicking its ass. But hey, what do you expect from a woman whose de Spina Investments buys up a whole town to use as an emergency larder. Or who opens a snuff centre to act as her pet's personal McDonald's. Or operates God knows how many other scams over the years to-"


"There's always tha' other lot," Ness jumped in quickly. "Ta kick its arse, ah min. Challengers o' the Unknown. Or wha' aboot the Doom Patrol?"


Verse stared at him, said nothing.


"Ah shite. Ya gonna tell me they're jus' comic book characters, ah can tell."


"No. They're... in... America."


Michael Ness narrowed his eyes. He was still trying to work out whether Verse was serious when something more interesting occurred near to the suspended cage. Without warning, between two of the Sonderkommando Thule guards, a pair of arms appeared, and then, in a kind of calligraphic "W" motion that Ness had never seen in any textbooks, wrapped themselves around their necks and snapped both from the spine. Each of their brainstems severed, the raggedly uniformed bodies folded to the ground.


Somewhat acrobatically for one of the supposed soul-stripped, a white-skinned figure leapt onto the cage, rapidly picked its lock, and then flung open the door.


"You two coming, or what?" Hannah Chapter said.


Lawrence Verse simply stared. Despite obvious efforts to maintain his macho image, he couldn't keep the huge grin off his face. He cleared his throat. "Hey, girl," he said deeply. "You look like shit."


"Probably. But can't see a damn thing so don't give a toss. Got my spare specs?"


Verse tapped a breast pocket. "As ever."


Hannah allowed him to guide her hand, fingering the back of his gently as she did - good to see you - then slipped the glasses on. "Ta."


"Now you can see wha' we can see," Ness leered. "The only reason ah spotted ya earlier ridin' yer man was 'cause o' yer boney little arse."


Verse reddened with anger, but realised at the same time that Hannah was indeed naked. He took off his leather coat and handed it over. But as he did, what Ness had said struck him. "You were one of them ... God, girl, you tried to tear my throat out."


"I tried to shield your throat from the others trying to tear it out, moron. And it looks like I succeeded, so stop doubting me. And if you've got issues with my whitey-white skin," she added, "then I suggest you try the oldest thrill-ride to grace the Scratch Tor theme park. I call it the Razor Run."


"You've lost a lot of blood," Verse immediately recognised. "You should-"


"I'm okay. Bit dizzy, but okay."


"I really think you should-"


"I should have been soul-stripped," Hannah said angrily, suddenly. "It was my reward, I reckon, for surviving the big fall - like an I LOOPED THE LOOP badge. I guess our Helen figured if I could do that then I might be a worthy addition to her - no, sorry, strike that - to our not-so-feathery friend's elite army of the half-dead. The two of them tried to conscript me."


"Evidently it didn't work."


"Very bloody nearly, it did. Jesus, Verse, the thing is powerful. I don't know how I did it, but as I lay there with these other bastards pratting round me, I managed to claw my self back somehow, grab hold of the thread before it broke away for good. Maybe it's that old line about not joining any club that'll have me as a member, or maybe it's just like people always said, that I'm a-"


"Bleedin' awkward bitch?" Ness interjected.


Hannah glared at him. "Resistant." She looked up as the ropes holding the cage burned through and it crashed into the soup, sinking slowly into the mire. "Point is, we need to start kicking some ass around here, because if you haven't yet noticed, things are getting a mite threatening."


The three of them peered over rocks at the main part of the cavern, where things had definitely shifted up a gear. The thousands of bodies that lined its walls were dropping down quickly to the floor of the chamber, one by one swelling the ranks of the already vast throng gathered there. The chamber was filled with the sound of them all: a low, bass groan that resonated through the rock itself, vibrating the very depths. Amongst them, around them, over them, the white, spidery things, the controlling elite it seemed, leapt and pranced and prodded, harsh, sibilant hisses cutting through the air. There were so many of the creatures that they were already flooding out into the newly cleared passages, and their groans and hisses increased in volume as they sensed the outside world, the path out of their involuntary tomb at long, long last.


And there, at their heart, the angel.


Abaddon.


Breathing much more deeply, the thing seemed almost to throb, but the throbbing was much more than just a physical thing, it resonated deep in the psyche. Its old rallying cry, increasing in volume now with each repetition, and each of the repetitions coming faster, deeper, stronger than the last, over and over and over again, until its army roared.


SINS. SINS. SHOW ME YOUR SINS.


"Nothing like a pre-match pep talk," Ness said.


Onward Christian Soldiers, Verse thought darkly, Marching As To War. He wondered how far this psychic demand was spreading - probably out beyond Boswell, beyond the hills, to the places where other people lived, and had died, and whether any of them at all could possibly resist what was to come.


And it was only the beginning. Once this thing emerged from this cavern, there'd be no stopping it. Not unless Brand...


They simply had to help in any way they could.


Verse handed Hannah a pair of semi-automatics. "You'll be needing these."


Hannah racked the weapons. Then she bent down and picked up the machine guns from the two dead Sonderkommando Thule. "Thanks. And you two'll be needing these. Please try not to get yourself killed."


Verse raised an eyebrow. "Not joining us then? Other business?"


"Big boots? Small tits? Swastika?"


"Ah, yes."


"Tried to murder me. Pissed me off."


"Understood. Off you go."


Verse watched Hannah depart, racing through the throng and out of the cavern before the half-dead could even react, and then turned to Mikey Ness. The Scotsman ejected a clip from the machine-gun to inspect it, and rammed it solidly back home.


"Thin the ranks?" Verse said.


"Nowt better ta do. No' til this afternoon at any rate. Rangers is playin' this afternoon."


"You do realise we-"


"Aye. So are we gonna do these unholy fookers some damage or no'?"


Verse racked his own weapon. "On three..."


"Three," the Glaswegian said, and was gone.


"Shit."


Verse followed Ness over the top of their rocky hiding place, machine gun spewing bullets into the mass of soul-stripped before him. One thing he could be grateful for, at least, was that he didn't have to concern himself with B3 darts and any recent living victims - they were not needed inside the cavern now, only to engorge the force being summoned outside. That said, the freedom it granted him to mow down as many of the leaping and shambling things as he could was something of a double-edged sword. He had other weapons in his pockets, of course, as had Ness, but the ammo in all of them was limited while the targets just kept on coming.


Verse kept firing anyway.


Hundreds of the half-dead fell.


And inevitably his ammo ran out.


But during the melee, the ex-priest had spotted something. There was a way. But first he had to find Ness.


Physically beating his path through the hordes, Verse searched for the Scotsman and spotted him at last standing defiantly on a raised rock. The man was actually grinning despite his being surrounded and imminently overwhelmed.


"Wass that Jimmy Cagney film?" the Scot roared at him. Then he raised his hands in the air and bawled at the top of his voice, "Here I am, Ma - Bottom o' the world!"


A white claw slashed him across his momentarily exposed stomach. Three lines of blood - a lot of blood - began to seep through his shirt. And the stuff then quickly coalesced into a spreading red stain.


Ness emptied what remained of his machine gun's bullets through his assailant's head, and then through the heads of those who came behind. He then pulled a pistol - his last weapon - and held it between rapidly unsteadying but interclasped hands, continuing to grin to himself like a loon. He seemed wholly unaware that his aim was already involuntarily dipping, or that he was swaying, or of the sheen of sweat that had coated his rapidly whitening face.


Oh bollocks, Verse thought. That stupid Scots bastard was in shock and he had to get him out of there right now. Collapsing the last of his own attackers with a brutal elbow ram to the temple, Verse barrelled in. He needed help to slice his way through, however, and so pulled out his usual weapon of last resort. This hybrid crucifix-cum-stake was, of course, at its most effective when used against vampires, but he hadn't come across a creepy-crawly yet who upon finding a rather big hole in its vitals had felt much like arguing the point. No pun, of course, was intended.


Verse chopped through the creatures surrounding the mad Glaswegian and pulled him off the rock, then half-staggered with him towards the exit tunnel. Encumbered as he was, however, it proved impossible to get far. Back to back, Verse and Ness turned slowly in a circle. The encroaching mass of soul-stripped kept their distance for the moment but that offered little hope to the two of them. The shuffling creatures were hundreds deep, not a single break in their circled ranks, and they were getting ready to spring.


"Ah dinnae suppose you got any brilliant ideas reet aboot now?" Ness said.


"Actually, yes," Verse replied. "I was hoping to get closer to the tunnel but this is going to have to do." He pointed up and Ness stared. At various points around the base of the rock flue small, metallic limpets had been attached. Each blinked with a red LED.


"Wha' the hell?" Ness said.


"Explosive charges," Verse told him. "Spotted them before. How else was Helen going to get the angel out of here? These days it's a bit big for the front door. I imagine that right now she's clutching a remote trigger, but she won't blow them until she's destroyed the artefact."


"And by virtue of the fact she hasnae-"


"The artefact is still in the game."


"So we bring down the roof on these bastards - that'll stop them leavin' - but wha' aboot the big lad? Department Q tried the same in '44 and look where tha' got us."


Verse looked at Ness. "Department Q tried to bury the angel, not release it prematurely."


Ness snorted, getting Verse's drift. "Thas one hell o' a big gamble. Wha' if Brand's cocked up an' the artefact's-"


"We'll just have to hope he hasn't."


"We'll just have to hope he hasn't," Ness said parrot-fashion. He thought for a second, looking around at the diminishing circle of soul-stripped and then said, "One thing's for sure, an' that's there's no way the angel's gonna let Brand bring the Eyes doon here. All reet, Father Ted, but if Helen bleedin' Earth's got the remote trigger, do you wanna tell me jus' how -"


"Expect the unexpected," Verse said. From his pockets he pulled a number of components and then quickly assembled them into a small sniper rifle before aiming up towards the flue. "The Sword of Damocles..." he said.


"The sword o' who?"


"Damocles," Verse said again. "A sycophant of Dionysius the Elder. He was-"


"Och, yer wee bastards!" Ness growled as first one and then the rest of the soul-stripped leapt at them.


Verse looked through his crosshair, tensed his finger, and fired.







TWENTY

 


The monastery quaked violently on its foundations as the charges detonated in the cavern below, and the resulting blastwave channelled up through the flue and then out into the monastery's corridors, blasting the interior of the Centre for Celestial Truth - and its surviving acolyths - to bits. It seemed only suitable that the resulting firestorm consumed their remains in swathes of flame.


Helen Earth and a pursuing Hannah Chapter burst onto its roof as the stairs down to the monastery collapsed behind them. In their wake came a grey-faced and partly stunned Dr Jonathan Brand - whom Hannah managed to pull clear from the deadly fall and its subsequent fiery cough just in time.


She dropped immediately to her knees, shielding Brand as the green glass dome blew out in a shard-filled shower of razor sleet, lacerating her back even through the coat Verse had given her.


Christ, that hurt.


But nowhere near as much as being dropped naked down a razor-filled shaft had done. She was going to have the bitch for that.


But to Hannah's surprise - and some unease - it was a wholly unconcerned Helen Earth who moved on across the roof, regardless not only of her anger but also the glass shards embedding themselves in her legs, arms and neck. In fact everywhere, but the sect leader didn't even wince.


Instead, she headed resolutely for the edge of the monastery roof, to where the battlements overlooked the sea.


"Artefact..." Brand instructed weakly. Dulled by his ordeal, he'd at first struggled to grasp why he'd spotted Hannah following Helen up to the roof, but then it had clicked. Helen wasn't able to destroy the artefact as she obviously wished - he doubted that any power on Earth could do that - so instead she meant to lose it forever. And there was no better place to do that than in the endlessly swirling tides that lay below. "Don't let her..."


Artefact? What artefact? Hannah thought as the academic failed to go on. Herself hardly with it from her loss of blood, she stared after Helen as she carried a baton-like thing that she vaguely recognised. Oh, that artefact. So that was what it looked like in real life. Okay... baton-like thing... don't let her what? Twirl it?


Helen Earth reached the battlements, a section of which had crumbled as part of the monastery's wall buckled beneath it. Stepping into the gap, the sect leader raised the artefact above her and aimed it at the tide crashing on the rocks below. It looked to Hannah as if she were about to -


Oh, I get it, Hannah thought.


Don't let her hurl it over the edge.


Right.


Hannah bounded across the roof, pulling guns as she went.


Jonathan Brand watched her go through a rolling haze caused by the shot to his head that was only now receding, but he supposed that a rolling haze was better than being a dead man. He had no idea how he had survived Helen Earth's bullet. Maybe the Eyes of the Angel had chosen him and were now protecting him for the task ahead. Maybe - as in his blessed moment with Jenny - time had for a single instant stopped, halting the bullet in its tracks. All he knew was that he had stirred semi-conscious but alive in Patrick's now-destroyed burial chamber, his head hammering as if someone had taken a sledgehammer to his temple, and with the bullet that should have finished him rolling beside him on the floor.


A miracle? He wasn't sure he believed in those these days.


But if the Eyes of the Angel possessed power of such magnitude, then perhaps there was hope after all.


The question was, was it already too late?


What Brand could see but the otherwise occupied Hannah could not, was that through the remains of the dome the soul-shield was continuing to grow. As the academic watched, it even started to take on its proper form, even if the angel's idealised version of itself bore no likeness to the twisted travesty it was today.


Hannah may not yet have noticed, but Helen had, and - perhaps simply sensing the looming presence of her charge - she turned slowly around to gaze upon it. The orange cloud was reflected over and over again in the shards of glass embedded in her flesh.


The sect leader smiled proudly.


After all her years of devotion.


At last...


What are you smiling about? Hannah thought, and she too turned. Her own reaction was rather less cheerful and considerably more to the point.


She stared at the great, golden figure with its broad chest, superficially benign smile and large unfolding wings and said, "Awww, nuts..."


"Ms Chapter, the artefact," Brand repeated.


Hannah didn't need telling twice. The American span back to face Helen Earth, both guns aimed at her slivered, kaleidoscopic face. "Put it down," she ordered.


Helen cradled the Eyes of the Angel in front of her. "What, this?" she taunted.


"Yeah, that," Hannah urged slightly dubiously, struggling for a name. "Put down the... twirly thing."


"Why not," Helen Earth said after a few moments of smiling consideration. Unexpectedly, she laid the artefact at her feet. "I doubt that it'll do you any good now, anyway."


"I'll let Brainiac decide that." Hannah nodded towards Brand, who had recovered enough to begin weaving across the roof towards them. She bent to retrieve the artefact but Helen's foot stamped down on it first. "You asked me to put it down, not give it to you," she said, grinning.


Oh, I don't have time for this, Hannah thought. If this demented dyke wants to play games...


She snapped upwards, span full circle, and then delivered a roundhouse kick that drove one of the shards of glass embedded in Helen's face deeper into her flesh. It cracked under the impact and Helen staggered slightly, but there were none of the cries of agony Hannah had expected. Yet more worrying there wasn't the faintest sign of blood.


"My eyes watered," Hannah said. "I'm wondering why yours didn't."


"Thought you might be." Still smiling - Jesus, but Hannah wanted to wipe that smile off her face - Helen raised a hand to the offending shard and tugged it free, apparently oblivious to the chunk of flesh that came with it. She noticed Hannah's stare and coolly and calmly ripped it fully away, revealing a green subcutane that lay beneath. As Hannah watched, she then started on the rest. In a few seconds she had stripped her face of flesh completely.


Okaaay, Hannah thought, this is new. And then emptied both weapons into She-Hulk's smile.


The cult leader didn't even have the decency to stagger back as the bullets hit her - but she did pretend to pick at a tooth with a nail.


Oh not fair, Hannah thought. Everybody knew the rules of the game stated that hard-to-kill bosses were meant to stagger a little the first time you attacked them. It suggested to the hero that the threat had some eventual weakness.


"Oh great, let me guess..." Hannah said.


Helen smiled. "Get it right first time and you win the bonus prize. I'll tell you what - I'll make sure you're dead before I rip your yattering litttle head off."


"You're all heart," Hannah said. She holstered her weapons and placed her hands on hips, looking quizzical. "Ubervampiress? Nah, don't think so. Obviously not lycanthropic, either, though I have to say, lady, you have got to do something about that moustache. Construct, then? Nope. Goblin? Mebbe. Oh, oh, I know! You're a ghoul, right?"


Helen Earth lunged at her so fast Hannah didn't even have time to react. The next thing she knew she was flat on her back on the floor, the other woman pressing down on top of her. Helen ground her hips slowly into Hannah's, laughed throatily. Her breath was hot and smelled strongly of tar.


"Homonculus," Helen said.


"Homonculus?"


"A-ha."


"Okay, look. Homonculus or pop group, which is it?"


"One of Heinrich Himmler's vat-born offspring," Jonathan Brand said, hobbling towards them. "One product of his rather special death camp. Though I'm guessing not from the regular production line - am I correct, Fraulein Earth?"


"You are, Dr Brand. Herr Himmler recruited me to his staff at a time when he had a number of rather special projects in mind - not least that which you now know about. Considering the time I was required to devote to the cause, Herr Himmler believed a more... lasting frame might prove to be useful."


"Bio-augmented, no doubt," Brand commented.


"Updated every year. Auto-clotting haemocytes, miniaturised organs, shielded musculature - even my neuronic pathways have been re-routed body-wide."


"Speaking of body-wide," Hannah groaned beneath her, "do you think you could speed this up, lady? Miniaturising your organs hasn't made you any the lighter."


"In short," Helen finished, "I'm unbeatable."


"Yeah... but you're green."


"I can get a makeover." The sect leader pulled Hannah by both shoulders and yanked her onto her feet. "You won't be able to - you'll be dead."


"Hey, is this gonna hur-?"


Helen Earth hurled Hannah across the roof. The American slammed into the side of the battlements opposite and let out a loud whoomf before sliding to the floor, semi-dazed. There could have been nothing better to focus her attention.


She looked up to see Helen Earth was once again advancing towards her. Fight or flight syndrome, she thought. No contest. Fight every time.


Hannah picked herself up painfully, spread her feet, raised her arms, adopting a defence position. She had to admit she wasn't holding out much hope of this working but she'd be damned if...


Helen delivered a blow to Hannah's left and she blocked. To her right and Hannah dodged. To the left again and then again, her arms moving almost in a blur. Hannah managed to block both but the impacts still jarred her to the bone. There was no way she could keep this up, especially as each deflected blow still succeeded in driving her to the wall with no room to manoeuvre.


Helen moved again, lightning fast. She struck Hannah on her chest, her side, and then her jaw, each of the blows breaching her defences. Hannah staggered, spat out a tooth in a trail of blood. She was sure a rib was cracked. Kidney damage as well, maybe.


She had to get off the ropes. Get herself time to think. Find an advantage.


Or she was going to die.


Hannah went on the offensive. She returned the blows with all the moves she knew, hands and feet lashing out in a series of pummel punches, round-house kicks, palm thuds. But one after the other they were blocked, as Hannah knew they would be. Come on, she thought. Come on...


Finally Helen did what she wanted. She grabbed her wrist and pulled her close.


"Need to do better than that, dearie," she said and flung Hannah back across the roof.


This time, Hannah somersaulted in mid-air. She allowed herself to drop, roll to her feet and ran to where the artefact lay abandoned on the floor. Snatching it up, she span and lobbed the ancient object over the head of the approaching Helen to where Brand hovered, unable to decide how to help. As she'd hoped, Helen was by now so consumed by the desire to prove her superiority - mixed, of course, with an unhealthy dose of good old Nazi bloodlust - that she ignored the artefact and headed on in. Hannah waited, watched her come, and then suddenly flung herself forward, up, arms and legs tightly enwrapping Helen as if she were a lost love she never wanted to leave again.


"Hiya, darlin'" she said. And then - "Brand - use the artefact!"


The academic stared at the Eyes of the Angel in his hands, then at Hannah, in some confusion. "It won't work on her!" he shouted. "She isn't-"


"For Christ's sake, I know that, Brainiac! Just twat the bitch!"


Brand did so, delivering a blow to the back of her head that made the sect leader stagger like a drunk. Again as Hannah had hoped, whatever God-given stuff the artefact was made out of, it had sufficient clout to knock even a homonculus for six. Hannah released her cling and dropped down to the floor.


"You know what really pisses me off," she said, delivering a punch to Helen's nose. "You aren't even the mastermind behind this thing. You never have been." She punched again. "You strut your stuff and you blow your horn but neither you nor Herr sodding Himmler ever had any choice in what this thing wants." This time she booted Helen's crotch and punched her in the nose. "You're a pawn, a puppet, a stupid wannabe dictator who has no idea what her place is in the cosmos. But you wanna know what?" Hannah grabbed Helen by the shoulders, head-butted her squarely on the forehead, and pushed. "I'm gonna show you."


Too late, Helen Earth realised she was off her balance dangerously close to the soul-shield, and by that time the side of Hannah Chapter's foot had already spun to impact with her head three times. The fourth and final roundhouse kick sent the sect leader flailing right into the heart of the orange cloud.


Helen Earth was gone in a second, her soul torn screaming from every pore.


"Interesting manoeuvre," Brand said.


"Yeah-" Hannah gasped, her hands on her knees. "Her soul was the one part of Helen they couldn't augment."


The sounds of carnage could be heard in the now relative quiet, and Brand and Chapter dragged themselves wearily to the battlements and stared in transfixed horror at the scenes below. It was indeed hell on Earth.


"My God," Brand said. "Just look at it."


For miles around, the countryside was filled by shambling bodies, both the living and the dead, summoned or raised from nearby farms, villages or graveyards. Thousands of them - thousands more than Lawrence Verse had seen in the cavern - and all of them heading towards this focal point, in thrall to the call of the angel. They headed to the monastery across fields, over streams, and in snake-like lines along the roads. They emerged from woods, between the hills, and even, in the case of a few rotting forms, from under the sea. Many of the living burned, illuminating the dead who huddled with them, picking out their leathery hollow features, their suspended states of decay. Skin cracked on those aflame and their underflesh gleamed slickly in the night-light, as if dipped in oil. The dead and the dying were legion.


"Jesus," Hannah Chapter said. "Doesn't anyone cremate anyone round here?"


"We have to stop this," Jonathan Brand said.


"No shit, Sherlock."


Brand used a walkie-talkie given him earlier by the Brigadier. He could just about make out the soldiers' positions below - those final ranks who had not succumbed to the invidious demands of the Voice - gathered together in a wide horseshoe of jeeps and trucks identifiable by their headlight beams in the dark. Alongside them stood Solomon Ravne, wielding the Lamp of Alhazred, disgorging scything beams of white light in the direction of the approaching hordes and then in that of the white, spidery things that emerged from the caves intent on quashing this final resistance.


"How are you holding out?" Brand shouted.


"Almost out of B3s!" the Brigadier shouted back over the wailing screams and groans surrounding his position. "What good it will do these poor devils now! I don't mind telling you, Brand, I feel as if I'm in a George A Romero film here. That or a remake of the siege of Frankenstein's castle - with the original bloody cast."


"Listen to me, Brigadier. None of them can be allowed to come closer. Our friend is far too powerful already. Open fire on the dead - bring them down, keep them down. Make a dam with their bodies if you have to but block the living and do what you can for them. These people must not get through."


"Understood. What about progress at your end?"


Brand looked around hopelessly. "Working on it as we speak," he said breathlessly. "Brand out."


The popping and rat-a-tat of gunfire began from below, sounding distant and toy-like. But there was nothing toy-like about the ammunition the men now employed. Flailing, staggering and stumbling as automatic gunfire perforated their forms, the dead began to fall.


"So what now, Brainiac?" Hannah Chapter asked.


Brand hefted the Eyes of the Angel before him in frustration. "We have to get this down to the caverns... somehow."


"You bring your Great Glass Elevator?" Chapter said facetiously, and she peered over the edge of the battlements at the precipitous drop. "'Cause unless we can get a chopper up here it's the only way off this ancient heap."


Brand nodded. But he'd already seen one of the medevacs go down in flames beyond Scratch Tor and had no idea of the location of the others. Then he paused, having felt a deep rumble in the stone beneath his feet. "Actually," he said, "that may not be a problem..."


"Qué?"


Brand looked at Hannah white-faced. "Company's coming."


The two of them ran to the lip of the dome then stared down. From this position they could see through Helen Earth's sacrificial chamber and past the burning remains of the wooden trap into the rock flue itself. The angel thundered up towards them as a mass of solid black, discernible in the dark as a living thing only by the flaring shapes of its pterodactyl-like wings and the legs it was using to propel itself upwards. Even these were only visible fleetingly as acute angles, oblique planes against the rock. Every time these limbs made contact with the sides of the flue, the roof vibrated again, and the higher the beast came the less inclined both Brand and Chapter were to lean over the lip. Finally, as it reached the top of the flue and launched itself with outstretched claws through the space between it and the broken dome, they flung themselves back completely.


Just in time.


The angel thudded onto the lip of the dome, the resultant tremor almost toppling Brand and Hannah off their feet and shaking powderfalls of cement from between the stone slabs from which the lip was built. There it let out a deafening roar and squatted like some huge gargoyle, its head slowly turning and taking in a world unseen by its fire-filled eyes for countless years. But it was free now. And ready to take up a position of master of all it surveyed.


Brand could have sworn the creature sucked in a deeply contented breath.


The angel raised its gaze to the soul-shield, a perfect Biblical image now, and then it began to rise on its haunches, its wings started to open and spread, and then it lifted itself until it became enveloped by the orange cloud. The two objects - angel and cloud - seemed to shift - metamorphose slightly - until neither thing was quite what it had been a moment before.


Something new was ready to take up dominion of the Earth.


"Do you think now might be a good time to - you know..." Hannah Chapter mouthed, pointing at the Eyes of the Angel.


Brand swallowed hard. The Eyes simply need to be brought into contact with the angel, Brother Patrick had said. But how in hell was he meant to achieve that? Maybe even Brother Patrick had not realised how much this thing had changed.


Nevertheless, he had to try. Swallowing again, Brand ran towards the lip and hurled the artefact up towards the soul-shield, watched as it arced through the air, aimed directly for the thing's torso. But it had no chance. As the Eyes of the Angel impacted with the shield, a burst of energy sent it hurtling back, the discharge blowing the academic off his feet.


"Oops," Hannah Chapter said. "I think we're in the shit."


[Oh no, you're definitely in the shit,] a voice said.


Brand and Chapter turned. Pushing aside chunks of masonry and stone from the blocked stairway, a very displeased Baarish-Shammon emerged onto the monastery roof. Infernal flame licked her as she stared at Brand and Chapter - but particularly at Brand. [There you are, you little bastard. Miss me?]


The demoness strode towards the pair across the roof, seemingly fully recovered from the artefact ordeal. More than fully recovered, in fact. The flickering aura of energy which always surrounded Baarish-Shammon was flaring dramatically, more so than Brand and Chapter had ever seen it. She was crackling dangerously with energy, her great gash of a mouth leaking jagged tendrils of raw power.


Bathed in the light from the glowing angel, she was a walking furnace.


And she was coming right at them.


Hannah drew her weapons.


"No," Brand said. "She won't hurt me."


Hannah stared. "That's nice. HELLO? It isn't you I'm worried about, Brainiac."


Brand placed his hand across the barrels of her guns, tipping them down. "She won't hurt either of us." He pointed up at the angel. "She hasn't come for us, she's come for that. Our resident demoness doesn't want this thing to live any more than we do. It's a challenge to her. A rival." Brand sneered. "In that respect, she's much like Michael Magister - she doesn't want anyone else playing their own God games."


It was Baarish-Shammon's turn to sneer. [You dare to compare me to that feeble old man, hiding away beneath his pathetic little rock?]


"Just how feeble is he? You must have wondered that, Baarish-Shammon? You know something - that feeble old man is really quite looking forward to meeting you."


Baarish-Shammon said nothing for a second, and then staring at Brand, held out her hands.


[Hand over the artefact, lover boy.]


"Brainiac, you can't trust her," Hannah said.


"It's all right," Brand replied after a moment. He regarded Baarish-Shammon carefully, and handed her the Eyes of the Angel. "We find ourselves in rare agreement once again."


"Brainiac..."


"There's no other choice. Think about it, Miss Chapter," he glared openly at Baarish-Shammon, "this half-souled thing may be the only one of us who is capable of penetrating that shield now. And penetrating that shield has become our only way to get to the angel."


Hannah nodded. After what had happened to good old Helen, she'd go with that.


Baarish-Shammon accepted the artefact and then weighed it before her, regarding it with a mix of revulsion and satisfaction. For a moment Brand feared he'd been wrong, that all she would do now was rid herself of it to prevent him finding Jen again, but then she rose up from the roof with it cradled in her arms, manoeuvred toward the angel, and drove the ancient artefact straight into its heart. The thing roared, and from the centre of the soul-shield, there came a brilliant flare.


"Do nothing," Brand instructed Hannah Chapter - and then he looked towards where Baarish-Shammon had disappeared and, despite himself, wished her good luck.


God came, then. Whatever manifestations Brand might have expected - whatever divine imaginings he had pictured - he could only look on in utter silence. Because the world itself had stopped.


What's happening? he thought, aware but at the same time senseless. The world has gone. All I know is gone. I am gone.


Brand felt himself pulled away from the roof of the monastery to float disembodied, looking down on his body, on Hannah's body - and on the angel. He realised that Hannah was beside him as well as on the roof, she too looking down on herself. It was like looking at a stage, brightly lit against the night sky, where the two of them were merely props. And then the stage became brighter still, because someone was shining a spotlight from the stars.


A shaft of light enveloped the soul-shield and dissolved it all away. Just like that. Gone to God knew where. The angel and the demoness hung there in the space that remained, grappling like warriors but static, frozen, like pieces of art. Brand heard himself taking in a breath, and next to him Hannah did the same. They looked at each other - and wondered.


The angel, illuminated and exposed now in white light, looked at last what it actually was - some pathetic, distorted thing, a twisted abomination, a freak of supernature... something that didn't belong. Its anvil-like head held rigid and high, its fiery eyes wide and strangely wet, it stared at things Brand couldn't imagine. Was it, Brand mused, seeing directly into the realm of God?


He realised suddenly in his strange, displaced place that there was no heavenly choir of angels here to bring their lost friend home. Only more of that seemingly endless silence.


Because silence was all that was needed to see.


The angel - and the angel alone - began then to shudder. Baarish-Shammon remained frozen still, as if in a strange photographic trick. The angel began to shake, shimmer, and finally - ever, ever so slowly it seemed - to disassemble one molecule at a time. Brand hoped that from whichever plane of noncorporeality he was observing its demise it was quicker than that, because in truth he almost felt sorry for the thing. Especially when he saw its mouth straining wide with a last yawning but still silent agonised scream.


Another angel emerged from within the dying and disintegrating form, and hovered above it for the briefest of moments, looking down. This was the angel as manifest in the soul-shield - what its ancient memory perceived itself to be - only this time somehow real. A classical angel as depicted in a million religious tomes.


And it began to rise into the light.


But before it reached the heavens, it too began to dissolve. And as it dissipated but halfway to the stars, the silence was broken by a voice from above.


It spoke a phrase that was strangely familiar.


SHOW ME YOUR SINS.


"Brainiac, snap out of it!" a voice shouted. A hand slapped his face. "Brainiac, we have to get out of here now!"


What? the academic thought. What the hell?


He was suddenly back on the monastery roof with Hannah Chapter shaking him. Only it wasn't just her shaking him because from the feel of things, the whole place was collapsing under them both.


"What... just happened?"


"The harridan from hell pulled it off is what just happened - look at the dome... look!"


Brand looked towards the dome - where the dome had been - and saw Baarish-Shammon and what there was left of Abaddon locked together still. But the grotesque thing was lifeless now, nothing but a shell, crumbling into scaly pieces as he looked on. Strangely though, the demoness seemed for some reason unable to break free of its grip, and as the angel continued to disintegrate, she beat against it to no avail, and then her demonic body actually started to smoke, as did the angel's. A moment later both were consumed in fire.


It wasn't infernal fire. This was real fire.


My God, Brand thought suddenly, the Eyes of the Angel. The demoness must also have looked upon the realm of God. And in turn it had looked upon her.


A phrase sprang to mind. That old adage. Kill two birds with one stone.


Two birds with one stone.


"It's destroying her too!" he shouted to Hannah Chapter. "We have to do something!"


"We can't! Take a good bloody look around you, Brainiac - there's no time!"


Brand knew this was true. Around him chunks of the monastery roof had actually begun to collapse in on themselves, or elsewhere jut up suddenly as tooth-like slabs. The place was coming apart at the seams. Helpless, he span back to where the death-throes of the angel were nearing their end. As he watched, its inner core seemed to quake and then in a storm of blackness it simply blew apart into countless pieces. Afire and writhing, the form of Baarish-Shammon hung in its wake for just one second and then plummeted helplessly into the shattered remains of the dome, where she tumbled like a rag-doll into the flue down to the cavern.


As the demoness fell endlessly into the deepest dark Brand looked on horrified as she transformed back into the form of Jenny Simmons.


Then he and Hannah staggered as the whole roof went full tilt and the monastery slid from under their feet. Towards the side of the roof, a slab of stone broke upwards as the supports beneath it collapsed, a jagged fang that almost decapitated them both.


Hannah Chapter grabbed Brand's radio.


"Brigadier, if you're there, we could really do with some help here!"


"I had noticed, Miss Chapter," the Brigadier's voice came back, and she saw him in the distance gazing through his binoculars. "Only just got around the fact that it all seems to be over... quite a show you people put on up there. And the damndest thing the way that soul-shield returned to the living like that. Quite a bit of mopping up of the dead, of course, but not to worry, eh - things are in hand."


As he spoke, Hannah heard a welcome whup-whup-whup of helicopter rotors and a moment later the Iroquois in which they had arrived appeared above the edge of the collapsing battlements. Except this time it was a bruised and battered Ness in the pilot's seat and - though Hannah had thought they'd never get him up in one of those things again, bless him - a rather dishevelled Lawrence Verse. What was more, Verse was further taking his life in his hands by dangling out the side of the chopper to drop a rope ladder down to the two of them.


Hannah grabbed Jonathan Brand by the shoulders and bundled him towards the ladder.


Five minutes later, as a medevac chopper lifted away into the distance, Brand walked through the on-ground aftermath and stared up at the burning ruin of the monastery. Peace at last for Brother Patrick, he thought. Peace at last for Boswell. But what peace for Jonathan Brand? Because Jenny Simmons stared at him from the steps of a medevac where she'd been taken after being "miraculously" pulled "alive" from the collapsed cavern. But it was as far from a miracle as one could get, Brand knew. God, he thought - if she could survive You how was he ever going to get his own Jenny back?


"Darling," Jenny said, and nodded at the trauma team fussing over her. "These gentlemen insist I am to be taken for X-ray. Will you tell them it isn't necessary... or shall I?"


Brand stared at her. The threat was clear. He knew also that those X-rays would raise questions difficult to answer. "Doctor Jonathan Brand," he said reluctantly, simply forgetting to point out the title wasn't medical. "Miss Simmons is in my care."


"Thass right, lads," Mikey Ness chipped in. He and Verse were exiting the medevac surgery after being treated for cuts and abrasions. "An' right now the doc's prescribing a wee snifter, ain't ya doc?"


"Sounds good to me," Verse said, nodding toward the Breaking Point.


"I reckon there's a Jack and Black with my name on it," Hannah agreed.


Ravne shrugged. "Why not," he concurred. "It has, after all, been a hell of a night."

 


If Ness was expecting a knees-up, however, the thing didn't materialise. After brief recaps of each of their experiences, a sheer knackeredness set in and they all soon stared out of the window lost in their own thoughts and in their drinks.


Solomon Ravne nursed a Bloody Mary, the colour of the drink making him think of home and when he could truly relax in the bath that Simmons had so kindly reminded him of while in Whitby. He had already forgotten how many bodies he had scythed down that night with the Lamp of Alhazred - the dead and, he had to admit, some collateral damage - and in truth it didn't concern him at all. The fact was, the night had been an inconvenience and now he'd have to renew the oils for the lamp all over again. No Scotsman next time, though. Next time, pious or not, he'd take the priest.


Lawrence Verse gazed up at the tor, thinking of how mere minutes before it had been a gateway to his God, the old dilemma rumbling like gastritis in his guts. God had proven his existence to him yet again, but then had simply gone away. Why was it He did nothing to stop the evils of the world, why did He force people like himself to do what they did, to use the methods they did? Once more the dilemma remained unanswered - and until it was - excommunicated or not - knew he'd just have to get on with the job.


Hannah Chapter was possibly the only untroubled person in the room. After what she'd survived that night, why not? The strength of will it had taken to resist Abaddon's call from such close quarters was beyond Louisiana, beyond anything. If she ever had cause to doubt who she was again, all she had to do was remember this night. Score one for dyke lib, she thought. She even felt comfortable with herself sitting there naked but for Verse's leather coat. To be honest, she quite liked it. It made her feel like "O". Not that she wanted to suggest she was happy being surrounded by male BO, of course - oh no, that'd create the wrong impression entirely. She'd have to give the coat back. Only just not while Mikey Ness was around.


Mikey Ness raised a glass, scowling as a black-uniformed group moved past outside. The Ministry of Defence cleaners - the Closure Squad - had wasted no time. They were already moving in to remove the living's corpses to the nearby airbase, those of the dead for expeditious reburial, and to then ensure that the civilian survivors didn't recall anything from the night's events they shouldn't. The Scotsman wondered what explanation they would come up with this time. One thing was certain - a Nazi incendiary assault was out of the question so it'd likely be terrorists instead. Made aboot as much sense as their '44 lie but it'd give 'em another excuse to bomb somewhere, eh? Bastards.


Sometimes he wondered where the real horrors lay.


As the Scotsman downed his fourth Scotch in as many minutes in one glug, Jenny Simmons stared at Jonathan Brand, a smile playing on her lips. She subdued the pathetic mewling inside her and swore she would never let the academic get so close to the real Jenny again. But then, she thought with a silent chuckle, if only he knew the truth about his dead beloved. If only, in fact, he - if any of them - knew the truth about anything. Because only she had gazed directly into the realm of God that night, and what she had seen - what she knew of the place - would terrify the crap out of any of them. Oh yes, she was definitely on the right side.


Jenny Simmons grinned. "Slainte!" she said.


"Slainte," Brand repeated mechanically. Out of all of them, oddly, it was only he who had not yet touched his drink. His thoughts were back at the monastery, locked in that wonderful moment as he had spoken with the real Jenny, and that maybe it gave him something to hope for despite what he had just seen of Baarish-Shammon's fortitude. It comforted him slightly knowing Jenny was in there somewhere and he vowed to find a way to at least speak with her again, and suddenly his desire for drink was not so all-consuming.


But another thought remained deeper in his mind, as stubbornly anchored as a rock.


That night, between them, they had just managed to rid the Earth of one fallen angel. One.


Which, of course, meant that if Alphonsus de Spina was correct in his calculations, somewhere out there - give or take - there were one hundred and thirty three million, three hundred and six thousand, six hundred and sixty odd of the unholy bastards to go.


He contemplated his drink again.


Maybe he'd have just the one.
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