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Chapter One

 


There was a click. If there was one thing Hannah Chapter hated, it was a click.


The click of a pistol, cocked by an unseen hand, as it pressed up, hard and cold, against her temple, perhaps. The click of a lycanthropic jawbone dislocating to become a bile-dripping maw in readiness for a final, decapitating bite. The click of Lawrence Verse turning on his goddamned PlayStation for another noisy all-night ass-whupping in Doom Bang-a-Bang 3, or some such shit.


That kind of click.


But all of these clicks paled in comparison to the click she hated most of all.


The click of a booby trap that had caught her off guard and unawares, as if she were some goddamn greenhorn straight out of field-training school.


Particularly a booby trap that was activated by a pressure plate right under her foot.


Jeezus, Hannah!


"I recommend that you remain absolutely still, Miss Chapter," a voice advised. "Do not move a muscle. Do not breathe."


The lithe, dark-haired American followed the shadowy speaker with bespectacled eyes, continuing to curse herself. Solomon Ravne, her bearded and suited colleague from Caballistics, Inc, circled her with an infinite slowness, the well-groomed consultant in arcane affairs assessing her predicament with a knowledgeable gaze.


"I wasn't thinking of doing the Birdy Dance," Hannah said through ventriloquist lips.


"Do not, because if I am correct this one contains a nastier surprise than all the rest."


This one, Hannah thought. Christ, she'd had just about enough of this place. What the hell had they been protecting in this shithole that needed so many defences? They'd only entered the dark and deserted labyrinth half an hour ago and she'd already run out of fingers to count the number of nasty surprises that the three of them had inadvertently triggered.


The whole fiasco had started only twelve hours earlier, when an outfit named Capek Construction - who had been digging the foundations for an industrial unit near Peenemunde, Germany - had broken through into something they had not expected to be beneath their feet. A Nazi bunker, in fact, abandoned since the war. There was nothing unusual about a Nazi bunker as such - their empty shells still dotted Europe to this day - but the fact that the breakthrough seemed to have revealed some kind of laboratory gave rise to some concern and no small amount of curiosity. This was, naturally, something that the German authorities should have handled, but Conrad Capek was not, it seemed, a man who put much store in the due process of things, and he wanted a private investigation first. Which was, of course, where they came in. Turned out Capek was a bosom buddy of their own boss - no doubt they were fellow members of the Billionaires Brigade, or whatever society the super-rich paid their dues to - and within hours she, Ravne and Verse had been stepping off the plane. Whether they would be stepping back on it was now a moot question, because bossman Ethan Kostabi had sent them slap bang into the middle of a seventy year-old death-trap.


"YO, PEOPLE!" another voice boomed. The hulking figure of Lawrence Verse emerged from a side room back along the corridor from where Hannah stood stock-still. Like the others, her former freelance partner and defrocked priest aimed a pencil torch ahead of him, picking out detritus in the dark. "NOTHING IN ROOMS EIN, ZWEI OR DREI SO I SUGGEST WE... Oh, bollocks, not again."


"Stand where you are, Mr. Verse!"


"Standing... I'm standing."


"So what is it this time?" Hannah Chapter whispered, swallowing slightly. She looked down. Under normal circumstances her own torch and trained eyes would have easily picked out the fine lines of the edges of the pressure plate, but they had been impossible to see, obscured by decades of undisturbed dust fall.


Ravne softly blew away the dust and followed an exposed wire trail from the pressure pad with a finger, rising with it from the floor and along the wall. There it met a grime-smeared membranous bulb mounted in the shadow of a junction box, purposefully hidden from the view of anyone entering the corridor from the direction they had come - which, the collapsed roof having been deemed too unstable for use as an entrance, just happened to be the only way to progress further into the bunker from the front door.


What Ravne was looking at was the size of a bloated bladder and glowed dully red through its years-induced coating of crap. Ravne prodded it twice, carefully, with a manicured finger and something stirred violently within, snapping and gaseous in form.


"Ah, yes," he sighed. "Now here is something I haven't seen in some time." He spoke in an almost reverent tone, as if he had uncovered some rare treasure.


"What? What, for Christ's sake?"


"A slavesoul."


"A slavesoul?" Hannah echoed.


"A human essence sucked forcibly from the body at the exact moment of death then ritualistically bound within the bladder of a-"


"I know what a slavesoul is!" Hannah hissed in frustration. She stared ahead to where, about a hundred metres down, the corridor split at a T-junction and a faded and half-rotted swastika flag hung on the wall, a reminder of the last inhabitants of this secured facility. It was no ordinary swastika, either, over-emblazoned as it was with a stylised pentagram - the standard of Sonderkommando Thule, the Nazi's occult warfare division. "Sonderkommando Thule perfected the slavesoul capture technique in the gas chambers at Belsen and Auschwitz, to name but two. The bastards only achieved a one per cent success rate from all the poor innocents they slaughtered, but that one per cent was more than enough for their purposes."


"Slavesoul bladders were deployed everywhere the Nazis faced allied incursions, and on every battlefield in Europe," Verse went on. "Planted beneath corpses, next to minefields, in munitions piles, you name it. Once burst, the slavedsoul would take possession of whichever unfortunate had released it, driving them forward into enemy fire, further traps, whatever hazards lay in their path. Backwards sometimes, too, to attack their own, before they had to be cut down by their horrified friends. The slavesouls were simply desperate for the death that had been denied them, piggybacking their hosts and using them as vessels to reach the white light."


"But the possession only lasted sixty seconds, right?" Hannah asked. "Then the soul dissipated and was lost for ever?"


Verse nodded. "The Tommies named them Mayflies."


"Makes them sound almost charming, doesn't it?" Ravne commented as he gently stroked the bladder. In the half-light, he permitted himself a small smile, then tutted. "Charming, but the cause of such horrific carnage."


Verse frowned, studying the proximity of the slavesoul to his long-term business partner. "A single tremor down the wire and the slavesoul triggers," he said ominously. "If we try to cut the wire, the slavesoul triggers..."


"And once it is triggered possession is instantaneous," Ravne said.


Verse sighed. "We have got ourselves a problem on the scale of serious shit."


"No..." Hannah corrected him. "I have got myself a problem. You two just turn around, get to the safety of the entrance, and don't look back." She bit her lip. "I'm going to try and fight this thing..."


"No can do, doll," Verse said. He very slowly moved to stand directly behind Hannah, looming like an oversized shadow, and placed his hands gently on her shoulders.


"I can do this!" Hannah insisted.


"Maybe so," Verse rumbled in her ear. "But once you've fought the first, what about those?" The priest pointed into the darkness of the corridor and, now that he did, Hannah began to gradually make out a number of dull red glows emanating from behind other visual blinds.


"Shit."


"These slavesouls would have been hung here to guard against incursion by an entire enemy unit," Verse said. "Once they were all triggered and the defences that are doubtless hidden along this corridor sprung, it would have been a massacre."


"Like I said. Get the hell out of here."


"And like I said, no can do."


Verse moved before Hannah could react, suddenly dropping his hands to her hips and - tight against her - swaying with her body as if he were beginning to dance some tango. Then, timing his moment perfectly, he slid his own foot onto the pressure plate and with his left arm flipped Hannah away and behind him. He stood now in her place.


"Mister Verse, what the hell do you think you're doing?" Ravne asked.


"Playing our substitute," Verse smiled. He spoke to Hannah. "Think about it, babe. I've a lot more experience going up against this type of shit than you do."


"Dammit!" Hannah said. But she knew what Verse said was true. Before they had become partners, in the days before Verse had been excommunicated, he had waged a one-man war in Martinique against the horrors of voodoo and the Palo Mayombe. Verse was no stranger to the horrors of possession, and had felt its dark influence weigh against his own consciousness many times before.


"This is still insane. There must be four or five more of those things down there, each one of them seven-point-four grammes of concentrated death wish. Verse, you're not dying in my place."


"I don't intend to," Verse said. He stared at Hannah evenly. "Together we do what needs to be done."


"And what," Ravne interjected, "is that?"


Hannah swallowed hard. She knew what Verse was saying. They'd trained for such a thing, as much as they could, even if neither of them had really pictured a situation where they'd need to use the manoeuvre. "Me and my shadow?"


"Walking down the avenue," Verse half sang.


Hannah steeled herself and nodded. "You are a crazy bastard, but if it's the only way we're going to get down that corridor alive, let's do it. I'd recommend-"


"I know," the priest finished for her. "Not trying this at home."


And with those words, Verse was gone, springing off the pressure plate like an athlete - no pun intended - from a trap. It was the adrenalin that was already pumping through her body, Hannah knew, that made it appear as if her partner moved away from her in slow motion, but nevertheless as he mounted the corridor wall with his leather coat billowing behind him, she couldn't help but think he was getting a little too cocky doing an impression of Neo from The Matrix.


What the hell. She did a pretty mean Trinity herself.


Unholstering her twin Colts, Hannah sprang from her own starting position, no more than a half-second behind her partner, following his every footstep exactly, like the shadow she was meant to be. This was the point of the plan, to be his identical twin, to move with him, matching his every manoeuvre so that she could respond and protect him while he could not. She had already heard his groan as the first of the slavesouls had exploded from its prison and entered him like some darting red eel, and while he rode its desperate hold, it was her job to take out any trap it managed to drive him towards.


There, already. A machine gun turret dropping from the ceiling. She neutralised it by shooting out its servos. Another from the wall, ditto.


But Verse was already struggling, she could sense. The priest had obviously mounted the wall to avoid further pressure plates linked to the slavesouls, but in his semi-possessed state he had already accidentally collided with two more, bursting the bladders with his boots. There had been nothing she could do to prevent the eels whipping into him, and as Verse had absorbed them - blocking her from their influence - she could already see the sweat dropping from him like rain.


Under such pressure, mistakes were inevitable, and as Verse leapt to the side to avoid a third bladder he lost his footing against the opposite wall. Hannah allowed herself to fall with him, roll with him, and then with a guiding hand urged him on to launch back up the wall. The fall, though, had cost them a second, and ahead a turret had dropped unseen and was already spinning to fire. Thinking fast, Hannah grabbed Verse around the stomach, curled him into a ball, and somersaulted with him to the side. She allowed the thrust of the bullet that punched through the arm of her sheepskin coat to spin her completely around, and halfway through the turn fired and took out the turret from behind.


Almost there, partner. Almost there.


Visibly agonised, Verse ran the last thirty yards of the deadly corridor at floor level, purposefully triggering the remaining pair of pressure plates and acting as a human shield for Hannah. He screamed out loud as the red eels entered him and Hannah could only imagine the strength of will - of faith? - that was preventing him turning on her and leaving them both sitting targets for whatever defences remained.


And there they suddenly were. Twin machine guns swinging in from the right and left at the end of the corridor like saloon bar doors. There was no way she could take out both.


But she'd be damned if they were going to fall at the last hurdle.


Or actually, maybe they were.


"Down!" she yelled, and that small part of her partner's mind that still remained, obeyed. The priest threw himself onto his stomach and slid rapidly forward, and as he moved Hannah threw herself flat on his back, riding him like a human sled. Momentum carrying them through, the pair skidded beneath the plane of spewing bullets, past the end of the corridor and out of danger. They smashed in a heap up against the T-junction wall.


It wasn't quite over, however. For another forty seconds Hannah clung onto her partner, roaring with determination as she refused to let his still possessed form move and attempt to return them into the firing line. Had he not been so exhausted by the strain of their insane gamble, the priest would probably have tossed her aside like a rag, but as it was Verse merely bucked under her as she held on for their lives, whispering, panting, in his ear: "You did it, big guy, they'll be gone soon, it's over."


Finally, the priest stirred, and Hannah would have hugged him if she hadn't thought he'd had enough of that kind of thing already. "Never, ever, ever suggest that to me again," he said.


"Stay off Doom Bang-a-Bang 3 for a week, you got yourself a deal," Hannah countered.


"Very impressive!" a voice shouted from the far end of the corridor. "But would you care to do something about those last two guns?"


Hannah sighed and picked herself up, the priest following. The end of corridor guns klak-klaked on their mounts as they attempted to train on them, but they had been fitted to fire ahead only. Hannah neutralised them, and Ravne picked his way gingerly towards them.


"I believe we have beaten the last of the bunker defences," he announced generously. "The point at which Capek Construction broke through should be nearby."


Verse regarded both branches of the T-junction. The corridors seemed identical. "Which way?"


"There are only storerooms to the right," Ravne said without hesitation. "The main laboratory is this way."


He moved on without further consultation, and Chapter and Verse stared at each other, the same question in both of their minds begging to be answered. 


The main laboratory is this way, Ravne had said. But how in hell did Ravne know?


Ravne stopped suddenly, and turned. "Near the end of the war these bunkers were by necessity constructed in something of a hurry," he explained to their suspicious stares. "The interior layouts became fairly standard, almost the prefabs of their day." His defence had a certain logic, but Verse got the impression that Ravne had simply realised he'd made some kind of faux pas, and if he were the kind of man who would uncomfortably finger his collar and tie, then that was what he'd be doing at that very moment.


It wasn't something to concern themselves with, however. First they needed to find out whether all of this shit had been worth it.


"There," Hannah said. She indicated the closed halves of what looked to be a solid iron door that curtailed the corridor about fifteen yards in. It was locked, and faded letters on the semi-rusted metal spelled the word "Verboten".


"So the main laboratory was prohibited," Verse observed. "I wonder why." He extracted a tool kit from a pocket in his voluminous leather coat and, kneeling, set to work on the seal. It took some time - in all likelihood the door hadn't been opened in decades, and it would have been difficult enough when new - but as Verse continued to apply skilful pressure to the central niche containing its magnetic clamps, it partially freed itself suddenly with a judder and a hiss. Tainted air rushed out through a thirty centimetre-wide gap.


"Knock, knock," Hannah said, sticking her head into the silent darkness beyond. "Anybody order a pizza?"


"Be careful!" Ravne chided. He pointed out a chandelier of tangled metal, beams and wiring that marked a spot just beyond the door where Capek Construction had accidentally collapsed the roof. "You'll bring the whole lot down."


"Looks safe enough," Verse said. He motioned to Hannah, and together they forced back the two halves of the semi-jammed door. They locked in their apertures with a clang that echoed down the corridor.


The three of them stepped through the rubble and shone torches around.


"What the hell...?" the priest said.


The laboratory was dominated by five upright glass tubes, human-sized, and containing within four of them the naked and mummified remains of figures, three men and a woman. Though they appeared to have been imprisoned and presumably to have died in these strange glass coffins, they seemed not to have struggled as they did, and simply lay half-collapsed within the displays like willing specimens in a grotesque museum of mankind. But this was no simple exhibit. An assortment of pipes leading into the tubes looked as though they had at one time fed them some kind of fluid, but most of this had leaked through fractures in the glass and all that remained now was a dried caking on the outer and inner surfaces. 


Hannah ran her hand across the base of one of them and revealed what appeared to be some kind of identifying plaque. It read: "AH/2".


Just like an experiment, she thought, and something stirred in the back of her mind. "I think I know what these are," she said. "I once saw something in a captured Sonderkommando Thule file."


"It's a homunculus laboratory," Ravne cut in, saving her the trouble. "An alchemical facility for the creation of artificial humans."


"Or doppelgangers," Hannah nodded. "Like the failed Churchill transplantation in the forties."


"More Sonderkommando Thule tricks?" Verse mused. "But this place looks as if it were just abandoned. Why? Who were these people?"


Hannah rubbed more of the plaques and read out the codes - JS/1, LPH/0, RB/3.


"Richard Brown?" Verse offered. At Hannah's questioning look he held up a handful of passbook-sized objects. "Identity cards, circa 1944," he said. "Looks like the place was abandoned, papers and all. Unfortunately, only Mister Brown's here is legible."


"So who the hell was Richard Brown?"


"I think a more pressing question is who the hell was EK/5?" Ravne said. He was kneeling before the fifth, empty glass tube and running his hand across it as Hannah had with the others. Only his hand came away wet. He sniffed the viscous fluid that stuck to it. "Nutrient bath, fresh," he said. "The inhabitant of this tube was still preserved. What's more, I think the inhabitant has recently been removed."


"Somebody took EK/5?"


"I believe so. And so I repeat..."


"Jesus Christ," Verse interrupted. Along with the identity cards he had picked up a file, and he slung it open now to reveal a photograph to the others.


It was of a bearded, gaunt-looking man they all recognised. A man who had disappeared after the Second World War. A man who had been a shadowy and potentially dangerous sometime member of Caballistics, Inc's government-funded predecessor, Department Q.


His name was Emmanuel Konterman.







Chapter Two

 


"Ten sticks o' dynamite standin' on a wall," the thickly-accented Scots brogue sang slowly through the ether, sounding very bored. "Ten sticks o' dynamite standin' on a wall..."


"Ness..."


"And if one stick o' dynamite should accidentally fall..."


"Mr. Ness..."


"There'll be no sticks o' dynamite..."


"MR. NESS!"


"...an' no fookin' wall."


There was a dry cackle, a distant whistling of wind. "Boom, bloody boom," Dr. Jonathan Brand responded flatly. Caballistics, Inc's resident boffin - at least according to Hannah Chapter - sighed. "Mr. Ness, you do realise that you are transmitting, do you not?"


A momentary silence was followed by the amplified thud, thud of a fingertip on a jawslung microphone head, and Brand pulled his earpiece away, wincing. "O' course ah realise, ya perpetually pissed wazzock," a voice blared, though now tinnily. "Dah yer tek me for some kind o' amateur?"


Ness gave Brand the long-distance finger and through slimline binoculars the academic watched the Scotsman grinning broadly to himself, the flashing of teeth and his rearing scarred face as insane as that of a horse, rolling eyes and all. He shook his head wearily, having long since given up on challenging the Glaswegian psychopath who, at the invitation of the company financier Ethan Kostabi, had been an unexpected addition to their ranks. "I wouldn't dream of it."


"Very wise. 'Cause all ah'm tryin' to do up here is pass the bleedin' time."


"Fine. We're all bored. But it's been over two and a half hours now. Don't you know another song?"


"Another song, is it?" Ness said, feigning amazement. "Ah got jus' the thing." He cleared his throat with a me-me-me and sang, "TEN LUMPS O' SEMTEX SITTIN' ON A WALL..."


"Will somebody shut that bastard up!" another voice interjected forcefully - female, and with an American accent. "Jeezus H Christ, I wish I'd been shot dead in Peenemunde."


"I have him in my hairs, Brand," a deeper voice rumbled from nearby. "Just give the word."


Despite himself, Brand smiled. "Thank you, Mr. Verse, but sadly that would leave us a man down. Miss Chapter, hang on, I'll see what I can do."


Brand tapped keys on the laptop in front of him and the communal audio feed from Ness was silenced, though on the screen his input graphics continued to bounce up and down while he tortured another verse or six. Meanwhile, the data on the remainder of the screen showed precisely what it had shown since being set up two hours earlier. There were further comms feeds from Hannah Chapter and Lawrence Verse, as well as one each from Jenny Simmons and Solomon Ravne, though the latter only undulated gently as he was busy mumbling ritual mantras to himself. In addition to the team feeds, an EK/EM monitor wave pulsed slowly across the horizontal, unexcited and listless for now, but hopefully due to pulse into life some time soon. Complementary wavelines, running parallel to it, monitored air density, atmospheric pressure and the like. But the main part of the screen, divided into six, displayed the images relayed by the digicams perched on the wall, next to which Jonathan Brand stood. Apart from slight variations in perspective, the images from these were virtually identical, differing only in resolution, and being shot variously in broad spectrum, infrared, blacklight and Wyrd Light as well as a unique psychosphere sensitive image capture system developed by Brand himself. Basically, they were looking for the seen and the unseen, the known and the unknown, the normal and the paranormal, and the coordinates of the focus of their attention were clearly delineated at the base of the screen.


51°30'12"N, 00°07'11"W.


It was the home of one of the largest fairground rides in the world.


The London Eye.


The London Eye, Brand repeated to himself. It was a big job. In every sense of the word. One that they had been recommended for by Conrad Capek, who had a small interest in the site, in thanks for their work in Germany. Brand wasn't sure why he should be so grateful - four weeks after the fact, he was no closer to finding a link between the mysterious homunculi, the remainder of the papers that Verse had found too badly damaged to establish positive IDs. As for the Emmanuel Konterman doppelganger, it remained at large. Whoever had removed it from the bunker it hadn't been Conrad Capek's people - or at least that was what the man said, and Brand had no reason to think otherwise. The whole Peenemunde affair was therefore on the backburner, and here they were earning their pay on a brand new gig.


Also known as the Millennium Wheel, the London Eye was the first and largest observation wheel in the world when it was officially opened by Tony Blair on New Year's Eve, 1999, though Brand knew that technical difficulties had delayed the public opening until March the following year. A hundred and thirty-five metres high and weighing in at 1,700 tonnes, it was situated in the Jubilee Gardens on the south bank of the River Thames, between Westminster and Hungerford bridges, where it had been delivered by barges and then assembled flat on pontoons before being raised to vertical in two stages over two weeks. Attached to the wheel's external circumference were thirty-two sealed and air-conditioned capsules, known as pods. Each could carry twenty-five passengers who, in the course of their revolution, were treated to unprecedented panoramic views of the so-called heart of democracy as well as the rather more dubious pleasures of a good many concrete roofs, aluminium chimneys and the occasional foetally writhing, broken-limbed urban adventurer, or whatever they called those people who leapt from roof to roof for their kicks. It was also an excellent venue for those wielding the I-Spy Book of Birdshit. Still, up to one and a half thousand passengers an hour patronised the thing, though Brand himself never had and never would be one of them.


It wasn't that he didn't trust the Eye as such, though the excuse that like many Londoners he had never gotten around to visiting one of the major tourist attractions of his home town was simply that: an excuse. Because as the last nominal incumbent of Department Q at the time - and therefore privy to certain more revealing government information - he was well aware that the "technical difficulties" of 1999 were caused by something more than frozen hydraulics and jammed gears. Construction vibration from the site had, in fact, reactivated the suspended intelligence of an escape pod jettisoned from the Mars-ship disturbed beneath Hobb's End underground in the late 1950s. The discovery of this second ancient and previously unsuspected OEO had actually been something of a thrill for Brand, though for a while there he and the surviving members of the British Rocket Group had been looking at a possible resurgence of the Wild Hunt, which, for those who remembered it, was not a nice thing at all. Needless to say, the hunt had been halted, but a side effect of the psychic surge then triggered the stone tape of the area, manifesting a ridiculous number of previously unrecorded - or, Brand suspected, publicly undisclosed - hauntings per hectare for the land involved. The spirits had been laid to res,t but it was obvious that there was something wrong with the area, something bad about the ground it sat upon or near. Someone somewhere had to have known that the area was hot, because Brand remembered that the old Greater London Council had sold that part of Jubilee Gardens on which the Eye stood to the South Bank Centre for a quid.


Oddly enough, though, these things did not worry Brand quite so much as a more contemporary and very clear and present danger. Frankly, he had difficulty imagining a more visible and high profile target for international terrorism than the Eye. Simplistic, maybe, but he couldn't rid himself of the image of a few strategically placed packs of plastique - yup, ten lumps o' semtex - or a suicide bombing passenger leaving the Eye rolling away into the Thames, taking worldwide tourist confidence with it to its spectacular watery grave. Still, site security assured him that such potential threats were adequately policed, so... that was all right, then.


What, in fairness, site security could not adequately police, was that earlier on this particular evening, for no apparent reason at all, the wheel would suddenly blurt out a bubble of unstable matter that had apparently originated in the infernal plane and brought with it all the horrors it contained.


Christ, what a bloody mess it had been, Brand reflected as he checked the readings once again. Quite literally. A bloody mess. The clean up had still been going on when he and the rest of the team had arrived, and no wonder. The bubble, though it manifested for less than ten seconds according to eyewitness accounts, had encompassed all of the pods in its brief lifetime, but it had ended or - how could he put this politely? - radically changed the lives of all within them. He couldn't even begin to list all of the deformities, or worse, that had occurred as a result of its appearance, but a few of those who had been unlucky enough to survive were worthy of comparative note. The pod full of strangers who had been permanently fused together as if indulging in some mass orgy; one couple inexplicably transformed into haemorrhaging pig-like things; and at least ten individuals who were now nothing more than shapeless blobs of flesh utterly devoid of any skeletal structure at all. The anatomy of one poor bastard they found sweating and shuddering in the midst of a body-stuffed pod had simply been rearranged, most graphically in the externalisation of his major organs ,but perversely not least in the respect that his testicles had been socketed where his eyes should be, and vice versa. Less than interested in the strategic deployment of such things, Hannah Chapter had commented that at least he had been lucky enough to retain the relevant bits, even if he now possessed two sets of eyeballs in more ways than one.


This comforting thought hadn't stopped the man screaming like a maniac as he had been led away from the pod. The attending paramedics thought it best not to tell him that their next job would be getting his wife out - at least they thought it was his wife - with a powerhose.


How to prepare for a possible resurgence of the bubble, and then return it whence it came, was the task that Brand had had to hand. All of the horrific deformations appeared to be random, he had thought, but in his experience nothing ever truly was. There was always some kind of intelligence behind such things, and in this case it appeared to be infernally based. The peculiar variations reminded him that demons liked nothing more than to twist people's fears and perceptions and, after running some initial psychometric resonance tests, he had found that the victims' fates appeared quite literally to be in the terrified eyes of their beholders. For that reason he had concluded that what he was dealing with was a Rorschach Rift. That was good. He knew where he was with a Rorschach Rift.


Brand had ordered the area cleared, which Verse had done with aplomb, telling the overly curious there was nothing to worry about, they were only making a movie - amazing what you can do with CGI these days, isn't it? With Eye security keeping the rubberneckers back, he had then deployed the others accordingly, each of them with their own assigned task. Verse was further along from him on the roof of County Hall, the building adjacent to the wheel, armed with a phased-matter sniper rifle primed to take out any unwanted demonic visitors that might want to come along for the ride, while Hannah Chapter and Jenny Simmons - his ex fiancée possessed by the demoness Baarish-Shammon, the bitch - were on the ground, mounting guard on the perimeter of a defensive pentagram nest that had been designed to withstand the planar blip. Solomon Ravne, in the meantime, sat robed and cross-legged in the protected pentagram itself, mouthing his mantras in preparation for a ritual assault that would, hopefully, weaken the rift when, and if, it returned.


That, of course, left Mikey Ness. Everybody knew where Ness was, because he wouldn't let them forget. But he, too, had a task, possibly the most dangerous of all considering his position. Because the Scotsman was actually riding the otherwise empty Eye on the roof of one of its pods, an escort for the device that had been lashed within, the Carnacki-Silence spectrum generator known as the Matheson Machine.


It was Brand's ace-in-the-hole. Intended to be activated after Ravne had weakened the rift, its pulse potential had been recalibrated to maximum, designed to release a massive burst of EK energy that should collapse the rift like a popped balloon.


Everything prepared, all that had been left for him and the others to do was wait. And, as it turned out, wait. Brand flicked a glance at his watch. Midnight. It was beginning to look as if the rift might have been a one-off after all. He yawned and plucked a book from his pocket that Hannah Chapter had given him to look after in case things turned messy. It was a dog-eared paperback by some writer called Jack Yeovil. Naked Ninja Necromancer Nympho Nuns. He read the first page, blushed, and put it away.


On the wheel, Ness continued to circle on the roof of the pod, still singing badly to himself, though he had now given up on the dynamite and Semtex, or anything else standing on a wall. That particular ditty, if the truth were known, he had sung just to annoy the other po-faced bastards, and he had since progressed to amusing himself with snatches of songs he felt more appropriate to his current circumstances. In actuality, they sounded scarcely different to the previous ones but so it was that any tone-deaf passing pigeons had, in the past few minutes, enjoyed broken versions of - and the occasional even worse burst of Jagger-lipped dad-dancing to - such enduring classics as "Urban Spaceman", "Wheels On Fire" and, of course, "Walking In The Air". The last never failed to bring a tear to his eye. But that was only because it was such absolutely abominable shite.


Fact was, what was really makin' 'im weep was sheer fookin' boredom. An' if summat didnae happen soon, he was away to the pub. How many more bollockin' times was he gonna have to watch the Globe Theatre loom on the horizon? That, or the Tate, or Big bong-bleedin'-bong Ben? Worst o' the lot was Saint Paul's Cathedral. He was gettin' to hate that place. There it was again, peekin' over the rooftops like some soddin' great moonlit tit.


Och, he'd had enough. "Brand," he said, tapping his mic. "Oy, Brand..." Bollocks.


He waved to the distant figure of the academic, who he could just make out idly twiddling dials. Brand appeared to sit up suddenly and, as he did, a little further along the roof, he caught a flash of moonlight from Verse's sniper sight as it suddenly tensed in the direction of the Eye. Oh, fer Christ's sake...


"Do you have something, Mr. Ness?" Brand came back in his earphone, urgently. "I repeat, do you have something?"


"Aye, an overwhelmin' desire ta top meself," the Scotsman said. "Can ye no' speed this thing up?"


He heard a very long sigh. "Stand down, Mister Verse, stand down everybody. Mr. Ness, if you're referring to the reappearance of the phenomenon, there is really very little I can do. If you're referring to the Eye itself, it is designed to rotate at a constant speed of zero-point-nine kilometres per hour, with each full rotation therefore taking thirty minutes. By my calculations, this places you only on your sixth rotation, hardly enough time to-"


"Listen, Briney-Neck, or Boney-Cock or wha'ever it is the dyke calls yer, if ah wanted a soddin' lecture ah'd a - yaraaargh!"


On the rooftop, Brand jolted with alarm, tapped his earpiece urgently. "Ness? Mr. Ness, can you hear me?" he shouted. He grabbed for his binoculars, but in his haste knocked them off the edge of the roof. "Shit!"


"What the hell just happened?" Hannah demanded over the crossfeed, simultaneously.


"No idea," Jenny Simmons replied, sounding quite unconcerned. "But do you know, I think that's the first time I've actually ever heard anyone say yaraaargh!"


"I believe that in my scope I just saw Mr. Ness disappear from the roof of the pod," Verse said matter-of-factly. "This is most likely an indication that we're in business."


"Oh, I'd say pretty much, yeah," Jenny Simmons concurred. She was staring up at the wheel and, unusually for her, looking rather impressed by what she saw. "Whatever the hell that thing is, it's got my vote."


Brand and the others snapped their attention in the same direction. What they had missed while they had been distracted by Ness's moaning was that for a fraction of a second the entire outer circumference of the giant wheel had pulsed as if it were the sac of some monstrous jellyfish riding the currents of a deep ocean bed, and the waters that this beast had disturbed in doing so were murky indeed. The Eye was obscured in a sea of pulsating greyness, and exactly where Michael Ness had disappeared to was a question momentarily forgotten by all as the space within the wheel darkened, quaked, and then blurted out a churning, roiling bubble of otherness just like the earlier eye-witnesses had described. But the way that the eyewitnesses had described the scale of it did not do the supposed Rorschach Rift any justice at all.


Brand physically staggered back as the bubble punched through the air towards him and then actually seemed to impact with, even spill over, the walls of County Hall, and although it receded as quickly as it came - presumably having reached critical mass - it continued to envelop the square below in a strange grey pall. Brand found himself trembling deeply, but in a way that he was convinced was only half to do with his jangled nerves. It was as if in that brief moment whatever the bubble was had infused itself with him and the building, and left a lingering instability behind, an instability that he could feel continuing in the very air around him.


He stared over at Lawrence Verse, who seemed to be similarly shaken, and then down at the tiny figures of Hannah, Jenny Simmons and Ravne in their assigned positions on the ground. Ravne was moving around the inside of the pentagram nest as if checking its integrity, while both women - human and demon - were picking themselves up from a desperate duck-and-cover crouch that even at this distance seemed as tremulous as he was.


"Okay, ya got me," Hannah shouted up the commlink. "What the buggerin' bollockin' bejeezus was that?"


"I don't know," Brand responded, confused. The only thing that he did know was that it was no Rorschach Rift. Bloody hell, how could he have got it so wrong? He returned to his monitors and tried to make sense of the chaotic telemetry pouring off the screen. "All spectrums off the scale," he reported to the others. "Black light, infra-red and Wyrd Light, off the scale. Psycho-spheric auras, off the scale. Jesus Christ, what's going on - everything's off the sodding scale!"


"Ness?" Jenny Simmons asked simply, and Brand wasn't sure whether her follow-up question was born of concern or wishful thinking. "Do you think he's-?"


The question became suddenly academic as Ness shot out - fast, backward and rolling - from the side of the pod he'd been guarding, which was luckily now at the lowest point of its rotation. The Scotsman seemed in some pain but he didn't allow that to affect his cursing, and he was firing so many bullets from his twin Uzis back in his wake that he could have been using the guns as propulsion rockets. It was a pity, then, that he didn't have retro rockets to complement them, because otherwise he wouldn't have landed so hard on his back, flipped, and bounced across the ground.


"Way to go, Bullet Boy," Verse commented dryly. "Was it a bird? Was it a plane? No, it was-"


He stopped, suddenly aware that Ness had picked himself up and was weaving away from the wheel like a dying man, which was not only unlike Ness, but was entirely disproportionate to the fall he'd seen him take. And then he realised, as did Brand and the others, that he had not seen Ness emerge from the door of the pod ,but actually through its side. This was presumably how he had also disappeared - through its roof - because something seemed to be altering the molecular structure of the pod in the same way that the molecular structure of the victims had been altered earlier. It suddenly became clear to all that what had occurred - was occurring - wasn't the result of some devilish high jinks by infernal plane demons, but something else, something much, much more dangerous.


"Brand, the Matheson Machine. Fire it up - now!"


"Trying," Brand shouted back, hitting keys on his laptop. "No response." He tried a second time. "Still no response... Nothing!" This time, the academic checked his remote readings. "And I think I know why," he said ominously.


"Why, for Christ's sake?"


"It isn't there. The Matheson Machine's gone."


"What the hell are you talking abou-" Verse began, and stopped dead. He had attempted to drop his sniper rifle on the ledge of the roof but it wouldn't leave his hand. And as he tried to pull his hand away from the stock, both skin and plastic coating stretched away from each other like tacky toffee, only this particular confection was intermingled with Verse's blood. "Oh Christ, Brand."


"It's the rift," Brand said, horrified. "It's released something... something that's beginning to change things, pervert things."


From below they heard a roaring scream. At the same time Hannah Chapter's voice yelled over the commlink. "Brand, it's Ness. I've never seen anything like this. Brainiac, it's his legs, his face, they... no, wait... what the hell's this?... oh God, I'm sinking... I'm actually freakin' SINKING down here... "


"Hannah?" Verse yelled back. "Hannah?"


"Whatever this thing is, it's somehow changing everything," Brand said. "Flesh, bone, stone, metal... it's all of it somehow being remapped."


"We have to help them, Brand," Verse said urgently. He set his jaw and ripped the sniper rifle away from his flesh, discarding it like a newly discovered horror. "Move, man!"


The two of them raced for the roof exit, down the stairs, and out into the square. But the sight that met their eyes made them falter in their determined steps. Hannah and Jenny Simmons were dragging an almost unrecognisable Mikey Ness towards Ravne's pentagram nest, and the two women's feet were struggling to drag themselves through concrete that had now, as if in a bad dream, the consistency of thick glue. The agonised Ness's features were warping as they watched - his scarred face twisting, elongating, shifting, as if lost in some invisible hall of mirrors - and his legs stretched into jointless, snaked appendages that seemed to be sucking at the ground, reluctant to break free. The contact with Ness seemed to be affecting Hannah and Jenny Simmons, too, and as they pulled him along their own arms and faces pulsed and undulated, distorting them in waves of obvious pain. They were nowhere near as bad as Ness yet, though Brand reckoned that was only because the Scot had received maximum exposure in the first moments of this unknown phenomenon's appearance. But this was only the beginning, he sensed. This... change was coming to them all.


"Get inside the nest!" Ravne cried out. "The wards seem to offer some shielding from-" He stopped and shook his head, even the consultant in arcane affairs was at a loss to describe what was happening all around.


Brand and Verse grabbed onto Ness and helped the women heave his deforming bulk inside the pentagrammic perimeter, and the five of them simply collapsed there, staring with varying degrees of stunned disbelief beyond its protective influence.


Not that there was much to see, Brand thought. It had become dark, much darker than it should be in the centre of London. In fact, London itself seemed to have faded from view, so that they seemed to be stranded on a small and isolated, star-shaped island in the middle of some slowly churning and increasingly alien sea. It was also silent but, if he listened carefully, sibilant whispers, indecipherable, could be heard echoing in the air.


"Brand, what the hell...?" someone asked, but the academic had no idea who. He stared blankly at the others as their eyes searched for a way out, but what could they do?


This had all been so sudden. So wrong.


The edges of the pentagram nest began to warp before his eyes, its protection compromised, then gone. Brand felt something awful touch his inner being, and began to shake.


The last thing he heard was Jenny Simmons, the disguised demoness who was apparently afraid of nothing, begin to roar uncontrollably in the face of her imminent death.


"NOOOOOOooooooo..."


Then everything changed.







Chapter Three

 


As Jenny Simmons roared, sunrise came five hours early, though it was a sunrise as might be seen on the surface of Mercury, searing and deadly and blindingly bright. It was also a sunrise that came suddenly and shockingly, flaring from above the horizon, not below, as if creation itself had been flipped upside down.


This was no gentle awakening. The sunrise was a harsh and unforgiving glare from which nothing could flee, nothing could hide, and in which nothing dark could hope to survive.


The sunrise itself roared.


It cleansed the place on which it shone, burned away everything bad that was there.


It would have burned away Brand and the others, too, had the pentagram nest not protected them. But as it did, they survived.


And they were all normal again, even Ness. The phenomenon was completely gone, the Eye clear.


Night returned, and Baarish-Shammon, the smoke and fire-licked demoniacal form of Jenny Simmons, dropped to her knees, utterly drained.


Hannah picked herself up from the floor and double-checked that everything was where it should be. "Please don't tell me that Brimstone Britches just saved all our lives."


Verse flexed his hand and stared down at Baarish-Shammon's panting form. "Probably just interested in saving herself, but yeah, I guess she did."


"Christ. We'll never hear the last of it."


Ness stirred, groaning. "Hoolly shite, ah feel like ah bin shagged by The Vicar o' Dibley. Wha' was that?"


"I believe Miss Simmons employed-"


"No' the fookin' fireworks, ye wazzock. The other thing."


"Oh," Brand said. The academic swallowed hard, remembering. "Mr. Ness, I just don't know."


"But it's over, reet?"


"I think so, yes."


"Thas good," Ness said. "'Cause ah were jus' wonderin'... who are those guys?"


"What?" Brand asked, and turned. Although the area had been deserted apart from themselves, he now saw that a number of tall, dark, figures had appeared apparently out of nowhere, and were standing absolutely still around the edge of the pentagram nest, silently staring in at them. They rang vague alarm bells in his head, and he felt his skin begin to prickle. It can't be, he thought, and then when he spotted the fog that, despite the clear night, seemed to swirl slowly around them, no, it can't be.


Ravne stared at the figures with equal unease. "What did you use?" he quietly asked Baarish-Shammon.


[What?] she said breathlessly, head hanging.


"To dispel the phenomenon. What did you use?"


[Does it matter, little man? It's gone.]


Unexpectedly, Ravne leapt at her and grabbed her by the shoulders, shaking hard. The demoness was evidently still very weak because she slipped back into the form of Jenny Simmons, looking at him dazed. "Tell me!" Ravne shouted. "WHAT DID YOU USE?"


Jenny broke away from him and flapped her arms. "Jesus, I don't know! I've learned quite a few tricks in my time! It was instinctive, okay?"


"WHAT?"


"Yog-shonna," Jenny said quickly. "Scarillion, maybe."


Ravne spun away angrily and stared at Brand, eyes dark. "Scarillion is a Deus invocation," he said heavily. "Apocalypse magic."


"Oh good Christ," Brand said, still staring at the strange figures. "The Accord. She breached the bloody Accord." Now he spun on the thing that had once been his fiancée. "You couldn't help yourself, could you? You had to push the bounds."


"Brainiac, I don't think she had much choice," Hannah interjected. She was as shocked as anyone to be defending the she-demon, but what she'd said earlier was true... they'd every one of them be dead without her.


"Yeah?" Brand said. He pointed at the figures. "Well, whether she did or not, she's brought rippers breathing down our necks."


"Rippers?" Ness asked, scowling. "Wha' the fook is a ripper?"


Brand almost laughed. What's a ripper, he thought?


Imagine Death. Capital letter. Not the state of death but the eternal deliverer itself, the figure at the sour-smelling bedside, in the bloodstained emergency room, on the glass-flecked edge of the rain slicked road. The Grim Reaper manifest, and come now for you. And imagine it then not as the cloaked and scyth carrying, ponderously patient Death of art, of literature or of film - that almost comfortable Death - but instead a screeching and flailing-bladed banshee horror, aiming itself towards you in a hungry shroud of blackness, unstoppable and inevitable in its deliverance because it had been decreed that your time had come and that time was now.


Imagine Death as it might arrive in the darkest and most storm-ridden, and most paranoid of nightmares.


That was what a ripper was.


Brand's ears rang agonisingly as the figures suddenly emitted a shriek of bloodlust, of soul-lust. His heart pounded as he heard the clack of razored knives that gave the things their name.


There was only one Death, he thought.


And there were at least twenty rippers.


"Run," he said to Ness. "Everbody run."


"Ah asked yer a question, man-"


"JUST RUN, YOU STUPID SCOTTISH BASTARD!"


Maybe it was because it was the first time that Brand had ever spoken to him like that, or maybe it was because the rippers started to spin slowly into the pentagram then, but Ness ran. And urged on by Ravne, the others did the same.


"Stay out of their fog," Brand advised numbly.


"It twists time, slows things down."


He turned, fully intending to follow, but for a second couldn't move, staring at the encroaching rippers as frozen as roadkill in headlights, lost in the sheer enormity of what he faced. He had known previous breaches of the Accord where two rippers had manifested to deal with a breach - and only one case ever where there had been four - but this many?


It was utter overkill, and it felt as wrong as what had happened with the Eye.


They had been set up. They had to have been.


But who in hell would have such power?


Brand snapped to his senses at last, turned, and ran for his life. Bullets whizzed by his head, already slowing as they hit outer tendrils of the fog he had allowed to get too close, and Brand could actually make out the bullets trajectory trails rippling through the cold night air. Verse and Chapter, and Ness stood in a defensive line a little way ahead of him, pumping shot after shot in his wake while he made his escape, and though he was gratified to find that they had waited, he couldn't help but think that they were wasting their ammo. As bullets were simply dodged or absorbed into the things that followed, it seemed, in fact, that Ravne and Jenny Simmons were the only sensible ones amongst them, the two of them already a hundred metres away across the gardens and showing no intention of turning back.


But the other three had waited, and as he half stumbled into their midst, they scooped him under the arms and propelled him onward between them, fog already beginning to lap at their heels.


"Are ye or are ye no' gonna explain ta me wha's goin' on?" Ness said. "Only reet now ah'm no' sure whether it's these rippers or you ah should be takin' a bleedin' pop at."


Brand stared at him. Christ, this was hardly the time or place! But then, he supposed he owed Ness an explanation. Chapter and Verse, too, come to that. "Rippers are assassins manifest from the middle plane," he gasped as they ran. "Agents of ultimate sanction - not judge, not jury, just executioner - when there has been a major breach of the Accord. Most of the breaches are mundane and policed by a body here in London - a special branch of the Home Office, a man named Harry Absolam - but when particular articles of the Accord are-"


"Whoa, whoa, whoa," the Scotsman interrupted. "The Accord? Ah know yer said we breached the thing, bu'-?"


Brand shook his head, incredulous, breathless. He tried to work out how he could make this as concise as possible, given current circumstances. "The Accord is a diplomatic treaty between the throne of England and the powers of hell... years, hundreds of years, old," he explained. "Like all such treaties, it includes a mutually acceptable code of behaviour, certain things that the parties involved are and are not permitted to do, either in their own or in each other's territories."


"The articles ye mentioned," Ness said, "aye, got that. So when the hell-whore up ahead used this Deus invocation she-"


Christ, Ness. "Used prohibited magic, yes. Let alone that article the fifth states that no denizen of hell shall trespass within London without consent - which, of course, she hasn't got anyway - by using a Deus invocation she's in breach of at least four major articles that I know of, and probably mo-"


"With ya, pal. This Deus shite is like WMDs, right? Or nukes in Iran. The big boys dinnae like it 'cause they wanna keep the toybox for 'emselves."


"Yes, Ness."


The Scotsman sighed, then nodded. "Okay then, thas fine. As I see it, we dinnae have a problem here."


Brand glanced behind them. "What the hell are you talking about?"


"Brand, we didnae use this apocalyptic shite... We didnae even know she was gonna use it. In other words, it's nowt ta do wi' us. So why don' we jus' stop runnin' an' hand the bitch over?"


"A few minutes ago the bitch saved your life," Lawrence Verse interjected.


"All our lives, dammit," Hannah Chapter added. "And anyway, by the look of 'em, I don't think these guys are gonna bother playing eeny-meeny-miney-mohhhh, Christ!"


Brand and the others looked down. The rippers had, as he'd feared, already gained ground on them, and the bank of fog they generated had flowed under them and passed beyond the safety margin they'd so far maintained. Brand knew the debilitating fog would not take full effect for a few seconds, but as he watched it already seemed as if his legs were beginning to blur. How long, really, he wondered, before he felt the first of many ripper blades slicing into him without him even seeing them coming?


"Keeeeep moooviiing!" Verse yelled as he, along with the others, turned and fired again on their closing attackers. The priest was irritated to find his panning field of vision as slow and as jerky as a modern videogame on a low-spec machine, and, his hearing as affected as his sight, his weapon's discharges sounding like long and ominous rumbles of thunder... krak-a-dooom, krak-a-dooom...


As he watched the bullets spraying towards the rippers, Brand could do nothing but gape as he scrambled back behind their firewall. The fact was, this was probably the closest anyone ever got to rippers, and they were fascinating to him. Fine. Maybe they wouldn't have been his first choice of last thing to see but, what the hell, what else was he going to do while he died?


The rippers had closed to little more than one of their blades' length, now, though admittedly it was one of their longer blades, in this case a sharp and sinister, scimitar shape dyed dark with the blood of ages. Blades of varying types, in fact, formed the majority of the make-up of these demifernal creatures, and the parts that didn't looked no less threatening than the knives themselves. Humanoid but almost stick-figure thin - little more than skeletons, really - any weakness on their part this might have suggested was rapidly dispelled by a cartilaginous and sinewed overskin that wrapped around their frames and limbs in tight and leathery cords. Not that they were limbs, not in any normal sense, but merely appendages that sleekly morphed into their instruments of death. Even their legs ended in blades, sickle-like things that reminded Brand of metal cloven hooves, and the terrifying thing about these was that they did not so much walk on the ground as simply scrape, sparking, along it.


The things were killing machines, Wolverine and Krueger doubled by way of Giger and Bosch.


A cadaverous, angular and socketed but eyeless face suddenly thrust in towards Brand, screeching out of a mummified mouth, and the academic lost his half scrambling footing and collapsed to the ground. Ness blasted the attacker with a shotgun at point blank range.


The ripper staggered back, came again.


"No good," Brand gasped. "They... they can't be killed."


Ness fired again, sending the ripper staggering - but just staggering - once more, and grabbed Brand by the shoulder, dragging him away. The Scotsman fired again. "Listen ta me, Brand," he growled. "You know these bastards an' ah doon't, bu' far as ah'm concerned everythin' that kills can be killed, d'ya hear wha' ah'm sayin'? Eventually, everythin' can be killed."


"Not rippers! They're too powerful."


"Aye?" Ness said. He fired again, and then again, and this time the ripper screeched, a tiny bit of cartilage blown away from its arm. But still it came on. "Well, mebbe it's jus' a matter o' bein' bloody persistent."


"No, Brainiac's right!" Hannah shouted across the shots from her own weapon. "We're barely scratching them here!"


"There are too many and we're too close," Verse agreed. "Maybe if we could split them up, take them on one on one, we'd stand some chance, but-"


"They're too fast!" Brand insisted.


"Och, fine then, man," Ness declared, loosing his hold on the academic's shoulder. "You can either jus' stay here an' die or do wha' yer paid for an' think of a way outta this crap. So wass it gonna be, yer whingin' little shite?"


Brand scrabbled back as the others continued to fire into thickening fog. "All right, all right. There's one chance, but it's a long shot," he said, thinking fast. "If I remember correctly, there's a reference in the Accord to the rippers' manifestation sphere being restricted. A decree relating to their first summoning, stating they can only hunt inside the heart of London."


"Which we just happen to be bang in the middle of, yes?" Verse asked.


"The London Eye's dead centre," Hannah nodded. "Brand, what you're saying is that if we can get outside that sphere...?"


"Yes, yes, we should be safe" Brand announced hurriedly. "But I'm not sure the decree still applies. And even if it does, I don't know where the boundaries are."


"Jeezus Christ, does it matter?" Ness chirped up. "We jus' pick a direction an' keep goin'."


"But not into the river, though, eh?" Verse said, smiling and firing.


"O' course no' inta the bleedin' riv-" Ness began, and stopped, giving the priest a dangerous look. "Why don't ye just foo-"


"Much as I hate to spoil this little love-in," Hannah interrupted, "we still need to gain ground on these bastards in the first place, or had you forgotten that?" She fired a volley from her twin Colts into the rippers. "And as the cars are back that way I am wide open to suggestions."


"Actually," a voice said, "that is where I might be able to help."


The four of them looked behind them, finding that their rear manoeuvring had brought them level with a now stationary Ravne and Jenny Simmons.


"You thought I was running away?" the bearded consultant said with a knowing look. "That may indeed have been true of Miss Simmons here. In fairness, in her weakened state she could really do little else. But I, on the other hand, needed time to prepare this."


Ravne held up the Lamp of Alhazred, the arcane lantern glowing with the light of strange and rare oils. It flared as he did so, sending out a coruscating mote of brightness that caused Brand and the others to rub their eyes. This was not due to the brightness, but rather the fact that from it sprang three groups of phantoms identical to themselves.


The phantoms fled in different directions, and the rippers faltered, shrieking loudly.


"Rippers stalk their prey with a preternatural radar," Ravne said. "I suggest we take advantage of their confusion while we can."


Nobody needed telling twice, the six of them racing away from Jubilee Gardens and into the quiet night-time streets, veering from their path when necessary but maintaining as straight a line away from the centre as they could. For a while there was no sight or sound of ripper pursuit, but eventually a distant shrieking resumed.


It began to grow louder.


"This way!" Brand shouted. "There's a way through the-"


The academic led them around a corner and then stopped dead. "What the hell?"


Massive construction hoardings blocked their path, the frontage for a building site that seemed to engulf the whole area, and from behind which came the roar of mechanical diggers and drills. Huge spotlights around its perimeter illuminated the unseen workers.


Strange enough that the site seemed to be in full swing at this early hour of the morning, but stranger still that the hoardings were marked with the logo of the company at work.


It was Capek Construction.


"Is it just me?" Verse asked. "Or is that just a little too weird to be a coincidence?"


Unfortunately, there was no time to investigate further. The seconds that had been lost during the unexpected discovery had been seconds that the rippers had gained, and from the end of the road they spun into view. Though Brand and the others immediately ran for an alternate route, one of them brought Jenny Simmons down. Cursing, Ness raced back into its fog and began to open fire. As earlier, his first few shots were simply slowed and then dodged or absorbed once again, but this time Ness continued firing and simply didn't let up. Roaring with rage, he emptied everything he had chambered into the ripper and then repeatedly booted it back out of slashing range while he housed more rounds. As the Scotsman flailed and dodged in slow motion, anticipating the ripper's moves with a soldier's eye, the sweep of his arm as it reloaded the gun seemed to take forever, but, when he was finally done, the hail of bullets continued, on and on and on.


The ripper was blown back off the weak and desperately scrabbling Jenny Simmons, and Ness swept her up.


"Persistence," he said, as they caught up with Brand.


There was only straight road ahead of them now, and the rapidly tiring group headed unerringly up its length. They did not look back because what would be the point? The rippers would either have them now or they would not.


The rippers' screeching continued and then suddenly quietened.


They looked back.


The rippers had stopped dead in their tracks.


"We made it," Brand gasped, and then whooped. "Jesus Christ, we made it."


Brand hobbled towards the rippers, but they did nothing. There did indeed seem to some invisible line in the road beyond which the hellspawn could not move, could not act further in any way. Emboldened by the knowledge, the exhausted academic continued to approach, stopping only when he came directly nose-to-nose with one of the infernal killing machines. Brand's panting breaths were loud in the surrounding silence - though with eerily no sounds of exertion at all coming from the ripper itself. Pursuer and pursued stared at one another for a long moment, the grey, cadaverous face of the ripper cold and hostile, but ultimately impotent, Brand sweating like a pig, triumphant but swallowing hard. The clicking of his throat was answered by the dry crack of the ripper's mouth slowly opening, and then, without warning, it emitted a screeching and foul-smelling shriek of frustration right into Brand's face that sent him staggering back.


Screech all you want, you ugly bastard, Brand thought, you can do nothing now. 


Suddenly he laughed out loud, hysterically almost, and plucked his hip flask from his pocket. He took a couple of swigs and then a deeper one, and then returned a long and alcoholic roar back into the ripper's face.


He spun to face the others and took another swig. "We made it," he said again.


"Brand," Verse said, pointing back, and the academic looked quizzical and turned around.


Most of them had made it. Whether the man had tried once more to confuse the rippers' advance, Brand did not know, but it looked as though the rippers had taken advantage of whatever had held him back.


Near the perimeter of the Capek Construction site, Ravne's Lamp of Alhazred burned dully on the ground, but of Ravne himself there was no sign.







Chapter Four

 


Distant shrieking and an incessant drip, drip, drip.


Solomon Ravne groaned lengthily and stirred in the dark.


The sound of the rippers was muted where he was - down was all he knew - but still audible, and he forced himself to slow his heartbeat and to quieten his breathing lest their preternatural senses detected him as they clattered by above. He used a yogic technique to do so, keeping himself fully alert at the same time his body calmed. He might have evaded the rippers for the moment, but there was still a chance that one of them might find the dropshaft down which he had plunged in to make his escape.


Ravne waited one minute, two, his exhalations harsh still but softening gradually, echoing less in the darkness. The image of Brand and the others retreating quickly before him, their backs to his gaze, stuck in his mind, and he wondered with startlingly fleeting concern whether any of them still lived. He could have called out to them minutes ago, of course, shared the escape route he had quite literally stumbled onto, but that would only have drawn unwanted attention to him. And as he had survived a very long lifetime avoiding unwanted attention, he wasn't about to start soliciting any now.


Naturally this was a tactical decision made for the benefit of the whole group and had nothing to do with his only being interested in saving his own skin.


His respiration even, Ravne strained once more to listen for any ripper presence, heard none, and smiled with satisfaction to himself. The infernal assassins had gone at last, moving on in what would be a no doubt relentless pursuit of the others, and his immediate surroundings could be considered safe and silent. As silent as a place such as this could be, being fed ceaselessly as it seemed to be by round, dark mouths.


Drip, drip, drip.


Ravne tried not to think of the stuff that slowly trickled out of the pipes he could just make out around him, though the stench made it hard to ignore. By Christ, where was it he had ended up? The sewers, certainly, but far from the clean and expansive sewers so beloved in filmic lore, where even lights were provided, presumably so that when the chase sequence was over, the turds, condoms, syringes and bloody sanitary towels could nod to each other as they bobbed along in their noxious river of waste. These were not even the mainstream city sewers, the concrete lined conduits that carried the bulk of waste from the city above. No, from what he could see in the little light that filtered down from above, these were older tunnels - much older - perhaps Bazelgette originals, low and narrow and lined with brick that had for the most part crumbled away, revealing the glistening brown clay through which they had been carved so long ago.


It was like being inside an intestine.


Ravne peered back up the shaft through which he had found himself deposited in this vile canal, and sighed. As much as these were not really sewers, the object of his attention was not a shaft at all, but little more than an old drainage hole that had been opened out perhaps as the result of some subsidence. It was about fifteen metres back to the surface and there was not a single hand- or foothold in sight, only more of the glistening gunk through which these tunnels had been bored.


He wasn't getting out that way.


He would have to move ahead, away from the light and into the darkness, deeper into the fetid canal.


Ravne started to twist himself into a crawling position, but collapsed again onto his backside as an excruciating pain lanced up his right leg. He must have landed badly, though he had felt nothing during the adrenalin rush. He explored the limb with his hand, hissed as he felt a sharp knob of bone protruding just below his knee. Now that he knew the bone was there he could make it out in contrast, glisteningly white against the torn dark cloth of his trousers. Around it his leg was bleeding heavily and hurt like hell. Damn. As if getting out of here wasn't going to be bad enough he now needed to find something to act as a splint for the bone. And down here he somehow doubted that was going to be sterile. Slowly, he began to drag himself along.


More tunnels, he thought. The last thing he needed was more tunnels. As if the bunker near Peenemunde hadn't been bad enough. He remembered how he had aroused Chapter and Verse's suspicions with his knowledge of the place, and how he had bluffed his way out. But the fact was, he knew what he did because as an SS Obergruppenführer at the time he had been instrumental in developing the Sonderkommando Thule homunculus programme. Not that he had been privy to each and every project involved - the one near Peenemunde, for instance - but he liked to think they would not have got as far as they had without him.


Oh, they had been good days, perhaps some of the best of the many hundreds of years he had been alive. Sometimes he even desired to share his memories of them with the others, but of course he couldn't, because no other member of Caballistics, Inc was aware of his true nature. He missed still his morning arrival at the hangar where they processed the raw materials - captured British soldiers and French resistance fighters in the main. The containment capsules in which they were held always echoed with such pathetic pleas.


But never the one holding Matty. Matty had been defiant almost until the end.


Matty was just the codename, of course, in this case for Amelie Green, an Anglo-French, dark-haired and elfishly attractive young woman with perhaps too much of the tomboy in her for her own good... but then surely mustn't they all have had, these women who volunteered to abandon their tractors, bedsides and production lines to fight against the Axis? Matty had first been parachuted into France two years earlier, and at the time of her capture was on her third sojourn into occupied territory. Over those twenty-four months she had made quite a name for herself, beginning her insidious resistance career as a runner for a local cell before graduating to more advanced stealth and infiltration operations, then sabotage, assassination, destabilisation - anything and everything, in fact, to put a bug - as the then recently arrived Americans liked to say - up the ass of the Reich and its ambitions. She had eventually been promoted to cell leader and was in the midst of organising a resistance offensive that by itself might have tipped the balance of power in those parts, when she had been betrayed by a man named "Fishy" Soire. The appellation Fishy was neither a codename nor a reflection of any suspect status on his part but merely the fact that he had been a fishmonger before he had started sticking his gutting knife into entirely different, grey-uniformed chunks of blubber. The trouble with Fishy was that he also wanted to stick something of his own inside Matty.


The man had done everything with fish except to sleep with them, to borrow another American phrase, Ravne thought back. And because he had had little more than self-interest in the worldwide petty squabble that had been raging then for four years, Ravne had respected, even admired, what Matty had achieved within it. When he had learned how such a promising girl had come into his possession, he had ordered Fishy to be stripped, castrated and then boiled alive in the public square, ostensibly for belonging to the resistance, but actually in retaliation for betraying Matty for failing to get into her knickers. It was not a method of execution that had ever been considered by the Nazis - indeed, even they baulked at it - but in the end they seemed to find it grimly amusing.


Poor Matty. In many ways she had reminded him of Hannah Chapter - a born survivor. He had even considered keeping her for himself, but the fact was that too many generals were already aware of her capture and wished her gone. He had really had very little choice.


All that he had been able to do to compensate was make the deed as psychologically pleasing for himself as possible.


For that reason he had accommodated in the tube next to Matty her husband, a British fighter pilot who unbeknownst to her had been shot down a week earlier. It had almost broken her when she had seen his tortured and barely conscious, naked form incarcerated next to hers, and he remembered how long she had hammered on the glass between them. He couldn't possibly let her suffer like that, and so had showed her how the processing hangar worked.


It was what he considered his small gift to the Sonderkommando Thule homunculus programme. The problem with making these "little men" was that it had always been such a tiresome and laborious process, and every alchemist from Paracelsus to David Christianus had their own recipes for success. The ingredients for creation of a life form born without woman had over time contained such delights as the semen ejaculated by a hanged man, or the mandrake root that grew where it had fallen, as well as various skin and bone cuttings, menstrual blood and a selection of forcibly-extracted bodily fluids ranging from the vaginal to the cranial. The gourds or cucurbits that acted as a womb in which it had to be nurtured, in turn, could range from just that to the stomach of a dog fed with milk and honey, or the even more improbable egg laid by a black hen that then had to be buried in dung on the first day of a March lunar cycle. Yes, only March!


Frankly, Ravne had found the whole palaver faintly ridiculous, and certainly over-complex and anachronistic. If the Nazis wanted an army of these things, it was going to take forever. And so applying his own scientific methodology he had devised the process by which he could - given the addition of certain outside catalysts like the plant roots and the dung - quite literally keep all his eggs in one basket, and even improve on the basic model, growing it full-size for a start.


Ravne remembered smiling as he had flicked the switch on the tube containing Matty's husband, and how for the first time since her capture the young woman had screamed and screamed, so out of character in the depth of her hysteria. Because the molecular and chemical wash that was subsequently pumped into his tube had in seconds reduced her husband from a human being to a half-melted caricature to a shifting, shapeless thing. Finally, even that dissolved, leaving only a rich sludge that lined the base of his glass prison to the depth of thirty centimetres.


As he had watched Matty shuddering and sliding down the inside of her own tube, he had wished he could explain to her the beauty of his process, but it would have fallen on deaf ears, the woman already slipping into insanity. What did she think? That this war was actually going to be won with guns, knives and resistance pitchforks? This was the meting out of death on an industrial scale... and industry needed its production lines.


He had flicked her switch and closed his eyes as Matty was reduced, screaming, to the same sludge as her husband, then slammed his fist on the button that vented both tubes. The liquefied remains of the couple mingled in the outflow pipe and flowed into the huge central bath that already contained so much more of his raw material, and there van de Graaff generators arced high-voltage electricity over the turgid sea.


At least they were together, he thought. The future of the Third Reich waiting to be born from its own primordial soup.


Ravne's reminiscences were curtailed as he came to a junction in the sewer channel, and he pulled himself into the left fork. But after a few metres he found his way blocked by a concrete wall that simply terminated the channel for no apparent reason. And it looked new. Some kind of building foundation? But odd that it should be so deep, and so intrusive. He turned back, and as he did his hand became entangled in a knot of something flat and roughly textured, like an armoured tapeworm. He panicked momentarily, but then from some mental catalogue identified what it was, realising with relief that he was simply caught in the kind of wide-mesh plastic netting that was used to shore up scree and loose earth at the edges of building sites. It was harmless and could even be useful as a tourniquet for his leg. Ravne slipped a penknife from his pocket and began to slice a section away.


He stopped. The netting was imprinted with the logo of the firm that used it. CapCon. He did, of course, recognise the name. It was getting to be somewhat ubiquitous. But what the hell was Capek Construction doing way down here?


Ravne realised that it was a question that was going to have to wait for now. Because he had also noticed something else, something that this underground world had probably never experienced before.


It was getting foggy.


No, Ravne thought, his heart quickening again. One had found him. A ripper had found him.


He stared ahead in the dark making out a black-grey shape crawling towards him from the opposite sewer, shadowy sockets just visible in an angular face. He heard the clacking of blades on broken brickwork and then saw the creature tense as it sensed him nearby. A screech began to build from somewhere deep down in its infernal throat.


Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Ravne kicked himself back against the concrete blockage - his leg flaring with agony - and grabbed desperately at his pocket for his gun. All efforts to remain calm were gone now: he knew what it was he faced, how trapped and helpless he was, and his breath became panting, his armpits prickly, his sweat starting to break through rapidly chilling flesh.


The ripper leapt towards him and Ravne did the only thing he could. He filled the sewer with lead.


Then all too soon his gun began to click, out of bullets.


Not enough, Ravne thought. From what he'd seen of their staying power on the surface, not nearly enough.


But the ripper did not finish its leap.


Inhaling two sharp and uncertain breaths, Ravne stared into the cloud of smoke generated by the shots, ears ringing from the still reverberating noise they had produced. There was no movement. Nothing.


Puzzled, he crawled slowly forward, swallowing, tensed to avoid the flashing blades that still might come.


The ripper stood twitching and apparently dying in the mouth of the right hand sewer tunnel. But it was certainly not his meagre six bullets that had reduced it to this state.


Some kind of trap had impaled the thing against the brickwork. A thick slab of wood embedded all over with rusty knives.


What the hell, Ravne thought?


And as he did, something strong grabbed at him from the shadows, pulling him off balance and cracking his head onto bricks. Losing consciousness he found himself being dragged into the unexplored sewer, deep down into the dark.







Chapter Five

 


"Traps," Jenny Simmons said. "First in Germany, and then at the Eye. Loverboy thinks we were set up and for once I agree with the little shit. Conrad Capek wants us out of the game."


The demoness delivered her opinion as she stared at herself in the night-blanked windowpane of the main lounge of Exham Priory. She took a long, slow drag on a cigarette and allowed the smoke to curl gently from the sides of her mouth, emulating her currently suppressed hellfire form. Her dark abilities were not fully at rest, however, and, as she stared, the last of the lacerations to her face - the deepest, a vicious slice from jawbone to temple - that she had suffered during their flight from London healed visibly, as if it were the subject of some accelerated time-lapse photography. She prodded the line where it had been a moment before, growled softly in anger, then turned to face the others.


"No argument from me on that score," Lawrence Verse responded. He still remembered how it had felt to have five slavesouls inside him. "But the question is, why?"


"Bigger question, how?" Hannah added. "Machine guns in the bunker I can understand, but what happened yesterday morning?"


"Mebbe it isnae jus' Capek," Ness said. "But one way or another the bastard's involved. Ah can feel it in ma piss."


"Water, Ness. Feel it in my water. Jeezus, I feel dirty just being in the same room with this guy."


"Thas wha' ah like ta hear," the Scot growled at Hannah. "There's nae shortage o' people we've pissed off lately, thas for sure. An' ah use the term people lightly, o' course."


What he said was true. The caseload for Caballistics, Inc over the past few months had been considerably heavier than it had been in the first weeks, with an apparently endless stream of phone calls soliciting their aid. It was good that Ethan Kostabi's desire to make a commercial success out of the privatised Department Q was bearing fruit - it kept him and the others well paid, after all, and in his case beyond the clutches of the law - but Ness wasn't the only one in the team who had begun to wonder why it was only since their formation that so much supernatural shite had begun crawling out of the woodwork. Especially as a great many of the cases were referred to them by Kostabi himself, safe and snug in his mountainside mansion overlooking Berne. The tactician in Ness found the spectrum of these cases deeply suspicious - not just your odd satanic sociopath or demonic possession, but really weird stuff - almost as if Kostabi wanted them to test the water in every dirty pool there was, to recce on his behalf just to see what was there. Not that they'd all been a pain in the arse, mind - he'd actually quite enjoyed the Beg, Bruvver! fiasco and, o' course, the casebook Brand had filed as Hell on Earth.


Beg, Bruvver! had been the latest and, as it turned out, shortest entry into the voyeuristic reality TV show stakes, an Enditall production whose USP had been that the contestants were eight homeless people invited "at random" to live in the Beg, Bruvver! house. Over the course of six weeks, the one who proved to be most popular with viewers got to - hey, how generous are we? - live in it until the next series. Sadly the producers miscalculated in two ways: one, that the people who voted for such things actually wanted to be in the house themselves, and therefore resented what they perceived as some scrounger from the street getting what they couldn't; and two, the fact that the house had rather carelessly been built over a soul-suppurating plague pit, the writhing inhabitants of which resented their presence even more.


The subsequent spectacle of a group of universally resented people suddenly erupting in pustulous boils and starting to rot mid-shag naturally boosted the otherwise flagging viewing figures for the episode in which the phenomena began, and in a hastily convened meeting the producers actually considered scheduling a second slot for the night. But even they balked when one of the victims exploded on camera, and Enditall decided they should do just that. The only problem was, they couldn't shut down the transmission. And they couldn't open the doors. Thus had arrived his moment of televisual fame when, along with Chapter and Verse, he had performed an SAS style raid on the house to initiate the Matheson pulse that cleansed it of crap. He'd had to wear the usual disguise, of course - you never knew who was watching - but bespectacled and bearded or not, he knew who it was heroically saluting the camera. He still had the tape upstairs.


Hell On Earth he had enjoyed for a different reason. That had taken them to Boswell, a small town on the Yorkshire coast, where for countless centuries a fallen angel had lain dying beneath the hill known locally as Scratch Tor. Nurtured at first by the Brotherhood of the Fallen, a bunch of monks who wanted to domesticate it, and then by the cult led by the Sonderkommando Thule agent Helen Earth, the angel had mutated into something it should never have been. Only Brand and the others, locating an ancient artefact known as the Eyes of the Angel, had prevented the unholy hybrid and its army of soul-stripped townspeople from instigating its own version of Judgement Day. 'Course, he hadnae given a stuff about any o' that. What had enlivened this particular case for him was the chance to get an eyeful of the almost sacrificed Hannah Chapter leaping around caves in the buff.


Not that he'd found the sweaty dyke bitch that interesting', o' course. Nah... not at all.


"What the hell are you staring at, Ness?"


"When ah work out wha' the hell i' is, ah'll let yer know."


"Yeah?"


"Yeah."


Jonathan Brand listened to the faint but increasing murmur of an argument from his seat in the room next door, a room that many years before had been the study of the arch-Satanist Malcolm Critchley. While Brand had refurnished it as his office - everybody's office, actually, but one that he used more than most - he had retained some of Critchley's possessions as a reminder of the evil of the man, and stared at a line of bell jars holding unspeakable contents, lost in thought.


The unexplained phenomenon, the attack of the rippers, and the subsequent escape past the Capek Construction site had aroused Brand's suspicions, and prompted him to do more research into Conrad Capek than he had previously thought necessary. Biographical details of the man had proven to be strangely elusive - all he could determine were the most basic of facts, the potted history of a rich Russian made good, which all struck him as somehow a bit too neat - but what had proven easier was the work in which his company was currently engaged, the mammoth construction site in the heart of the capital. An endeavour of such size - even if it had something to hide - would have had difficulty avoiding reportage of some kind, and sure enough, in an online newspaper of three weeks before, he had come across a photograph of Capek and other dignitaries at the groundbreaking ceremony on the site.


Brand had fully expected to see the bearded and glowering face of Emmanuel Konterman alongside Capek. He just knew now that whatever was going on somehow involved his missing homunculus, but Konterman had not been there.


It was the others with Capek who had given him the link to begin exploring why the construction magnate, perhaps, wanted Caballistics, Inc out of the game. Because it went some way to solving the mystery of Peenemunde.


Four dead homunculi, the academic mused - AH/2, JS/1, LPH/0, and the one identified as Richard Brown, RB/3. The slashed numbers he had already guessed referred to the generation of homunculus. Such things were rarely perfect first time out of the tank, but the generation was unimportant. It was who they were that mattered, and in particular what they had in common.


The same thing that the four people with Conrad Capek had in common now.


Gah! Brand thought. Commonality he might have, but what purpose did it actually serve? Just why was Capek interested in a chunk of prime London real estate that two groups of people had responsibility for, only seventy years apart?


He broke his gaze from the bell jars and stared at the desk, where the papers Verse had rescued from the bunker lay. He plucked up the Konterman folder and frowned at the almost faded writing in the centre of the cover, writing that had gone unnoticed until he had begun his researches. It was apparently the name of the project with which the bunker laboratory had been engaged.


Lehmverkund.


Back to the same question that had stymied him all along. What the hell was Lehmverkund?


Brand nudged a mouse and stared at the computer screen on which most of his research had been done. He had been running a net search programme for relevant matches to the phrase since he'd first spotted it, but so far had nothing of any interest other than a few variable translations. But there was something here now, something that looked as if it had been plucked from an old MoD accountancy file accessed through the Freedom of Information Act. Just a short entry but...


Brand sat up.


My God.


The academic moved quickly through to the next room, eager to tell the others what he'd found. The brewing argument with Hannah apparently over, Ness had retired to the security room, leaving the other three alone. Jenny Simmons was now seated, Hannah had taken her place by the window, while Verse was just putting down the phone.


"Tried a few more contacts," the priest said. "Still no sign of Ravne."


Brand nodded. Though he was sure that after their escape the rippers would have returned to the middle plane from which they came, Ravne had not reappeared, dashing the small hope he'd had that the man had somehow gone into hiding. But he had thought that a long shot, anyway. Frankly, given the sheer chaos of their final flight from the City, Ravne could have been slaughtered in front of their eyes and they might not have known it, and he didn't hold out much hope for the man's return. But, Ravne was Ravne, blessed, it seemed, with an innate gift for survival, and as far as he knew he could even now be working his way back to Exham Priory.


"I found something on the net," Brand informed the others. "Something-"


"Shh!" Hannah said suddenly, interrupting him. Like Jenny Simmons before her, the American had been staring out into the dark, reflecting on the day's events, when something had caught her eye. Or to be more accurate, didn't quite catch her eye. She frowned. "Verse," she called quietly, motioning him to her side.


"Is it Ravne?" Brand asked.


"Quiet, Brainiac!"


The big man joined her at the window.


"Expecting the unexpected, babe?"


"Maybe," she said slowly. "Is it me, or is the horizon turning hazy?"


Verse squinted out into the dark. The halogen whiteness of the security lights that lit the distant hedgerows did seem to be diffusing somewhat. "You're not thinkin'...?"


"Uh-huh."


"It's been a helluva day and that firefight made us all a bit jumpy," Verse said. "It's probably just fog. Besides, you know what the doc said. The rippers don't - can't, in fact - operate outside the heart of London."


Hannah bit her lip. "Sure. But humour me."


"I don't see what I can-" Verse said, and then stopped. "Hang on," he added. He turned and positioned himself at a laptop on the table. A little key clattering later he had accessed Siddhi. The clandestine surveillance chip that Ethan Kostabi had embedded in a Drax Industries communications satellite and had made available to them since the Boswell incident was proving to be a handy piece of electrickery. Within seconds he brought up a satcam image of southern England. He located their position then zoomed, zoomed and zoomed again, until Exham Priory was clearly visible in the centre of the image. A fog did indeed appear to be closing in, hanging over the Priory like a shroud.


The problem was that beyond Exham Priory's walls the countryside was as clear as day.


"Nope, you're not being paranoid, babe," Verse informed his partner calmly. "These bastards really are out to get us." He rose and began to run towards the small anteroom that served as their security office. "Ness!"


The Scotsman cursed as the door to what he considered to be his personal sanctum was flung open, a small puff of popcorn dust escaping his mouth along with the invective. The DVD he'd started to play on one of the monitors had barely started and the Duke hadn't even had time to ask directions to...


"Whaff?" he demanded.


"Trouble. Think our friends are back."


Ness's eyes narrowed. He took a hasty slug from a can of Carlsberg and then rode his chair across the small room, away from the DVD monitor and to the main security screens. Now his fingers clattered on keys and a series of tactical views of the Exham estate sprang into life on the screens. A great number of pulsing red blips dotted the overlay, like a sudden and dramatic outbreak of electronic acne. "Multiple contacts," he reported in his thick Glaswegian brogue. "South perimeter... west... north... east... Shite, the fookers are all around us."


"It is them?"


Ness zoomed a security cam into the centre of a patch of roiling fog, saw a flash of angular figures and glints of blade. "Unless there's an Edward Scissorhands convention we didnae get invited to, ah think aye, pretty much."


Jonathan Brand glanced in at the monitors and dropped the papers he was holding to the floor. "That isn't possible. They shouldn't be able to leave-"


"Yeah, you already explained that, Brainiac," Hannah Chapter shouted, already throwing herself to the side of a window where she could best defend. Swinging into action, Verse was busy snapping the lock on one of the many arms cabinets positioned around the priory and revealing a rack of assorted weapons. He tossed a semi-automatic to Hannah, who caught it neatly in one hand, and for himself he took a chainsaw that he'd had specially adapted for melee combat and had kept for emergencies such as this.


He ignored Brand. From past experience he knew there was nothing worse than an armed academic. And as for Jenny Simmons, "I'm presuming that now you're rested you'll manage without," he said.


Brand's ex fiancée simply smiled and in a flare of light transformed into Baarish-Shammon. She flexed razor talons as the smile grew into her familiar grinning gash, whisps of unholy smoke leaking slowly from its edges. [I'll manage,] she hissed.


Brand threw his hands in the air. "What the hell do you think you're doing?" he asked the others. "You already know the best thing to do with these things is run, especially in close quarters such as these."


"Understood, Brainiac," Hannah countered. And as she spoke the first of the encroaching rippers appeared at the window beside her. She spun out and fired a burst, shattering the glass and blasting the dark figure back onto the grass. "But we can't run forever and I for one don't intend to turn tail without first truly pissing them off."


In the security room Mikey Ness reacted to her shots with a slow shake of the head. He leaned down and swept up the pump-action he kept by the side of the chair for emergencies, racking it with a kerchak. On the screen the pulsing red dots had begun to amalgamate into a corpuscle-like shape that all but obliterated the priory. At the same time there was a sound of more windows shattering, only now from the outside in.


"Ah bollocks," he muttered to himself. "All ah wanted was a bi' o' The Quiet Man an' instead ah get the fookin' Alamo."







Chapter Six

 


All hell broke loose. Or to be precise, all hell broke in. One ripper, then two, then suddenly three more came crashing through the glass into the main lounge of Exham Priory, bringing with them thick banks of fog, blades that glinted in the artificial light of the room and a shrieking that filled the air.


It soon became obvious to the others that what Brand had said was right after all - that in such a confined space against such foes they were at a major disadvantage with no chance of keeping up a sustained defence for long. What they had to do was fight their way out of there before more of their friends arrived - forge a path of retreat, and do it fast, before the fog reduced them to slo-mo sacrificial lambs and they began repainting their lounge with a thick coat of their own blood.


The question was, could they?


They had to try.


The lounge of Exham Priory became a surreal war zone, the air thick with bullets, infernal energy and the ceaseless flashing of blades. Rippers thudded into walls and over furniture as Ness unleashed his pump-action at them at point blank range. Baarish-Shammon countered ripper slashes with slashes of her own razored talons before slicing back at their throats, and Hannah spat long bursts of machine gun fire into any space not occupied by her own people... space that seemed not, even for the smallest moment, ever empty of threat. Verse, meanwhile, wielded his chainsaw like a machete as he moved across the room, hacking down and across at any ripper in his path and forcing the things away in screeching dances of dismemberment.


By some miracle, or perhaps by sheer bloody-mindedness, between them they managed to put four of the rippers down before the fog took full effect. And, only mildly groggy, they began to back towards the door to the hallway.


Hannah paused. The rest of them had made it to the door, but Verse wasn't with them. She saw the priest locked in combat with the sole surviving ripper in front of the giant portrait of the Satanist Malcolm Critchley - the priory's previous owner - that hung above the room's open fireplace. Her partner had been struggling to tackle the ripper alone, but had now managed to lock his chainsaw blade into the abdomen of his opponent, had lifted it from the floor, and was forcing it up against the canvas. His teeth clenched, face dripping sweat and with every sinew taut, the priest rammed the flailing ripper up against the oils until the saw finally bit through its flesh, slewing repulsive innards left and right and then out in all directions. Finally both ripper and portrait began to judder as one, each of them weakening on their respective mounts.


Go for it, Verse, Hannah thought, and she didn't mean the ripper. It was funny, but not so long after moving in, they'd tried to take that bloody portrait down, only to find that its strangely organic support bolts threatened to bring half the wall with it, almost as if it - as if Critchley - were still an integral part of the priory's structure. They could have asked Kostabi to get the builders in, of course, but in the end it hadn't seemed worth the possible hassle, and they'd let Critchley be. Not so much rats in the walls as a rat on the wall. Hannah, particularly, hated it. One night after eight or so jack n' blacks, when everyone else had gone to bed, she'd even gotten round to staggering around the room throwing darts at it, but every single one of her arrows had bounced back out. She'd convinced herself it was because she was pissed, but even now she wasn't really sure.


At any rate, she wouldn't be doing that again. Couldn't, because there wasn't much to throw them at any more. The death throes of the ripper had sent the thing into overdrive, and Critchley's blade-slashed face hung in its now dangling frame in peeling shreds, looking like a leper. As the ripper's screeching finally ended and he let its body drop, Verse stood exhausted at the picture's base, panting heavily, sweat pouring from every pore. Blood was seeping from maybe a hundred different lacerations and the chainsaw hung limp in his hand, smoke pouring out of its motor vent, the whole tool smelling acrid and burned. Even had it not irreparably overheated, it would still have been completely unusable - the teeth of the saw itself were either twisted utterly out of shape or snapped away completely, forming a lopsided ridge that was as malformed as a witch's grin.


Verse let the useless machine tool drop to the ground with a thud and wiped the sweat from his eyes with a sleeve. Behind him, the body of the ripper twitched once and lay still.


"There's a free confession," Verse gasped, "for the first person to tell me that was the last of 'em."


"I'll buy into that," Hannah said, supporting her exhausted partner by the arm. "But hey, big fellah, how long you got?"


"No time at all," Brand said heavily. Like Hannah had done earlier - the only difference being that he was now looking through a window that was no longer there - he was staring out into the darkness beyond the priory. Brand's hair ruffled in the breeze and he swallowed hard. There was movement. The rippers still outside were approaching the priory in solid, dark lines, almost as if the hedgerows themselves were closing in. Though it was difficult to distinguish one from the other at this distance, it appeared that Ness's blips had not done their number justice. They had just given their all against what had been nothing more than an advance guard. Countless more rippers were coming in a second, much bigger, wave.


The others gathered next to him.


"Jesus... fookin'... wept," Mikey Ness exhaled slowly.


"Great God, Brand, how many of them are there?" Verse breathed heavily.


"As many as have been punished by the Accord, potentially," Hannah answered. She turned to Brand with a challenging gaze. "Because that's what they are, aren't they, Brainiac? Condemned souls who once upon a time transgressed one of their goddammed laws. People just like us." She turned away with a look of disgust. "They're what we'll become if they take us down."


Brand nodded. "They're self-perpetuating, yes, the poor bastards."


"Aye, well, fookin' army of 'em or not they can forget tha' for a game o' soldiers, 'cause there's no way ah'm spendin' eternity in hell wi' this bint." He turned to Hannah. "Ha' ye got any idea jus' how annoyin' yer yatterin' Yank voice is?"


Verse stared hard at the Scotsman. "So just how, Mr. Ness, do you suggest you avoid that particular fate?"


"Make for the trees while we ha' the chance... go ta ground separately. If we're lucky we'll manage ta lose the bastards jus' like we did in the Smoke."


"Those of us who are good enough, you mean," Hannah commented. "You might have been trained for jungle warfare, but what about Brand? You know he wouldn't stand a chance." She turned to the academic. "No offence, Brainiac."


"Oohh... none taken."


"Besides," Verse added, "you've seen how fast they are, and your monitors showed they're all around us. You wouldn't make it halfway through the grounds before they brought you down."


Ness loomed his face in and growled, "Then wha' do yer suggest we do, priest?"


Unfazed, Verse stared him in the eye, having already thought of a possible solution. "Exham Priory is - was - a priory, I believe. The clue is in the name. It is also old. In terms of its history, that would likely have made it a target for persecution at certain points in its existence. Tthe Church has always been used to such things, and knows how to protect its own. In short, I don't know of any such place worth its salt that doesn't come equipped with an inbuilt-"


"Bolthole," Brand finished. "If we're lucky, a fully-fledged underground escape tunnel, probably leading to the edge of the grounds."


"An underground escape tunnel?" Ness repeated dubiously. "Ooh aye sure, an' jus' where der yer suppose-"


"Kinda think the clue's in the name, dickhead," Hannah reiterated. "But how about we search the cellars and you search the attics?"


"Don't push it, girly."


"If it's here, it can't be that hard to find," Brand said. He glanced in the direction of various noises. "But we have to move now, more of them are already in the house."


Verse cursed. "What I want to know is, how the hell did they track us here in the first place?"


[Maybe they didn't,] Baarish-Shammon said matter-of-factly. [Maybe whoever set us up simply told them where we were.]


"Or if they did track us...?" Brand mused. He suddenly turned to the demoness. "You have to transform back, now," he said urgently. "I think it's you."


[Me?]


Brand nodded rapidly. "Residual fingerprints from the apocalypse magic. You're probably still emanating faint traces. The effect will still be there in human form, but weaker. It might buy us some time."


Baarish-Shammon snarled, but transformed. She did not like being without her main weapon: herself. "I want it on record that I did that under protest."


"Dinnae worry, bitch," Ness commented. "Ah'm sure yer can still dazzle 'em with yer dead Jenny smile."


The five of them moved out into the expansive hallway and towards the cellar door next to the stairs. But before they were halfway across, a wave of rippers came at them from adjoining rooms in a pincer movement that suddenly split the group in two.


"Sneaky bastards," Hannah said.


Sneaky it might have been, but the manoeuvre nonetheless worked. Ness and Jenny Simmons found themselves trapped by the stairs, while Brand and the others were cut off halfway to the door to the cellar, with no way, other than another firefight, through to it.


There wasn't time for another firefight. There were too many rippers waiting in the metaphorical - and possibly literal - wings. Plan A had fallen at the first hurdle, and it looked as if they'd have to split up and find alternative escape routes.


Ironically Ness was heading for the attics after all.


"Hey, moron!" Hannah shouted as he and Jenny headed up, and she and the others did an about turn. "If you do find yer wee tunnel, gizza shout, Jimmy."


Together with Verse and Brand she raced for the only corridor that looked still to be clear, and half of the rippers moved in pursuit. But then they tried to take a left towards the kitchens and found the route blocked. Ditto, right.


"We're stuffed," Verse announced. A firefight apparently inevitable, he drew his reserve weapon - the shotgun - from his pocket.


"Wait, wait," Brand said, thinking rapidly. "There's one other possibility."


"There is?" Verse queried, using both barrels to blow an encroaching ripper off its feet and back along the hallway. He reloaded rapidly as, inevitably, it picked itself back up. "Because I'm sure I speak for us all when I say that we're just dying to hear it."


"The west wing. We should be able to access the cellars from there."


"He's right!" Hannah shouted. Her Uzi spent, her twin Colts bucked in her hands as she gave her partner a helping hand in despatching the resurgent ripper, and the one that came behind. Black matter and broken blades splattered and clunked once again against the walls, but still the bastards didn't stay down. "Rambling old heap like this is bound to have more than one way down to its stores... n' they'da probably wanted easy access to the wine cellars, particularly. Brainiac, you get the cigar."


"The west wing," Verse repeated to himself. "Now why didn't I think of that?"


"For the same reason I didn't," Hannah countered. "We kinda blank it out."


What Hannah said was true. The fact was, the west wing was Solomon Ravne's domain, a part of the priory that none of them - with the exception of Jenny Simmons - had set foot in since the day they'd all arrived at Exham. Whereas each of the others had plumped for their own modest quarters that day, Ravne's demands had been a little more far-reaching. The conversation between him and Howard Slater, Ethan Kostabi's now departed right hand man, had been brief and pre-emptive.


"I've inspected the house, Slater. The west wing will be adequate for my purposes."


"Excellent. Which room in the west wing?"


"I said the west wing. All of it."


Precisely why Ravne had demanded so much space or what his exact purposes were, remained for the most part a mystery. Sure, maybe he'd needed a little extra room for his then supposed research assistants Gustav and Gretchen, but all who'd laid eyes on those two that day seriously doubted there'd be much research going on outside the bedroom. No, as far as the business side of Ravne's needs went, only Jenny Simmons had entered the inner sanctum and seen whatever he did in there, and what secrets she'd found she was keeping to herself.


There were two rippers in the corridor between them and the door to the wing, and Hannah and Verse blasted them as they ran, hoping that the sheer weight of lead they pumped into them would keep them down. They gained, for the moment, some space between themselves and the other rippers as they reached the door.


It refused to move in its frame.


"Locked," Verse said. Rattling the handle, he tried to physically force the thing, but there was no give at all. The reason became obvious when a small pentagram-like shape flared briefly around the handle. "And warded. Dammit, Ravne."


Hannah cast a quick glance back from where she was firing round after round into the rapidly fogging corridor. "Can you neutralise it?"


Verse scrunched his lips. "Maybe, but it's going to take a minute or two. He tossed his shotgun and ammo to Brand. "Buy me time," he said.


"But I-" Brand said. Nonetheless, he nervously hefted the weapon and immediately fired, as Hannah was doing, into the fog. He struggled to reload and Hannah quickly showed him how. "It's a shotgun, Brand," she instructed, "which means short or low medium range. Wait until you see the whites of their eyes."


"But they don't have any eyes."


"Jeezus, Brainiac," she snapped impatiently, "just apply some bloody common se-"


Hannah never finished the comment as the rippers came at them, and even if she had she wouldn't have been heard over the panicked discharging of shotgun shells. Like Brand, she gave the rippers everything she had, blowing each newcomer back whence it came, if only for a short time, before the wave of death resurged and went for them again. Blowing off assorted ripper parts and, in one case, between them, a ripper head, they pumped so much lead into the air they generated their own fog, turning the air blue and leaving their noses stinging with the stench of sulphur and cordite. 


"Verse?" Hannah shouted through the noxious cloud.


"Another ten seconds," the priest said. He was drawing shapes on the lock - looking like some burglar mime - applying counter-symbology to Ravne's ward with his fingertip.


"I don't think we have ten seconds," Hannah said tightly as she continued to fire. And then from Brand's weapon she heard the sound she had known was inevitable, but had nevertheless dreaded. It was a hollow klik-klik.


"I think I'm out," Brand said.


Hannah swiftly ejected the clips from her own guns, counted the bullets - four - before slamming the clips back in, and cursed. "Verse!"


The priest tutted, deep in concentration and apparently oblivious to the war going on behind him. "Our Mr. Ravne values his privacy,"


"Big guy, we're almost running on empty here."


"Dammit!" Verse shouted suddenly. He shook his finger in the air to cool it, the end smoking and charred. "I don't know what the hell Ravne is using but-"


He stood and turned, drawing the last weapon available to him, his crucifix blade, from his pocket. "I'm sorry, girl, I tried," he said to Hannah, then lifted his gaze to the relentless enemy and snarled. "Now, where were we?"


"About to die," Brand said unnecessarily. As he stared at the rippers regrouping after their final firestorm, already poised to attack once more, he too drew something from his pocket, but this time it was his whiskey-filled hipflask.


It was halfway to his mouth when he froze.


As did Chapter and Verse.


The three looked at each other.


Ravne was MIA somewhere in London, presumed dead.


Gustav and Gretchen hadn't been seen in months, and were suspected ditto.


But there had been an unmistakable click just now.


Someone or something on the other side of the door had just unlocked the entrance to the west wing.


As the rippers began another approach, Hannah slammed her back up against the wall to the door's side, her guns held steady and at the ready. "Ravne?" she called through the wood, then again. There was no answer. You've had your chance, Hannah thought... this was no time to play knock, knock. She looked at Verse and with the practiced ease that came of their long partnership mouthed one, two, three.


Verse nodded at her and she gently pushed down the handle until the bolt released. Go, Hannah mouthed, and the big man booted the door open. As he did, Hannah swung before him into the frame, outstretched arms sweeping ahead in classic field stance - identify target, hold or fire. But there was no target. Nothing. Perfectly synchronised, the two of them moved in, Hannah skipping, pivoting and aiming to the right, while Verse ducked, stayed crouched low and aimed to the left. They held the pose for half a second, what they liked to think of as their Charlie's Angels manoeuvre.


But yet again, nothing.


"What the hell?" Hannah queried.


"Interesting," Verse observed.


"No time to worry right now," Brand said. He pointed down the corridor to where the rippers were advancing unopposed. Even worse, more were joining them from behind.


"Worse than Resident Evil," Verse announced. Brand wasn't sure whether the comment was meant to be positive or negative.


"Move, move, move!" Hannah ordered. Quite unceremoniously she grabbed Brand by the shoulder and pulled him through the door, waited for Verse to reverse in after him, then slammed the door solidly into its frame once more and flicked the lock.


Brand adjusted his skewed collar and de-cricked his neck. "Think I knew that," he muttered. At Hannah's questioning glance he drew two inverted commas in the air. "To move, move, move?"


"Yeah, sorry, Brainiac, but needs must." It was her turn to offer a questioning glance. Brand remained right behind the door, ear against it, listening to the screeching from the other side while running his hands cautiously over the wood. Hannah stuck her hands on her hips and cocked her head. "So you wanna tell me why you're still standing there, numbnuts?"


Brand turned, waving his hand. "My fingers are tingling. If I'm right, now that the door is locked again, the ward has reactivated. Against the rippers I doubt it'll last for ever, but it should buy us some time."


Hannah stared, frowning. "So there's a warded door between us and them. Wonderful. So what about the windows? Now that they know we're in the west wing, surely they're gonna last about as long as the oth-"


"No, maybe a bit longer," Brand interrupted. "Remember the Kether assault? The night Jenny was shot?"


"Ravne, too, come to that," Verse cut in.


Brand nodded. "Yes, but I tend not to remember Ravne. The thing is, I remember seeing a stamped requisition request some weeks later that had been returned by Adrienne Celeste. Our Mr. Ravne had carelessly left it out in the open, or maybe he simply wanted to emphasise once more how special his relationship with our mutual boss, Kostabi is. At any rate, he'd had armoured glass installed. I think he turned the entire west wing into a kind of extended panic room. Not that Ravne ever panics, of course."


"Just make sure he looks after his own goddamn ass," Hannah said. "Armoured glass?" she added after a second, incredulous. "Jeezus, I'm gonna put in a request for a Jacuzzi."


"Can I have an HD plasma screen?" Verse asked. He thought and raised a finger. "Wait, how about a-"


The door shook in its frame - no, resonated deeply - producing a strange thooming sound, and just for a moment the wood actually glowed. As it did, all of the door's metal components - screws, hinges, handle, key and keyhole - turned simultaneously white hot. The resonance came again after a second, and then again. It seemed the rippers were already breaking through the ward.


Thoom. Thoom.


"Oh, bloody brilliant, Doctor Strange," Hannah commented. "That took how long? Thirty seconds?"


"They're too powerful. But we probably have a little while yet," Brand responded. "I think we need to find those cellars. Lights would help." He raised his hand, but Verse gripped and stopped it dead before it reached a nearby switch.


"Not a very good idea," the big man said. "The windows might be armoured, but we don't want to put on a shadowplay for the rippers still outside in the grounds, do we?"


"Good point," Brand said. He coughed and smiled sheepishly. "Let's look for the steps in the dark, shall we?"


Verse nodded. Thoom. Thoom-thoom.


Necessary as it was, finding the cellar steps in darkness was not going to be easy. And hopes that the unknown west wing would be symmetrical with the east - the location of the cellar steps where they were in their own part of the house - were gradually dashed as they came across one unexpected variation on room or corridor after another, sometimes simply meeting blind alleys that only elsewhere went somewhere. It should have been expected - places such as the priory, owned and redesigned by so many over the years - expanded and receded and expanded once more through the vicissitudes of finance and fashion, eventually losing their own internal plot and becoming like jigsaws with no edges. And it seemed that Ravne had put his own stamp on the wing, too. Shadowed shapes and angles loomed at them that seemed to have no natural place here at all. The sense of unease they generated was not helped by the ever-increasing pace of the resonance from the door that sounded throughout the wing. Thoom-thoom-thoom.


Help, though, once again came unexpectedly. As the three of them continued to search, a door slowly - and so quietly it was almost missed beneath another rapid series of thooms - creaked ajar to their left, then another beyond that. They looked at each other. Mysterious benefactor again? If so, he, she or it remained unseen. Cautiously, Brand and the others stepped through and followed their trail - three more doors in all - until they found themselves in front of one that led down into a deeper darkness.


"I'll be damned," Hannah said.


"The cellars," Verse confirmed. "But I don't like this at all. Could be a trap? I mean, who the hell is-?"


"Don't think we have much choice," Brand said. "Listen."


Hannah and Verse did as he said. A moment before there had been a single loud THOOM and now there was only silence. Silence, that was, if they didn't count the approaching shrieking. They looked down at the floor. It was beginning to roll with a thin layer of fog.


"Move, move, move?" Brand queried.


Hannah and Verse nodded.


The three of them raced down the steps into the cellars, Brand noting as they did a shadowy shape that slid into cover beneath them. He frowned, but had no time to investigate, the top of the cellar steps already darkening with angular figures. Nor did he have time to ponder the mass of wired and tubed machinery that loomed at him out of the dark. What the hell was that it was attached to, some kind of bath? Mysterious figures and mysterious machines, he thought. This was something he was definitely going to have to look into when - make that if - he had the time.


Bemused, he saw that their shadowy helper had emerged slightly from cover and was pointing to a particular spot on the cellar wall.


"Here," Brand said, running over and slewing away stacked, metal panelling. It had been hiding an old and long unused door.


"How in hell did you know th-" Hannah began, but stopped and shook her head. "Let's just get the hell out of here, shall we?"


She forced the door, stiff with age, and they passed through, down a flight of steps and into an arched stone tunnel thick with rats and slime. They could smell fresh air coming from its end. Their way out. But as they raced towards it, Brand paused, catching something in the corner of his eye. He turned.


The academic froze. There he was. Their mysterious benefactor - the opener of doors and identifier of escape routes - standing in the middle of the passageway about ten metres back, simply staring at him. He was a strangely thin man, though not skeletal, garbed in a Breton cap, a horizontally striped T-shirt and a pair of ill-fitting, off-yellow trousers that were either dyed or completely stained with piss. He did not appear to be wearing any shoes, and his complexion indicated he rarely ventured outside. But, Brand thought puzzled, if that was the case, wouldn't that make Exham Priory home?


That face. It wasn't right, somehow. It was as drawn and as sallow as ageing tripe, appearing feverish on the cheeks, neck and around the ears, but otherwise as sunken and as dry as papyrus. Rheumy eyes gazed steadily at Brand from dark and shadowed sockets, while his mouth, when he clenched his teeth, revealed a rictus grin like Jack Nicholson's Joker, lying dead on the streets of Gotham.


There was nothing threatening about the clenching of teeth, though. The stranger was merely adjusting the position of a pipe he had between them. Thick curls of smoke rose from it as the figure continued to regard him contemplatively.


The smell, Brand thought. Now that he thought of it, it had been there throughout the west wing, infused and... not new.


This stranger's tobacco.


The academic took a step forward and asked, "Who... are you?" But it was a mistake; he knew immediately. The stranger took a step back that matched Brand's own. "Please," he added, "I just wanted to..."


The stranger snapped him a look, and this time the clenching of teeth revealed the beginnings of a snarl. Come no closer, it said. For some reason Brand got the impression that the stranger wanted nothing to do with people, that he didn't trust them at all.


"Say thank you," he finished.


The stranger studied him for a second longer, then nodded his acknowledgement. To Brand's surprise he thrust a small slip of paper into his hand then turned away and began to walk back along the passageway towards the cellar. Brand glanced down at the paper, but as he did he saw the now familiar roiling blanket of fog starting to rise around his ankles.


A hand clapped Brand on the shoulder, making him jump. "You're standing around again, Brainiac. Want me to write 'BUTCHER ME' on your back? Stick a big neon arrow on your head?"


"There was a man," Brand said. He pointed. "There... do you see?"


Hannah looked at Brand suspiciously, then squinted along the dark passageway. But in the last couple of seconds, the blanket of fog had become a bank once more, obscuring anything towards the far end. Something vague did seem to be vanishing into the fog's folds, but it could have been a trick of the light, and Hannah paid it little heed, her attention drawn by the vague shapes that flowed around it - parting to let it by? - then continuing to move in their direction.


"He was there," Brand insisted. "A cap, a striped T-shirt, a pipe."


"Can of Spinach? Thin, geeky-looking dame with him? Another guy chomping hamburgers?"


"What?"


"Never mind. Get a grip, Brainiac. They've found us, don't you see? We have to go. Now."


Brand nodded, but for a second continued to stare back inside. Then he stuffed the slip of paper in his pocket and followed Hannah - at first half running, then speeding up - towards the passageway's exit. It was no more than three seconds later that the spot where they had been standing was swarming with rippers.


"They're right behind us!" Hannah shouted as she burst out into the open. The passageway had emerged up through a heavy iron grate onto a small flight of steps somewhere out towards the edge of the priory's grounds, behind a concealing bush.


"Shit," Lawrence Verse said emphatically. He leaned down and virtually plucked a half-stumbling and slightly confused-looking Brand out onto the steps before slamming down the metal grate behind him. Gasping, he hefted a nearby rock and positioned that atop the grate. "How many?"


"Hard to say through their murk. Four, maybe five." She looked around quickly, trying to orientate herself. "So where the hell are we?"


"Out near the northern perimeter," Verse said.


Hannah nodded, glancing south at the dark and sprawling shape of the priory in the distance. "Flaxton Hall straight on, Maggoty Lane to the right, Andrew's Wood to the left. First two, too exposed. I think it's time for Ness's part of the plan, and head into the trees. The two of us should be able to get Brainiac through it alive."


"I'm not entirely incompetent," Brand protested.


"Yeah? Mister Tingly Fingers?"


They moved off in single file, Verse in the lead, Brand following, Hannah bringing up the rear. Their backs bent low, half-crouching, they followed the line of the tall hedge that made a natural perimeter wall, keeping as close to it as possible, in its shadow. Other shadows - ripper shadows - moved slowly across the nearby lawn, turning full circles at much the same speed they moved, their dark eyes searching out their targets like some infernal radar network. One or two of them came a little too close for comfort during their search pattern, and the three fugitives froze, hearts thudding dully, breath caught in their throats, until they moved on.


They were maybe fifty metres from Andrew's Wood, now. Their escape route seemed to have worked. All that separated them from cover was an old wooden cattle gate and beyond it a rough track, and then they would be past the woodline, in the trees.


They might have made it.


That was when Exham Priory blew sky high.







Chapter Seven

 


"OHHOOOHHHH... YEEEEAAAAHHHH!" Mikey Ness bellowed, triumphantly elated as the bell tower and a sizeable portion of the roof of Exham Priory's north wing abruptly ceased to exist, leaving his victory-punching Glaswegian form silhouetted by a billowing cloud of orange that all but obliterated the newly expanded night sky.


That had been a fookin' corker, even if he did say so himself. A demo job worthy of his time in Afghanistan or Iraq... better, even. Those chinless bastards at the MoD should never ha' locked him away 'cause here was the evidence - or rather, lack of it - that the Nessy Monster hadnae lost his magic touch.


The Scotsman emerged fully from his observation point behind the low projecting window and scrabbled to the edge of the obliterated part of the roof, eager to see the results of his handiwork and oblivious to the still immediate aftermath of the explosion. Chunks of brick and stone, and lengths of wooden beam that had been blasted skyward had just reached apogee, and rained back down onto the priory, crashing and slamming onto the surviving parts of its angular roof, some punching themselves through to the rooms below, others embedding themselves in the tilework and yet others being deflected by the various slopes, and sent bouncing through the air in all directions as if they were projectiles in some godly game of pinball. Shortly after these came a shower of splintered furniture and assorted belongings from the rooms nearest the bell tower, those that had borne the brunt of the explosion, and from what he could see Ness hoped that both Verse and Chapter's contents insurance was up to date. An old Sega Mega Drive and then a Jaguar console, part of the excommunicated priest's prized collection of retro games machines, impacted and shattered metres away from where he crouched, followed by the plink-plunk-plonk of the constituent parts of a set of rosary beads that Ness knew Verse had had presented to him by no less a person than Pope John Paul himself. As far as Chapter's bits and pieces went, Ness batted away a pair of fluffy handcuffs that came whirling towards his head like heavenly bolas, then actually cringed as he managed to read the singed cover title of a book whose disjointed pages then swirled chaotically in the air around him like an invitation to Hogwarts. The book was that Naked Ninja Nuns one, the early and out of print Jack Yeovil she'd spent weeks on the internet searching out, and then paid through the nose for. Shite, she was gonna be pissed, no' a pretty sight on someone who as far as he was concerned already had a face like a witch doctor's rattle.


In amongst all this detritus, though, were the remains that really interested him, his targets, and he whooped again as one of the rippers, just returned from its own unexpected ascent, jerked spasmodically before dying on the rooftop lightning rod that had impaled its mutilated and smoking form. The thing returned from whence it came. Another of the infernal bastards was plastered in bits against the bricks of the complementary window to that behind which he'd sought cover, and it too vanished after a moment. A third, clumsily skittering just a few metres away on the tiles, was making a final, desperate try for him, its blades slashing weakly before it, but the fact that its body was effectively crisped and no longer had any limbs to speak of, only stumps, rendered its attempts to fulfil its Accord given purpose slightly pathetic. Ness grinned, hacked up a mouthful, then gobbed on the creature and booted off its head.


Motherfoo-


Bu' hang on a wee mo' here. Four. He was sure there had been four.


Where was it? Where was the oth-


Right there. The sassenach son of a satanic bitch had been blown clean off the roof, stunned but apparently undamaged, and was picking itself up on the lawn below. Och, Christ. For the moment it might have had its back to him, but any second it'd be turning, and in his exposed position...


For the first time during the fireworks Ness actually ducked and covered. The reason for this unexpected and uncharacteristic involuntary response on his part was the sudden deafening and off-key KA-CLAANG! that originated behind and above him. Wha' the hell? The Scotsman whirled, mouth silently forming an O and an F as he saw the source.


It was the bell from the bell tower. The explosion from the booby trap that he'd set beneath it had, when it had detonated, obviously channelled itself up inside the metal dome and acted like a booster rocket, launching the bell higher than anything else in its blast area, as if towards orbit. But naturally orbit had not been achieved, and what went up had come down, and hard. The industrial-sized bell, miraculously surviving mostly intact after its unofficial attempt to revive the British Rocket Group, did not survive re-entry, however, and split asunder on impact with the hard rib of the roof's apex, a jagged line like a lightning flash serrating its metal whole as the entire roof shook beneath it. Then its component sections peeled slowly apart like the two halves of the shell of a walnut. The half of the bell that still contained the clapper clanged away down the opposite side of the priory roof, still pealing, but off-key and fading, while the remaining overgrown spoon of ten-centimetre thick metal tipped and began to crash end over end inexorably towards Ness, smashing or tearing away roof slates, gouging holes, and gathering more of its weighty momentum all the way.


"Freakin' jumpin' Jesus," the Scotsman said matter-of-factly, and threw himself neatly out of its path. He rolled, crouched cat-like, then pivoted to watch the slab bounce - almost languorously, it appeared - once, twice, three times, before reaching the lip of the roof and launching itself away into the ether.


Ness followed its trajectory, calculating its path of descent, his heartbeat accelerating as he began to realise where it would probably land. Och, surely no'. What were the odds and surely he couldnae be that lucky.


The fractured remains of the bell turned end over end, heading infinitely slowly towards the almost fully recovered ripper, whose back, importantly, remained turned towards the incoming heavenly threat.


Could he?


It looked like he could.


Ness reverted to full Glasgow Rangers mode. "Go onnnn, my BEAUTY!"


Sensing a disturbance in the air - or perhaps simply hearing Ness's rather obvious bellow - the ripper snapped its head around and raised what passed for arms to defend itself, but there was little it could have done and it was already far too late. The heavy chunk of metal smashed into it at chest height, driving the thing straight into the ground and pinning it there, where that part of its form that hadn't been thoroughly mushed by the impact twitched violently and momentarily before finally lying still beneath its ready-made and rather odd-looking tombstone.


"Yyyyyeeeeeessssss!"


Despite his victory cry, it took a second for the sheer stroke of luck to sink in. He flopped back onto his backside and laughed. "Fook me," Mikey Ness said in amazement.


"Rather poke pins in your eyes," Jenny Simmons responded. The demon in woman's clothing emerged from her own cover behind the window and gave the Scotsman a slow handclap, blatantly designed to provoke. "Brilliant strategy. I especially liked the professional precision with which you blew our bell to bollocks. Apart from the fact it was a one-of-a-kind with major historical value," she added, her voice growing in volume, "you could have taken my sodding head off!"


Ness picked himself up and dusted himself down, snarling rawly. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his arm, licking at the salt. Yer bloody ungrateful bitch, he thought. Done nothin' but moan since we got separated from the others. Nothin' at all. What possible use was a hellfire entity that had to hide inside its murdered host because if she didnae she'd become a bleedin' homin' beacon? This Simmons slut was the equivalent of havin' a honkin' great pustulatin' yellow zit on the end of yer nose - people couldnae help but look - an' right now all he wanted to do was take her aforementioned head between his big, sweaty palms and slowly squeeze and pop it.


Simmons's current disability was, after all, why their salvation had all been left to him, and why they had barely escaped alive. After they'd been forced up the stairs by the rippers' pincer movement - he having fully expected another sarcastic comment from the Yank bint about heading the right way for the tunnels, which he was sure he'd a got if she hadnae been so preoccupied - the fact was that there was nowhere left for them to go. Sure, they coulda played hide n' seek in the bedrooms for a while - and had - but the relentless way that the rippers had of slicing away their hiding places and everything within grew a little tiresome and annoying after a while, especially when Simmons's next planned hiding place also happened to contain his secret stash of exotic magazines.


There was no way the rippers were gettin' their nasty little blades on his Dark Matter tipped .44 Magnums or his Cavorite .357s.


It had become time to find some way to go on the offensive. The problem was that their situation vis-a-vis ammo echoed that of the others downstairs, they were running on empty. He would have loved to pump some of his stash into the ripper bastard, but the cannons to which the aforementioned exotica belonged currently lay in a scattering of their requisite parts on his bedside table, where two nights previously he had been in the process of oiling and cleaning them. During his tours of duty with the SAS, along with his demolition skills, Ness had been renowned for his ability to fieldstrip and reassemble any kind of weapon in seconds, but right then they didn't have seconds. Their combat inventory, for that moment, consisted of the combat knife he had sheathed on his belt - next to useless against their pursuers - and the acidic edge of Jennifer Simmons's cutting tongue.


He had contemplated leaving her behind to buy himself a couple of seconds grace - maybe just the one if he indulged himself and stayed to watch her be sliced apart in mid tonguelash - but he somehow doubted she'd be willing. They'd had no choice but to go onward and upward. Improvise. So it was that the two of them found themselves heading into a part of the priory that neither of them - and from the aged but still intact padlock, any of the others, including Ravne - had investigated or explored since moving in. Wrenching away the padlock on the door and entering the attics was like stepping through a time warp back to the nineteen-thirties, the entire dust-ridden and dimly-lit space crowded with a variety of objects and ephemera that had presumably once belonged to Malcolm Critchley and the followers of his sect based in the old building. Ness imagined that Brand would probably come in his pants at the sight of some of the stuff, but he didnae have the time to treat it with the same reverence that the academic no doubt would have done. In fact, he didnae have time to treat it with any reverence at all.


What exactly did an arch-Satanist keep in his attic? In his frantic search for weapons, artefacts - anything that might give them some advantage against the already audibly pursuing rippers - Ness remembered throwing aside volumes stuffed with arcane rituals and scrawled diagrams, a bottle containing what he was sure was the screaming head of a baby, the desiccated and semi-bandaged corpse of a woman - a neat knife hole over her heart - tattooed with various ritual symbols, and a mirror whose reflection was not of the room they were in. This latter he considered shattering, in the vague hope that it might offer an escape route to somewhere, until Simmons pointed out the small dark shape rocking in the centre of the reflection and they decided that it really might be more trouble than it was worth.


At the bottom of a chest he came across an elephant gun and two cartridges in a cardboard box. Next to it was a framed sepia photograph of Malcolm Critchley standing over the bloodied dead body of an Old One. The picture was useless, the elephant gun not. Rapidly checking the barrels for blockage, then loading, Ness used both to blow away the first two of the rippers to reach the top of the stairs.


The boom drowned out the splat, deafening him for a second.


And that was all the time it bought.


More rippers appeared and began to crowd over the splattered remains of their comrades.


"Here!" Simmons shouted. Battering aside a stack of boxes that emptied out various robes, ritual knives and amulets, she had discovered a small hatchway at the opposite side of the attic and was quickly wrenching away boards that had been nailed over it. "I think this might lead to the roof. We need to get out and make a break for the grounds from there, climb down and take our chances, more rippers or not."


Ness had to agree; they were cornered where they were. He lent his muscle to stripping away the wood, and the two of them squeezed through the open hatch. Ness pulled it shut behind them, but not before rocking an old bookcase off its centre of gravity, tipping it so that it fell and formed a barricade as their escape route slammed shut.


They had reckoned without the maze-like quality of the old place, though. The hatchway didn't lead to the roof, but to the final wind of steps up to the bell tower that formed the right-hand frontage of the priory, overlooking its pair of welcoming stone gargoyles. There was a solidly locked door blocking their way down so they had no choice but to ascend yet further. The unexpected destination turned out to be fortuitous, however, providing the still rapidly calculating Ness at last with the counter-attacking tools he needed.


Because the bell tower must, at some point, also have been used as a watch tower by Critchley's people, in their pre-security camera days, to give forewarning of any unwanted local constabulary dropping by during their ritual happy hour, as it had been - and remained - fitted with a small gas lamp and a telephone extension. Hardly weapons of mass destruction on the surface, but when you considered that the gas lamp was fed from a small pipe from the mains, and the telephone was an old Bakelite dialler...


Ness had wasted no time, worked fast. He had snatched up the receiver and jiggled its rests to make sure it still worked, then unsheathed his combat knife and stripped away a section of the braided cord covering on the telephone's lead, exposing the old wiring beneath. This he nicked slightly, until the wire began to fray. That done, he turned his attention to the small gas pipe, first squeezing it between thumb and forefinger to confirm that, as he'd hoped, the metal it was made from was lead, then slowly working the tip of the knife into it until he felt it slide through, creating a small hole through which gas began to hiss. It was only as he rocked the knife gently but firmly to widen the hole that Simmons had asked him what the hell he was doing.


Ness had simply smiled and clambered onto the sill of one of the bell tower's ledges, then leapt from it onto the nearby roof. "Buggerin' off rapid style," he called unhelpfully as his boots thudded heavily on the slates, then began to catwalk away, arms outstretched for balance, heading for a small projecting window that served an attic room of a different wing. "An' if ah was youse, ah'd ge' yer satanic skates on an' do exactly the same."


Jennifer Simmons had still had no clue what he was up to, but she had known the bell tower stank strongly of the leaking gas, and so followed. As she did, Ness booted in the glass of the window and stuck his head into the dark space beyond. He wasn't looking for an escape route - if they returned inside, the whole game of hide n' seek'd jus' start all over again an' he'd had enough of tha' - but for a companion piece to the phone he'd just rigged. That he'd be able to find one quickly had been the only gamble in his plan, but the gods'd been smiling 'cause there had been one right there on the bedside table of a stained, dust-shrouded bed presumably last lain in by one of Critchley's bloodied followers after a busy night raping then slaughtering innocents. Ness had grabbed the phone from the table and pulled, rudely extending its lead by ripping away a runnel in the dried plaster of the wall, then positioned himself with it out on the roof, in the brick lee of the projecting window, where he had both cover and, when he craned his neck, a vantage point of the bell tower.


As Simmons had plonked herself down beside him, the same questioning look on her face, he'd been ready. And also rather pleased that his whole series of makeshift manoeuvres had been timed almost to the second.


Blades slicing, the rippers had emerged from the broken away hatch and up the bell tower. They had begun to slowly revolve in that eerie way of theirs, searching out their prey.


Meanwhile, Ness had calmly picked up this telephone's receiver, placed a finger in the "one" hole, and dialled.


One tiny electrical spark was all it took. One telephone extension in the priory registering the activity of another.


Ca-click.


Ka-Boom.


As he'd said: "OHHOOOHHHH... YEEEEAAAAHHHH!"


Except now, o' course, his moment had been spoiled by Little Miss Possessed Pants and her "you could have taken my sodding head off". There she was, standing hand, on hips, lookin' every millimetre the bitch she-


Ness curtailed his own thoughts, suddenly puzzled. Whilst he was on the subject o' heads, exactly when did the daft cow get time to put on that purple headscarf? Jesus, considerin' the dowdy wallflower she once was, these days anyone'd think she was a magazine fashion mod-


His thoughts were curtailed again, only this time because something plopped on his own head, which he quickly snatched off. Not a headscarf, after all. And this time, red.


He coulda pissed himself laughing out loud. The last of the explosion's debris to come back down - the lightest of it all - was now brightening the devastated priory's rooftop with little multi-coloured flags of unusual shape... the contents of Hannah Chapter's knicker drawer. 'Course, it coulda bin Lawrence Verse's knicker drawer, but unless the priest was currently into some weird kinda penance thing by wearin' extra huggy skimpies, he doubted it. Just to be sure, he crumpled the pair in his hand and rammed them up against his nostrils, inhaling deeply. Snatch n' sniff, he thought. An' yeah, they were Chapter's all reet.


They were smokin'.


As Ness quaked, Jenny Simmons snatched the undergarments away from him, then discarded the ones from her own head with a quick flick of disgust, tempted to transform into Baarish-Shammon just for the satisfaction of incinerating them in mid-air. But they were not out of danger yet, and she saw nothing remotely amusing about their current circumstances. But then, of course, she had seen what the still sighing dirty Scottish bastard had not.


This shoot her or shag her thing that he seemed, in his own mind, to have going on with the whiney-voiced American might soon become a redundant inner conflict.


She told him so, and how, either way, Hannah Chapter was going to be very, very pissed.


"Och, so ah nosebag 'er keks, where's the harm in tha'?" he shrugged. "As for that book, t'ain't natural. Ya'd never catch me readin' 'boot Bare Butch Bondage Bagpipers, now, would ye?"


"Might not catch you..." Jenny said. "But that isn't what I mean. Take a look, MacGyver. Take a look."


The Scotsman frowned and spidered his way to the edge of the roof, where she was pointing. From the high vantage point he could see the northern perimeter of the grounds, where, illuminated by the dwindling light from the explosion, Chapter, Brand and Verse had been spotted and cornered by the rippers who patrolled the open. Chapter and Brand were backing up against the unyielding hedge as the rippers moved in, ready to pounce, and in Verse, whose bulky shape lay still on the ground, it actually looked as if they already had a man down.


Ness ground his bottom lip with his teeth. This was some serious shite. All of his training had hammered into him the basic tenet that a soldier didn't leave one - let alone three - of his own behind, but right now he could see no way of keeping his skin intact and getting them out of the mess they were in, even if he begrudgingly acknowledged his responsibility for it. Christ!


"Seems like thanks to you, loverboy and little and large are as bollocksed as the bell tower," Jenny Simmons observed coolly. The fact was, she didn't give a toss whether Brand and the others were bollocksed or not, but she was curious as to how the Scotsman would react. She paused as Ness stayed momentarily silent, a small smile on her lips, playing him. "So you wanna help them, my psychopathic friend?"


Ness watched a second longer, drew in a deep breath, then turned, snarling. He was fully aware of how pivotal the decision he'd just made - like smashing in the head of the bastard who'd put him away - had been, but everything ended, everything changed. "Take a look around yer, darlin'," he growled. "We're two down wi' two more ta foller, our base o' operations is likely gonna burn ta the ground, n' the pair o' us have got an infernal fatwah on our nappers. Far as ah can see, that puts Caballistics, Inc well and truly outta business. So waddaya think?"


Jenny Simmons's smile broadened. "You tell me."


Ness began to shimmy down a drainpipe, fully intent on using the rippers' current distraction to make a run for the woods. He glanced once towards the others, and then away. "Chapter and Brand ain't soldiers and trainin' was a long, long time ago," he said. "Fook 'em."


"Welcome to hell, Michael Ness."







Chapter Eight

 


Ravne awoke in a small pool of light that he could sense was the centre of attention of a much more expansive blackness. His immediate instinct was to flee - as always, to remove himself from the spotlight - but that proved to be somewhat difficult on the practicalities front.


He could not move a millimetre. He appeared to have been tightly lashed to some giant metal wheel, wrists and ankles secured so that he formed a human X. He was also naked, a state of affairs that was disturbing, but allowed him to observe how bruised and lacerated his body was. Whether this was as a result of someone applying the rod or his enforced journey through the sewers he did not know. But there was one interesting thing... his leg had been splinted and bound.


Obviously he was not in the hands of rippers. Not only did he suspect that the assassins were severely lacking in medical skills, but also that he would have been stripped down far more than to the skin - to the bone, in fact - and right now he would not have been able to feel anything.


So... his current predicament was either going to be quite awkward or quite fun, depending on who had taken him. But he somewhat doubted it was Gustav or Gretchen, or indeed any other of his basqued and suspendered playthings, or that tank, his safety word, was going to make much difference to the proceedings here.


Ravne squinted into the light, which he saw was generated by bright storm lamps held by his captors. They were indistinct shapes, only vague smudges of a shoulder here, the outline of a head there, their figures shadowed by the lamps they held. But there appeared to be two of them. He gained the impression that they were staring at him, though there was no movement from them whatsoever. He could also sense a great deal of hostility, at least from one of them, and realised he would have to play his cards very carefully, be guarded in what he said.


"Hello?" he said into the light, his voice cracking, his mouth as dry as sand. "My name is..."


One of the figures loomed close to his ear and a voice spoke to him. Male. Educated, by the sound of it. Utterly unfamiliar.


"Solomon Ravne," it said, as if greeting an old but dubious acquaintance. "I trust that you are enjoying yourself?" He slapped a hand on the metal wheel, which reverberated slightly. "After all, I hear that this is quite your thing."


They know my name, Ravne thought. "You hear?"


"Oh yes, we hear all right. Tales of the great Solomon Ravne, whispered to us in our minds while you writhe or sleep, deep into the night."


"I don't understand. Who...?"


The speaker slid into view before him and Ravne frowned. A young man, perhaps mid-thirties, once handsome, but now drawn, and with a mane of hair flowing wildly from what some time ago might have appeared to be a stylish and expensive cut. The man's expression was probing as he stared at him, deeply curious and yet at the same time set in a prejudged mask of contempt. This man did not like him at all, Ravne sensed, and it made his hackles rise. But that was not the only thing that did so. There was also the matter of the black suit and tie in which he was garbed. His captor appeared to be wearing his clothes.


"My name is Marcus Farrow," the young man said, "and we have a mutual acquaintance. His name is William McKenzie."


McKenzie? Ravne thought with some surprise. He pictured the thin and sallow half-man he had left in his usual room back at Exham Priory. How the hell did this bastard know McKen-


"You do recognise the name?" Farrow pushed. "Or do you only ever refer to him as slave?"


Ravne frowned at the question. Was that what this was about? His arrangement with McKenzie? Despite his circumstances, he gave a grim smile. He might have thought of McKenzie as a slave, but he had never called him so to his face. Apart from anything else it was just so... theatrical. Besides, he and William went back a long way, and after all that time in his thrall the little shit deserved more respect than that. Oh yes, he knew William. He knew Billy well.


It had been 1737. Edinburgh. And the woman in the second floor window had shouted, "Gardy-loo!"


Ravne - although his name had been different back then - had not faltered as her night's waste had landed with a splot on the cobbles directly in front of him, and he had proceeded on his early morning mission through the middle of the brown and golden puddle, his expensive buckled leather shoes impervious to any lasting soiling by the splosh, splosh, splish. There were few people out on the streets where he walked - with good reason not to be, other than the unsociable hour - and he had continued on, past the church and then the Rumour Inn, nose wrinkling as its steps were swept of the stomach contents of the previous night's customers in readiness for the cyclic excesses of the day. Shadows deepened as the streets narrowed, closing in around him. His fine gentleman's attire - breeches, ruffed shirt, cape and walking cane - seemed out of place in that part of the town, but no one seemed stirred by his presence. The people hereabouts were used to gentlemen into whose business they knew it was best not to pry. For those gentlemen were almost invariably heading for the appropriately named Fleshmarket Close.


And it was flesh that Ravne had come in search of that morning, though not the warm, greedily welcoming and doubtless rank variety. For though he was far from averse to the dubious pleasures that he knew could sometimes only be found on the streets, his business was not that of any normal gentleman, as he indeed was no normal gentleman. Even then he had already chosen a path that had removed him as far from normality as could be.


The wooden pushcart trundled towards him, thudding dully and creaking as it was manhandled over the uneven cobblestones by its two aproned attendants. The air immediately above it was smudged a thick grey by a buzzing cloud of fat, sated flies. These were halcyon times for the insects, finding their own heaven in what was rapidly becoming a hell on Earth.


"God save you, sir. There's nothing for you here," one of the attendants cautioned. "There's plague in the close and the council has decreed that the place is to be sealed up. With those still not taken by the plague sealed up with it."


Yes, the plague, Ravne had thought. The blight that had darkened this particular period of the town's history had taken hold some weeks before and it had suited his needs perfectly.


"Then I have come to the right place," he had answered measuredly, "for my business is with the dead, not the living."


"A medical man, are you? These ones here are too plague-ridden to be of any use for the gentlemen at the university. If it's anatomy specimens you're wanting, then you'd be better seeking out the resurrection men-"


The glint in Ravne's eye had silenced him. "No. It's fresh flesh I want. Not days-old and worm-riddled dead meat dug up from Martha's kirkyard."


Ravne stared down into the cart, entirely unaffected by the sight meeting his eyes. It was laden to the brim with the naked and mottled corpses of the previous night's plague victims - men and women of various ages - tossed without care or any concession to dignity atop each other in this, their final transport. The plague had made no distinctions between who they had been and had no interest in whatever petty squabbles had divided them in life... it simply united them in death. Ravne's attention was drawn to one of the bodies in particular, a male, whose lean body lay splayed in the centre of the cart, sightless eyes staring in bewilderment at the heavens from a head that rested in the cup of the breasts of the woman twisted beneath him. "What about this one?"


"William McKenzie, sir. A thief and a drunkard and a sinner from Leith, where such as those seem to naturally congregate. Died this very hour and still warm to the touch. If the plague hadn't taken him, then the drink or the gallows surely would have."


Ravne had studied the man. "Excellent. Exactly the kind of fellow I was looking for." He had placed a purse into one of the attendants' hands. "I'm lodging at rooms by the surgeon's hall. See that the corpse is delivered there by this afternoon and there'll be a weightier twin of this purse for both of you."


The attendant couldn't keep the smile off his face, despite the inherent dangers of the task he had been hired to fulfil. He was not to know that the gentleman would be not only cleansing McKenzie of the plague but of death itself, and that his recent sale would be walking the earth for a long time after his own grasping little body had gone. "Very good, sir. And what name shall we ask for you by?"


"Raven," Ravne had said, identifying himself. "Mister Raven."


That was approaching three hundred years earlier. What did the people who held him now know of his business then? How and what could they possibly know of William McKenzie? Who were they?


His eyes growing more accustomed to the light, Ravne began to make out more details of Farrow himself, and also of his companion - a woman. He knew the answer to his question immediately, and the realisation made his heart boom. There was no mistaking the grey complexion, the sunken and shadowed eyes, the subdued inspiration and expiration of the lungs - they were each of them reanimated dead, of McKenzie's own unnatural ilk. He knew, of course, that others besides himself had been and were capable of the rituals needed to restore and perpetuate half-life in this way, but he hadn't encountered them or their thralls in all of his years. To encounter not just one but two of them together wasn't only unprecedented, it was nigh on impossible.


It became all the more impossible when the two were joined from behind by the remainder of their assembly.


They loomed slowly forward just into the edge of the pool of light - a bedraggled lot in old-fashioned and half-rotted clothing - just enough to be seen by him and no more, their simple shift of balance tipping their angular features through the terminator as they presented themselves in a mute, semi-circular audience before slipping back into the dark. It was more than curiosity that drove them to do this, Ravne sensed. The single, unified movement seemed to be a deliberate ploy to unnerve him, and though he refused to acknowledge so in their presence, unnerve him it did. From what he had seen of the deeply shadowed faces in that fleeting moment, Ravne estimated that there were another six or seven of them - men and women, and a child. Impossible, he thought again.


Now, at least, he understood how they knew McKenzie. Though they were not always brought back for such reasons, all reanimated dead had a unique capacity to see things, to scry, to communicate even, with not only the future but the past and the present, too, unearthing hidden knowledge wherever or whenever it might be. In that respect they were similar to the demi-humans at the Abraxas facility - the difference being that they were much more easily controlled, which was precisely why he kept McKenzie and not a demi-human as a pet.


Still, on the subject of control, he would have to have a word with Billy when he got home. Teach the little stiff to keep his thoughts to himself.


"What is this place?" he asked.


Farrow ignored the question and regarded him evenly. "I see from your reaction that you have realised what we are but not who we are. But you wouldn't, would you? Such a question would not occur to you for a single moment. Who we are, then, are the last of those who have succeeded down the years in gaining liberty from those who brought us back. In other words, our so-called mistresses and masters. Bastards like you."


Runaways, Ravne thought? He'd once heard that there were such things, even that one of them had tried to help its kin by creating some kind of a sanctuary for them years ago, but he'd dismissed the rumours as myth, comforting tales for the reanimated dead.


"You do me an injustice," he said with a thin smile. "I have been called much worse names than bastard in my time."


"Your time, yes," Farrow responded. "How long is it now? How many hundreds of years have you leeched your life of luxury off the sweat and the sacrifices of people like us? Tell me, Mister Ravne, do you realise how much the things you make us see cause us pain?"


"Of course. If it was painless, I would do it myself. But I asked what this place was, not for a polemic on your status in the food chain."


Farrow gestured to the others and together they turned and held their lamps high. They lit a large subterranean chamber. It was manmade, possibly some kind of old pump room for the sewers, and furnished with ragged, makeshift cots and crates that passed for tables and chairs. Open tins of food and takeaways no doubt scavenged from the world above littered the floor. "This?" Marcus Farrow said. "This is our home."


Ravne almost laughed out loud. This place was the fabled sanctuary of their kind? This was all they could manage after, by the look of some of them, years on the run? It was pathetic.


"It hardly seems worthy of protection by such an elaborate trap," he observed. "It was your trap, I take it, that finished the ripper?"


"If you mean that thing, yes. But the trap and others like are not designed to protect our home, they are designed to protect us."


"And this home," the woman said, speaking for the first time, "is not the sanctuary I see you thinking of with such contempt, but where we have been driven by those who hunt us down."


"Hunt you down?" Ravne repeated. "I think that you flatter yourselves. It may be that you are the Dead of London, but that is all you are. All of you unwanted, unremembered and unmourned. Deadtritus. Why should your masters go to the trouble of hunting you down when there is so much more meat in the morgues?"


"I did not say that it was our masters who have organised the hunt."


Ravne had to admit, that threw him. "You think that I-?"


"I think that you now flatter yourself, Mister Ravne," the woman said. "No, we know that your presence here is only coincidence, but we know also that it is not unconnected to the hunters."


"I have no idea what you are talking about."


"Of course you haven't," Marcus Farrow growled. He pulled an angry face and pointed to his head. "But that is because you have not been reborn with the gift."


"So why have I been brought here, Marcus? Are you going to kill me, is that it? Vengeance for your kind?"


"That all depends on your answer to our next proposition."


"Which is?"


"We want you to help us. We, in turn, may be able to help you."


This time, Ravne did laugh out loud. "Why should I do that?"


Farrow pulled a sharp-looking blade from where it had been tucked in the waistband of his trousers, in the crook of his back. He held it up to one of Ravne's wrists and rocked it first against the ropes and then against his flesh, drawing a fine line of blood. He was obviously out of patience. "Because the alternative is that I slice off your hands right now. And those I will follow with your feet. And then I will keep you alive, writhing on the floor, as a pet."


"Ah, I see," Ravne said. "Irony." His answer might have been glib, but the fact was he believed Farrow might actually do it.


His mind whirled. There was every chance he would fully recover from such mutilation if he could then escape and reach a regeneration tank - any regeneration tank, even Thatcher's on Wardour Street - in time. But it was a big if - and the reality of the situation was that for the moment he had no idea where under London he was, or how deeply underground he had been dragged while unconscious.


He couldn't take the risk.


For the first time in his life he was in thrall to a dead man.


"What do you want me to do?"







Chapter Nine

 


Hannah Chapter wasn't sure whether the blackness that had swamped her soul was grief or the darkest fury. If it was grief then she was effectively screwed as a field operative, probably unable to work closely with anyone again. If, on the other hand, it was fury, then she was screwed as a human being, because the purging of such emotion could only be achieved one way. She had come close to it once, with Warren in that Soho S&M joint, booting out the whores who'd handily cuffed the ex Man-in-Black to the bed, and then, fuelled by drink, ramming her piece into his pleading, pathetic mouth, ready to blow his head off for the deaths of their fellow agents back in Red Hook, US of A. But even though Warren had abandoned Charteris, Niland and herself to face the tentacled thing that had been lurking in that brownstone's basement, she couldn't pull the trigger on him, and in the end had simply advised the bastard to find another country.


As she'd left it had occurred to her that when it came down to it, she'd turned out to be as gutless as he was.


This time she knew it would be different.


This time it was Lawrence Verse who was dead.


Already almost oblivious to the van in which she rode, Hannah closed her eyes, allowing herself to be swallowed by the blackness in the hope that she could find some reconciliation between the two emotions, but instead two faces swirled unavoidably in the maelstrom, and she found herself remembering. It was true that the Scotsman hadn't been directly responsible for her partner becoming a casualty, but by God he could at least have tried to help him after he'd gone down, the bastard.


The explosion that had taken out the bell tower and half the roof of the priory couldn't have been timed worse for them, the flash of the detonation picking out herself, Brand and Verse against the perimeter hedge like targets in some carnival shooting gallery. The rippers hadn't been slow to react to their newly revealed quarry, blocking them in by whirling into a semi-circle that would have been impossible to break through - like playing playground games through a razor wire fence. Why the things didn't attack immediately was anybody's guess, though Hannah supposed it was possible that the twisted and tortured souls that made up their core beings had actually learned to relish the thrill of the hunt, maybe even glean some small satisfaction from its conclusion. Whatever the reason for their behaviour, the nightmares bided their time, and while all three of the cornered dripped with cold sweat, their breath becoming increasingly laboured as every single nerve tensed to breaking point, for Brand in particular the apparently endless suspense became unbearable.


"For mercy's sake, you bloody bastards, get it over with!"


"Easy, doc," Verse rumbled reassuringly. And even though he knew it would be next to useless, he slowly, very slowly, withdrew his crucifix blade from a pocket - one last act of defiance - before turning from Brand and looking her in the eyes. "If I've learned anything in this business over the years," he said with a small, sad smile, "it's what won't be, won't b-"


The rippers moved then, and Verse with them, the big man throwing himself with crucifix flailing into their path in an attempt to protect herself and Brand, to buy them perhaps one more second in the hope some miracle would occur. It was a futile gesture and he knew it, but the thing was, had he survived, he would have done it again and again.


But Verse didn't survive, gone in a tenth of the time he had hoped to claw back for them. The infernal blades flashed and actually spun him around, mouth agape, and as Hannah and Brand found their faces spattered with blood, his torso seemed to part into slices in the dark. Verse held her eyes for the briefest of moments and then sat down with an oof of stunned surprise.


Oddly, she'd heard the words he'd spoken when Kostabi's man had first contacted them down those ghoul-infested sewers in Croatia, echoing now as they had back when. New gig. London. Two-year contract. Citizen Strange. Highly agreeable financial recompense.


And as her partner's eyes closed and he lay back on the grass she thought, you were worth ten times that, Lawrence Verse.


The rippers threw themselves at her and Brand, then, and instinctively they cowered and flung up their arms for protection. Death seemed to take an eternity, and then didn't come at all.


She had lowered her arms and opened her eyes. The slamming of a vehicle's doors drew her gaze to the gate for which they had been making. Beyond it, on the rough track, a white van had appeared, and from it two large figures made their way across the grounds towards them.


More importantly, the rippers had frozen where they stood, somehow reduced to sidelined participants as this new development played out.


What the hell was going-?


"Dr. Jonathan Brand? Miss Hannah Chapter?" a bass voice enquired.


"Ms," she said, automatically, stunned by the sudden turn of events. She stared at the speaker. He wasn't just large, but huge, stone-faced, dressed in a neat black suit and adorned with a pair of designer shades and a close-crop, military style haircut. He could have been a refugee from any one of a dozen UFO conspiracy movies - the kind that gave her ex-employers a bad name - apart from the fact that as far as she knew there were Stranger still was the fact that his silent partner was identical to him. Maybe just a little less weatherworn, but otherwise absolutely identical. She turned back to the speaker. "And you are-?"


"My name is Trevor."


"Yeah? And I suppose this is Simon?" she asked. The feeble joke fell as flat as it deserved to, but then she hardly supposed that the two were fans of old Saturday morning TV shows, anyway.


"Simon... yes," Trevor said slowly, as if the fact he possessed a name had just occurred to him. "His name is Simon."


"Their names don't matter," Brand had chipped in from below her, "because they're not really individuals." The academic was shakily picking himself up from the grass in as much a state of relieved disbelief as she had, boosted in his case by a slug from a hastily extracted hip flask. He cast a sour glance down at Verse's prone body, and swallowed hard. "These boys are bio-engineered constructs, halfway between uber-clone and cyborg. Think of them as bouncers for the Accord."


"They work for that Absolam guy?"


Brand nodded. "He calls them 'his lads'."


"They dangerous?"


"Oh, yes."


"But they called off the rippers, right?"


"I imagine they're in possession of some kennelling invocation. But why they've used it I don't-"


"If they've called them off, that's all that matters for now," she had interrupted, dropping to her knees beside Verse's body. It had been her intention to tend to her fallen partner as best she could - make him, oh, she didn't know, dignified - but she never got the chance. Even before her hand could touch him she found herself bodily lifted by the scruff of her neck and flung staggering towards the white van. A protesting Brand found himself in much the same position a couple of metres away.


"Inspector Absolam wishes you to assist him with his inquiries," Trevor said. "Please allow us to facilitate that."


Please allow, she had thought? Such a polite phrase, it was... it almost made her want to comply. But Verse was dead and they had just manhandled her away from possibly her only chance to say goodbye to a loyal friend, and nobody, but nobody was going to get away with doing that.


She spun to face Trevor and Simon.


"Hannah, don't," Brand said in warning.


"Why, Brand?" she had replied coldly. "Because these things are dangerous?" She had stormed towards them, her eyes darkening, beyond reason. "Because they're somewhere between uberclone and cyborg?" She raised the arm. "Well, I got a question for 'em, doc..." She swung. "They ever heard of Helen Eart-?"


Her hand had been stopped dead in mid-air, in a grip like a vice, and that was when she had come to her senses and recognised the reality of the situation, starting her descent into the pit in which she found herself now. Because as she heard Brand faintly saying "They are more powerful than she ever was." The vice-like grip snapped to her neck, forcing her down, contorting her limbs under her as she went, and squeezing harder all the time. As consciousness was pressured from her, tears of pain turned to tears of loss as Lawrence Verse began to fade from her view, and finally to tears of rage as her dimming vision blurrily made out Ness making for the woods in the distance.


Warren, she thought. All over again.


Then everything turned black.


Hannah snapped her eyes open, returned to the here and now. To the van. She looked at Brand, but he seemed lost in his own thoughts. Instead she spoke to Trevor and Simon.


"The Tower of London?" she asked with a small laugh. "That's where we're going? You've got to be taking the piss, right?" She stared through the tiny gap afforded by the hulking shoulders of the pair, towards the ancient fortress that, give or take the odd corner manoeuvre, had remained resolutely in the centre of their windscreen ever since they had entered the city.


Trevor and Simon declined to say whether or not they were taking the piss.


"Infringement of the Accord carries punishments other than rippers," Brand sighed in his restraints opposite her. "If for some reason Absolam has decided to take our fates out of their hands, it's no reason to be hopeful. Our crime is considered tantamount to regicide or high treason, and each of those is subject to a range of unrepealed and anachronistic punishments. In other words, I wouldn't be at all surprised if they hang, draw and quarter us, then stick our heads on sticks near Traitor's Gate."


The fate of the Great British Bad Guy, Hannah thought. Her threatened appendage spoke. "After burning us to a crisp at the stake, too, I suppose. You Brits have always been a barbaric, baying bunch of bloodthirsty bastards, do you know th..." She trailed off, squinting through her glasses at Brand. "But now you're taking the piss, right? Right?"


Brand would have held his hands up had they not been tightly bound within his black straitjacket. Like Hannah's, this, in turn, was chained to the side of the van, and the jacket itself was inscribed with restricting runes designed to sap the strength and will of its wearer. Even if they could escape one, their liberty would probably not last long, not if the multi-coloured puddles of blood congealed on the floors and sides of the van were anything to go by. "I wish I were," Brand said, "but it's not too far from the truth, unfortunately. Inspector Absolam and his people are not bound by the terms of the Geneva Convention. They do not recognise the Xavier Pact. And they have no time at all for human rights, mainly because most of those with whom they deal are not human at all."


"In other words they can do what the hell they want with us and no one will ever know."


"That's the long and the short of it, yes, with emphasis on the hell," Brand said. The academic paused. "I'm sorry I got you into this. If it hadn't been for..."


"Your mysterious friend? Hey, whether Popeye was there or not, forget it, Brainiac, this ain't your fault. Besides, even if Absolam wants my head on a pole, I've been in deeper shit. Double besides, there's only one man I've ever let stick something pointy inside me, and though it was fun for the brief and sweaty time it lasted, I don't intend to let it happen again." Hannah sounded confident, but even so, as the Tower of London came closer, a nerve at her jawline twitched.


As it turned out it was not the tower they were heading for, after all. Near enough, but not quite. The white van negotiated a series of ever tightening one way streets and access ways before coming to a stop somewhere behind the tower and in front of a locked metal gate emblazoned with a strange, griffin-like design. It looked to be halfway between a standard By Royal Appointment crest and the emblem of some fascist state. Although ahead and above her Hannah could see the looming castellated walls of the tower complete with a fluttering Union Flag, national symbol or no, she had a feeling that once through the gate she and Brand would be in a country that bore little resemblance to the one it flew proudly for.


Scrying cameras locked onto the van. Lasers scanned the retinas of Trevor and Simon, tracing out the ID codes inscribed there. Then a ward on the gate glowed brightly, and it opened. The van moved through and dipped down a ramp into an underground car park, where it stopped. Without speaking, the uberclones released Hannah and Brand from their securing chains - but not their straitjackets - and marched them towards a door.


Ever one with an eye for detail, Hannah noticed that they left the keys in the ignition.


Useful to know, she thought, because I don't think I'll want to stay here long.


The car park itself, to be honest, had struck her as a little incongruous - too prosaic for a body such as The Accord - but she guessed they couldn't haul demons out of the backs of vans out there on the street. Anyway, once through the door its lack of atmosphere was more than made up for. Footsteps echoing on the floor, she and Brand were led down a steeply descending stone passage that smelled faintly of morphine, and into a room hewn from rock that was, by her estimate, actually under the Tower of London - which, of course, meant they were deeper than the actual dungeons themselves. It was a strange feeling, somehow, knowing that, and it made her realise that as far as their royal remit went, the Accord was not only very old but indeed did work on an entirely different level.


That wasn't the only thing. The room - some kind of processing area that looked as if it had been outfitted in the Fifties and reminded her oddly of that nightmare police station in Invaders From Mars - was busy with activity. Among other goings on, a desk sergeant was taking down the details of a previous arrival, a fang, who, by the look of him, had fallen down some stairs on his way here; an entirely different Trevor and Simon were stone-facedly dealing with the remonstrations of a nude prostitute with a razor-lined tool-of-her-trade; and over in a corner an inferaphim was throwing itself repeatedly against the electrified bars of a containment cage. A cattle prod was thrust in to further deter it.


All of this was nothing that she - or Brand - hadn't seen before, but Hannah remained cautious. It was easy to think they were dealing with the Monster Club here, but she sensed an underlying air of brutality that was suddenly reinforced when the prostitute tried to do a runner and one of the uberclones, without a second thought, simply snapped her back in two.


The message was clear. Stay out of our city or die.


It was their turn at the desk. Their details were taken and personal effects removed.


"Be careful with that," Hannah advised as the sergeant boxed her belt. He looked puzzled, and she added, "I keep an ounce of dilithium crystal in the buckle."


"Drugs?" he rumbled suspiciously.


Hannah narrowed her eyes. "You don't get out much, do you?"


"Class A cases," the desk sergeant declared. "Scheduled for engrammatic wipe and transfer to Wenley Moor."


"Jesus, Brand, that's Abraxas," Hannah said. She imagined herself demon-bound and lashed to the ceiling, forever screaming behind a mouthless rubber mask.


"Wait a minute," Brand protested. "I thought we were here to be questioned by Absolam."


"Inspector Absolam is busy. Take 'em back."


"No, wait a-" Brand tried to say again, then stopped as Trevor's hand closed on his shoulder like a clamp. Hannah tried to struggle, but was equally restrained by Simon.


The uberclones led them out of the processing area and into a maze of stone corridors beyond. They passed rooms filled with leather-strapped chairs, gurneys, and trays of instruments whose purpose was pain. From behind one closed door an agonised screaming could be heard, and it hadn't stopped even when they turned a corner ahead.


"Should you attempt to utilise any sorcerous, dark or other preternatural abilities, please be aware that this entire holding facility is warded against magics," Trevor said. He pointed to a number of symbols etched into the metal at various points along the corridor. Brand imagined there were similar such designs in each of the interrogation rooms as well as each of the cells they were doubtless heading for.


"Very impressive," he said, nodding. "Though unfortunately you have the wrong members of the team entirely." He looked at Hannah. "Miss Chapter and I come from entirely mundane stock, with nary a demonic talent between us. We rely solely on our wits to combat the invidious incursions of the infernal."


Trevor stared at him blankly, and Hannah coughed. "Invidious incursions of the infernal?" she repeated. "Did you actually just say that?"


"I think I did," Brand replied.


"Nervous?"


"Yes."


Hannah nodded. "Me, too, Brainiac. So that's all right, then."


Trevor was cocking his head as they spoke, almost as if he were being downloaded his response. Then again, he could just have been demonstrating that he was a little slow. "Our information suggests that-"


"Look, bozo," Hannah interrupted forcefully, "what Brainiac here is trying to say is that in him you're looking at the southern counties' finest exponent of making copious amounts of strong alcohol disappear, while I can kick men's balls up into their throats faster than the eye can see. But that's it. You want magic, go grab one of the others."


Without saying a word, Trevor turned and moved on. But after a few metres he stopped dead again. To his right were two open metal doors leading to tiny, damp-stoned cells.


"Please step inside," he instructed. "Someone will be with you shortly."


There it was again, Hannah thought, as her cell door slammed behind her. Someone will be with you shortly. So very polite, almost as if Brand and herself were waiting for a discreet check-up in some STD clinic rather than about to get their respective pasts scraped away with a spoon. What was with this engrammatic wipe shit anyway? If they were being vanished to Abraxas, why the hell did they need to take their memories, too?


"Because they need them for your homunculi," a voice said. "So that the homunculi can, in turn, track down your friends who eluded the rippers."


Hannah turned. A man whose face she had not seen before was staring in at her through the grille in the cell door. "Somebody very badly wants you all out of the way," he said.


"Yeah, we'd kinda worked that out," Hannah said slowly. "Who the hell are you?"


"My name is Norrell. I am here to help."


"Yeah? And just how are you gonna do - oh."


Hannah stood on tiptoe and spoke through a tiny air vent that connected to the next cell. "Hey, Brand, you know how this place makes you nervous? Well, you wanna hear something really scary?"


"What?" Brand asked hesitantly.


"The door to my cell just disappeared."


"Don't be ridiculous. What are you...? Oh."


"Yours, too?"


"Mm."


The two of them slipped out of their cells and joined Norrell in the corridor. Brand found himself staring at his missing door, then at the mysterious stranger, then at the missing door again.


"When Absolam hears about this," Hannah said, "he is going to be really pissed."


"Inspector Absolam does not even know the two of you are here," Norrell said.


"What?"


"Absolam's people - the Accord itself - are being used without his knowledge. That is why I have been permitted to come."


"Why you've been permitted...?" Brand repeated. He concentrated his attention on Norrell, noticing for the first time that he wore strangely old-fashioned clothes. There was something else about the man, too, a kind of otherworldliness.


"Look... whoever the hell you are... I think you'd better tell us just what's going on."


"Now is not the time for that, Dr. Brand," Norrell said. He nodded, then, and Brand and Hannah's straitjackets, like the cell doors, were also simply gone. "For the time being all I can do is restore the balance and remove you and Miss Chapter from this place."


"That's Ms," Hannah said automatically, and then realised what else he'd said. "Restore the balance?"


"You will understand."


Hannah scoffed. "Oh right, yes, of course I will. But tell me, Houdini, just how are you going to remove us from this place? In case you hadn't noticed it just happens to be full of very big, very strong uber-"


She found herself standing next to Brand in the car park, Norrell gone.


All of a sudden she realised what their rescuer had meant by restore the balance.


In a sense, they were back where they were before this shit had started.


Because the car park was filled with at least twenty dark figures.


And every one of them was a ripper.







Chapter Ten

 


"This shit," Hannah Chapter said, "is starting to give me a migraine."


"Then I'd appreciate it," Brand replied slowly and quietly, "if you'd find us a way out of here before retiring to bed."


"The van. They left the keys."


Brand nodded and stared across the fog-layered car park. "I don't think they're quite aware of us yet. Maybe when they're kennelled-"


"No theories, Brainiac. Just move."


The two of them made their way towards the van, all too aware that the rippers could spring to life at any moment. But when they reached the vehicle without incident, they looked at each other in surprise.


"I don't understand this at all," Brand said.


"Who cares?" Hannah said. "We get behind the wheel and they'll never catch up."


"No, there's something wr-"


As Brand spoke, there was a sudden series of strange cracking sounds from the rippers, and he stopped in mid-sentence to listen, to look. The tall, cadaverous things appeared to be bending backwards as if involved in some stretch exercise and the noise he heard was the cracking of their spines. But this was no exercise. He saw that the rippers were actually inverting themselves, arms out straight behind them until the blades at their tips neared and then touched the floor. The limbs, together with their legs, then began to crack themselves, apparently snapping at knee and elbow, but in fact forming and then locking into reversed joints that themselves sprung blades. These newly shaped limbs then flexed, forcing the torso of each ripper up, and at the same time the necks of the things snapped their heads forward until they rested on their one-time chests. They looked, in the end, like grotesque spiders ready to scuttle along the floor.


Brand realised it was as if they were playing some kind of game with him and Hannah, changing to be able to keep pace with the van.


The academic paled. "They're not supposed to be able to do that."


"They weren't supposed to be able to follow us home, either," Hannah scolded him.


She pushed the academic into the front seat of the van.


"I know, I know... and I still don't understand how they did. It's almost as if something is remapping them - changing the rules - like the poor bastards on the Eye."


In the van's left wing mirror, he saw the rippers snap taut and ready to move. He felt their re-formed claws clacking on the concrete.


"What the hell do we do?"


Hannah plonked into the driving seat and stared at him, as unequivocal in her reply as he had been in his instruction to run the day before. "We drive."


The American rammed the van into gear and slammed her foot on the gas, tearing away in a screech of tyres. The van accelerated up the exit ramp of the underground car park and out into daylight, bouncing as it hit the dip. As it landed, she kept her foot flat to the floor. There was, after all, a security gate to get through.


"That thing's solid iron!" Brand protested. He had flattened his hands against the roof to steady himself and had to shout to be heard above the roar of the engine. "We're going to look like a bloody concertina!"


Hannah set her jaw. "Maybe, but I'm gambling that as this is an Accord vehicle, designed for the hunt, it's more than your average Transit."


"That's one hell of a gam- Oh, crap."


The van ploughed into the gate and Hannah's gamble, it seemed, paid off. Though the bodywork in front of the windscreen did indeed crumple like a concertina, it also revealed beneath a much sturdier metal ram, part of a reinforced subframe that probably came complete with armouring, roll cage and all the extras.


It was the gate that was the casualty. Both halves of the solid barrier were ripped from their pivot mounts and sent spinning and crashing into the thoroughfare outside. As they clanged across the road, panicked pedestrians and cars did a little dance before hurling themselves frantically or skidding uncontrollably out of the way. Think that was a shock? Hannah thought, glancing at the rippers in the rearview mirror. The bastards had begun their pursuit, already crested the dip, and were accelerating through the remains of the gate. Wait 'til you see what's coming next.


As she flung the van into a ninety-degree turn, she only hoped that the rippers would ignore all but their dedicated target, and leave the people alone. This, it transpired, seemed to be the single concession to humanity in their otherwise nightmarish make-up - or maybe it was just pure single-mindedness. Whichever; as the rippers skittered through the Londoners' midst like the army of spiders they now resembled, they seemed intent only on harming herself and Brand, and bar the odd unavoidable collision it looked like the only serious damage was going to be the cost of these people's psychiatrist bills.


But she couldn't worry about anybody else right now - for the moment she and Brand had to look after themselves. Not that Brand was any more use than a nodding dog on the dashboard, mind, but safe harbour needed to be found for the both of them.


Hannah treated him to a whistle-stop tour of the capital, as if she were some manic American tourist given free reign of all the attractions on hand, and only a few minutes to do them. As she slung the van, tyres screeching, from street to street, the Houses of Parliament, Big Ben and Tower Bridge flashed by. Hamley's, Harrods and Horse Guards' Parade. But her every turn was shadowed by the pursuing rippers, and more than once she had to resort to some deft manoeuvring in an attempt to crush the things beneath her wheels. She smiled grimly as she managed to take out one or two, but there were just too many and all the time the main pack was gaining ground. She needed to get out of the actual centre and pick up speed.


As Hannah went for it, Brand was so dizzied by the previous few minutes that he couldn't even recognise the dual carriageway they ended up on. It ran alongside some park. If anything he was more concerned with wondering why they were not crashing nose-first into a police roadblock, or at least had half of the blues and twos in the capital wailing on their tail. But then the answer suddenly clicked. This was an Accord vehicle they were riding in, and while the workaday police almost definitely did not know what the Accord was, they probably had standing orders not to approach their people or anything bearing their plates under any circumstances. Which was all well and good for an unhindered escape, but it also meant that they would get no help at all from the boys in blue.


In the heart of the biggest city in Europe, they were entirely on their own.


"Where exactly are we going?" Brand asked.


Hannah Chapter looked at him as though he were an idiot, and pointed straight ahead through the windscreen. "That way. Very fast."


"No, I mean an actual destination," Brand persisted. "We can't just careen around the centre of London like something out of-" the academic struggled for a film title, remembered a DVD he'd caught Ness watching "-like Brannigan."


Brannigan? Hannah thought, clueless. Who the... oh, the hell with it. "I don't know, Brainiac," she countered forcefully and in a slightly high-pitched tone, slamming her hands on the wheel. "Maybe the top-secret headquarters of International Ripper Rescue. Or I know, how about Alcoholics Anonymous." She glanced in the mirror, seeing the ever-persistent scuttling black shapes. "They're used to your DTs, right?"


"There's no need to... I only meant... I only meant we need a plan." To hell with you, Brand thought. May as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb... and God knows, I could use it. He dug into his pocket and felt his fingers close around the reassuring shape of his hip flask, and stuck to the side of it, something else. Puzzled, he pulled it out.


It was the slip of paper he'd been given back at Exham. He'd completely forgotten about it.


Brand frowned. There was something written on the slip in a barely legible and semi-literate scrawl.


Staybl Moos Wi.


"Whatcha got?" Hannah asked.


"Not sure. I got it from..." Brand paused, remembering Chapter's reaction at the time. "No, never mind."


"You were going to say Popeye, weren't you? You were going to say you got it from Popeye?"


"It wasn't Popeye. But all right... yes." Staybl Moos Wi, he thought. What the hell is-?


Hannah snatched the slip from his hand and read out loud. Maybe it was something about her American accent, but it suddenly made more sense to the academic. "Stay-bull Mews, double-yer-eye?"


"Stable Mews," Brand said suddenly, catching on. "And not double-you-eye... double-you-one. It's an address."


"An address?"


"Stable Mews, W1. I know it. Steed used to live there."


"Steed?"


"Worked for the Ministry when I was first assigned to Department Q. Gave me a bottle of champagne to wish me luck. Some woman shot the cork off."


"So you wanna what - pop in and pass the time of day?" Hannah snapped. She swung the wheel hard to the left and bumped a ripper that had suddenly accelerated alongside. It never saw the double-decker bus. "For cryin' out loud, Brand, will you please tell me what this has to do with the shit we're in?"


"I don't know. Maybe he's telling us to go there... not to Steed - he left - but to go to Stable Mews."


"Popeye? What, so he's a psychic, now? He just happened to know we'd end up back in London being chased by rippers and racin' around like Mike the Headless Chicken?"


"I don't know!"


"I'm Popeye the Psychic Man, I SEE you'll be in a van... watch out for those rippers, blades sharper than clippers, I'm..."


"Miss Chapter," Brand interrupted. "What do we have to lose?"


"All right, all right." Another ripper came up on the side and this time Hannah mounted the pavement and trapped it, tearing it apart against the perimeter wall of the park. Sparks spewed from the side of the van. "Which way is it?"


"From here, I'm not exactly sure," Brand said, "but I think it's back the way we came."


"Jesus!" Hannah said through grinding teeth.


"Organisation like the Accord, you'd think they'd at least have satnav," Brand said, smiling despite himself.


"Just... let... me... drive."


She drove. Hannah scattered the rippers behind them as she threw the van into an emergency U-turn and then back along the dual carriageway against the flow of traffic. The oncoming cars that honked madly and slewed aside before her proved useful in slowing the rippers that followed, and for a little while they were free of pursuit. But as they sped back into the heart of the city, a few dark specks appeared once more, distantly in the rearview mirror.


Then, out of nowhere, one of them landed on the roof. There was a sharp chang and a blade chocked down through the metal. Then another.


"You little bastard," Hannah said. Keeping one hand on the wheel, she dug with the other down under her seat, feeling around in the dark.


Brand stared, confused. "Lose something?"


"Hoping to... find something," Hannah gasped. "This... is the Accord-mobile, remember? Case the kaka hits the fan they... probably keep a little some... ah, here we..." She snapped an object from a bracket under the seat, nodded approvingly and thrust it into Brand's hands. Brand whistled. "That's a Daisy-Steiner 880-II riot gun," she told him. "More of a cannon, really, fully capable of taking the head off the Hulk." She leaned over and with a grunt and a tug slid open Brand's door. "Now get rid of the goddammed hitch-hiker."


"What?" Brand asked, nonplussed. "You know I'm no good with these things. Can't you do it?"


Another blade slammed through the roof. As it did, Hannah took a corner, narrowly avoiding a group of Japanese tourists, whose cameras, when they picked themselves up, clicked in their wake. "I'm a little busy, Brainiac."


"But why outside? Why can't I just shoot it through the roof?"


"Because discharging this thing inside will take YOUR bloody head off, idiot. Just aim the thing vaguely in its direction and you'll be fine. Oh, and don't forget to steady yourself against the recoil."


Steady myself against the-? Brand thought as he reluctantly rose to the door. How the hell am I supposed to do that when I'm hanging off a sodding speeding van? But he supposed he had to try. Hooking a heel against the base of the doorframe, he leaned out as far as he could and craned his neck, the wind whipping at his hair. The ripper was just visible on the roof, but there was no clear line of sight. There was also no choice. He had to go up. Cursing, Brand heaved himself up onto the front of the van, the 880-II tucked between chin and chest, his only comfort the fact that the ripper was too busy ripping its way inside to have noticed him. Rising and rocking from foot to foot to compensate for the rolling of the van, he planted himself as firmly as he could on his slippery white foundation and hefted the Daisy-Steiner before him, priming it with a loud ka-chak.


The ripper noticed he was there, and Brand almost soiled himself when it snapped its attention towards him. But the thing had a blade half-in, half-out of the armoured metal of the roof, and that bought him maybe a second. Then the blade was freed, the ripper screeched and leapt, and Brand fired without thinking. There was a very loud boom.


His ears ringing, nose bleeding, and coccyx throbbing, Brand realised that he was flat on his arse without a clue how he'd got there. But then the blood dripping from the stock of the 880-II filled in the gap. The recoil must have smashed the weapon into his face and whipped his feet out from under him. And it had plonked him down just at the front edge of the roof. The question now was - where was the ripper?


Brand rose, head spinning, and again without thinking waved to the people watching him. He suddenly realised that on both sides of the road shoppers stood open-mouthed, their gaze shifting between him and the twitching, mangled shape of a ripper that adorned the roof of a nearby black cab. My God, was this Oxford Street? Had he just blown away a ripper in full view of Oxford Street?


It's only a movie, he thought as he slipped sheepishly into his seat. It's called... er... Spiders On A Van. Amazing what you can do with CGI these days.


Hannah, meanwhile, thoroughly pissed by the traffic, mounted the pavement and accelerated forward, their unwanted audience flattening up against windows and continuing to gape as she screeched by. As she slewed into a side street, one even shouted for an autograph.


Brand reckoned they had to be near Stable Mews, now. But the inner city streets had become a dizzying warren once again, and when Hannah asked him, he wasn't quite sure which way to...


They approached a junction.


"Right or left," Hannah debated with herself quickly. "Right or left." Then she spotted the Dead End sign to the right and chose left. "Times like this I could do with Verse," Hannah declared.


Brand supported himself against the roof again as the van swung round and almost tipped with the precarious acuteness of the turn. "He probably didn't know London any better than you do!" he shouted over the screeching of rubber. "Oh, shit... sorry."


Hannah smiled grimly, her arms tense on the wheel, manoeuvring quickly up and down. "Don't bet on it, Brainiac. He played The Getaway more times than I care to remember."


Brand had no idea what Hannah was talking about, but had no time to delve deeper. His eyes continued to frantically scan the rearview mirrors. "Two more!" he shouted. "Six o'clock. Seven!"


"Got 'em."


Hannah slammed her foot on the brake and swung the wheel hard to the right, sending the van into a controlled skid before a handbrake turn. Tyres smoked and left rubber burns that looked like black rainbows. As it described a full circle the rear axle of the van ploughed into one of the rippers about to make a leap and sent it smashing into a brick wall with a mortar-loosening thud. The other - the one at six o'clock that had been behind them - scrunched beneath the wheels as Hannah gunned the engine and ploughed straight ahead across the junction she had deliberated on a moment before, demolishing the sign that had deterred her. For good measure she also took out a sandwich board for some TV presenter turned celebrity chef's latest eatery, leaving the people who had been studying it standing indignant with hands on hips. "Looks like it's right, after all," she declared.


"Out of the way," Brand urged the desperately scattering and waving figures in front of them, shoppers in what looked like quite an exclusive street. Most - they were mainly women, probably footballers' wives and girlfriends or some such - had sufficient nouse to do so without being warned, but others simply stared at the dirty and encroaching white van as if Del Trotter had just honked his airhorn and asked for a shag. Brand swept his arm across the windscreen. "Please... get out of the-"


"Brand, the hand," Hannah protested, shoving it away while at the same time trying to peer around it.


"I'm trying to-"


"I know what you're trying to do, but take a look behind us, Brainiac," Hannah interrupted emphatically. She flicked her eyes on and off the mirror. "If we flatten these idiots first we might actually be doing them a favour."


The wing mirror had gone in the collision with the signs so Brand leaned out of the window and looked back instead. They were halfway down the long shopping street, pedestrianised, tree-planted, and, as he'd thought, lined with the kind of stores that even on the salary Kostabi paid, Brand doubted he could afford had he saved for a year. He hoped that the people who had been casually strolling about its heady environs a moment before were, in fact, rich enough to afford them, because by the looks of things they were very soon probably going to need one mother of a medical plan.


Actually, no. Make that funeral policy.


To the rear, in a great wave that darkened their wake, the rest of the rippers were coming. Maybe because they had already been led such a merry chase, they seemed to have abandoned that one concession to humanity they seemed to have had earlier.


In their new form, unobfuscated by their fog, the things were terrifying enough for Brand and Hannah - and they were used to such sights. For those who were not, it must have seemed that madness had arrived at the same time as death. The embarrassment of spontaneously purged bowels and bladders inside their designer skirts and trousers was, however, short-lived, as the stains were soon obliterated by blood, the rippers tearing through the offending body parts with no concern for the innocent at all. Then the bodies, too, were gone, shredded in a flurry of razor-sharp shadows that left their providers utterly unconcerned with social etiquette of any kind as they rained down in a red mist.


Windows darkening with blood, all of a sudden it was like shopping-day in Silent Hill.


"We have to get away from these crowds," Brand shouted. "Back into the sidestreets."


"I'm trying, I'm trying," Hannah yelled back, scanning the route ahead. The shopping area was a cul-de-sac. "Goddammit, there's nowhere to-" She paused, spotted a potential escape route, and gunned up the gears, ready to floor the accelerator. "Aw, bollocks to it-"


Brand felt himself blanche, a state he felt was rather appropriate, considering. "You can't," he said. "That's Anthony Worrall-Wilson's new-"


Hannah could. The van was up the steps and halfway through the plate glass windows of the new restaurant before he finished the sentence, arcing above the diners in a shower of shards and a whine of airborne wheels. Numbly, Brand saw that the place seemed popular with celebrities, cringed as Erik Pakora shrieked and Richard and Judy dived for cover in a fountain. One of the diners - he thought it was William Shatner - foolishly stood up to object - but the rear wheel of the van bounced off his toupee without harming his head at all.


Suddenly they were out through the plate glass window at the rear of the restaurant, bouncing down more steps. But at least the way ahead was clear. They sped into backstreets, passing a series of ramshackle and rundown offices - Frank Marker, Arthur Daley, Randall and... a partner's name that had been scrubbed out long ago. Hannah continued to push the van's engine to its limit.


"We're almost there!" Brand shouted. "Stable Mews is just a little further on the left."


"Yeah? Then for your sake this had better be worth it, Braini-"


The roof of the van thundered as first one, then another, and then a third ripper landed upon it, their blades ploughing instantly through the metal. Then came more, and more, until a second later the van had all but disappeared beneath a flailing, all-consuming shroud. The windscreen darkened, then shattered, and blades began to chang against the doors.


"Jesus!" Brand cried. "Not now!"


Ducking to dodge the penetrating blades, Hannah grit ted her teeth and hurled the van into Stable Mews, but the weight of the rippers combined with the sharpness of the manoeuvre tipped the vehicle beyond its centre of gravity, and over. They arrived at their destination all right, but with the van careening along the ground on its side. Its momentum carried it almost to the far end of the Mews where it smashed into a wall, and there it lay still, smoking and beginning to flame.


A bruised and battered Hannah and Brand burst from the upright door and ran like hell, the subsequent explosion blowing them forward off their feet and onto their bellies. There they lay winded and gasping on the ground, and it took a few seconds before either of them could turn and look behind them.


They wished they hadn't. Though the crash and resultant blast seemed to have culled the rippers who had assaulted the van, more were already pouring into the Mews. They began to clatter towards them. Wearily, the two stood.


It was Exham Priory all over again.


Only this time there was no esc-


Hannah and Brand shielded their eyes as a great lance of hellfire appeared suddenly from above, stabbing itself into the Mews and cutting a swathe back at least fifty metres, in a straight line, right through the rippers. Concrete and tarmacadam roiled as if they were nothing more than soil being churned by a plough. Exposed cables and water pipes severed or blew apart, releasing deadly clouds of sparks or steam, and what cars were unfortunate enough to have been parked here were simply blown into the air as if launched by hydraulic pistons off a Hollywood set. They crashed back to earth in a rending of metal and unceasing blaring of alarms, but noisy as they were they were it was nothing compared to the banshee-like death screams of the rippers themselves.


A moment later each and every one of them lay twisted and still.


Brand glowered with fury at the figure responsible. "Apocalypse magic," he snapped. "You used apocalypse magic again."


Baarish-Shammon hovered slightly above the ground before him, arms folded, smiling. [Hey, I figured I'd already blotted my infernal copybook, loverboy, so who gives a toss]


"She has a point, Brainiac," Hannah said.


"And you can't deny it was effective," another voice added. It was not usual for Hannah Chapter to gasp, but on this occasion she did. Lawrence Verse strode towards her wearing a big grin. He paused momentarily to stomp on the head of a single, still twitching ripper, and smeared the remains across the tarmac.


"You're supposed to be dead," Hannah said.


Verse winked. "So were you. In Boswell."


"True. So..."


"Kevlar vest. But even then-"


Hannah looked down - or as was the case, more or less straight ahead - at his torso, saw the thickly wound bandages and sucked in a breath. Gentle as it was, Verse winced as Hannah placed a concerned hand over the reddening dressings. "Easy, doll. These come loose and you'll be knee deep in intestines."


"This is bad," Hannah said. "You need help. A hospital."


Verse nodded. "That's as maybe, but so long as we're all persona non grata, I'm gonna have to do without." He glanced at a dead ripper. "Last thing the NHS needs is these bastards loose in A&E, whether they help to shorten its waiting lists or not."


"Speaking of these bastards, how in hell did you find us? Even I didn't know I was coming here."


Verse pointed to a nearby rooftop and Hannah received her second surprise in as many minutes, but it was nowhere near as pleasant as the first. Up above, Ness was clambering out of a helicopter cockpit, head ducking to avoid its downspinning rotors. "Very own chopper pilot," Verse said, and harumphed. "Actually, we weren't looking for you at all, but figured whatever was going on was going on in London and we'd be safe investigating from the air. While we were up, you were difficult to miss... nice stuntwork, by the way."


"Thanks, but I never thought that bastard'd dare show his face again."


Verse smiled. "Let's just say he had an offer that was difficult to refuse."


"Oh?"


"Later. I don't think we're out of this yet."


Brand slumped onto the chassis of an upturned car, exhausted. "What Mr. Verse says is true. We'll remain targets so long as the Accord clause remains broken, unfortunately. There may be a way to redress the balance, but as yet I don't know what it is."


"Tekkin' out the bastards who se' us up in the first place might be a start," Ness said, joining them.


Brand nodded. "We'll need to discover what's behind all this, and keep a very low profile while we do."


"Makes sense," Hannah agreed, "but just where are we supposed to do that?"


"Ah," Verse said. "That is another surprise." The priest turned and beckoned to a figure who had so far been standing in the shadows. A dark-haired woman, oddly pale and in old-fashioned clothes, stepped forward. "This is Mary," Verse explained. "We've just met, but apparently she has been waiting here, in Stable Mews... for you."


"Popeye's note?" Hannah asked Brand.


The academic shrugged.


"She offers sanctuary," Verse added. "It seems that Caballistics, Inc is going underground."







Chapter Eleven

 


How much deeper? How much longer? How much further down?


Solomon Ravne cursed.


Where the hell was this missing reanimate?


By his estimation he had been descending for half the - what? Morning? Evening? No way to tell down here - and there was still no sign of the woman Marcus Farrow had sent him to find. He was starting to have trouble believing she was here at all, let alone that he had allowed himself to be coerced into this errand of mercy in the first place.


If, indeed, errand of mercy it was. Maybe Farrow had simply sent him on a wild goose chase in the hope he might become lost in the depths and never return. Or maybe he was simply sending him towards something else that waited down here in the dark, something that would do the dead man's dirty work for him.


Why, Ravne had asked himself, hadn't he simply gone up and been done with this whole thing? There was no one to stop him now, after all. No one at all.


The first reason was obvious - he had no idea whether the rippers still roamed the surface, and he had no intention of risking his life topside until he did. The second reason was that despite himself he had become intrigued - he wanted to discover who these hunters were and what, if anything, they had to do with him. As for the third reason, well, that was entirely to do with what had happened after Farrow had cut him down from the wheel.


Ravne smiled grimly, remembering how - his adrenalin rush calming - the underground chamber had begun to chill him to the marrow. He had spread his arms and looked down. "And you expect me to help you like this... unprotected and naked?"


There had been movement from one of the group. An old woman, impossibly gnarled and dead more than a century by his estimation - why anyone had gone to the bother of reanimating her he did not know - had moved away and then returned and tossed his clothes at him. He had raised a surprised eyebrow, glancing at Farrow. The young man had, in turn, given him a knowing glance - he had known what he had been thinking - and told him his clothes were those he had been buried in. Hearing that news, he hadn't been able to suppress a smile - he had been so convinced that his clothing had been stolen that he'd obviously never realised he possessed such funereal taste.


His clothes had hit his flesh with a slight thopp, still half damp. "The jacket was too badly damaged, but the shirt and trews were only covered in shite," the old woman said matter-of-factly. "Clean, now. Darned, too, where needed. But I drew the line at yer keks. Ah've seen many a thing in me time, Mister Solomon Ravne, but ah've never seen anythin' like those."


He remembered that he had actually laughed.


"T'was me that fixed yer leg, too," the old woman had added, staring him in the eye. "We're the result of your kind's depraved needs, Mr. Solomon Ravne - we're not your kind."


He had been left momentarily speechless by her words. It was the first time he had ever known a reanimate do something for him without being told to do so. As a result, he even asked her name.


It was Meg. She, he realised, was Meg.


Farrow had explained to him what he wanted him to do, then about how he wanted him to find the missing girl. Her name was Elizabeth, and it seemed that she had been foraging for food in the upper levels of the tunnels that connected to the chamber when she had encountered the hunters. It remained a mystery who the hunters were, but according to Farrow they had been responsible for the disappearance of nine more of the reanimates' number in the past few weeks, a situation that had led him and his people to lay traps in the hopes it would deter them from returning. The traps hadn't, though, and while all of the others who left the chamber to forage for food had been instructed to head for prearranged hiding places if spotted, Elizabeth, it seemed, was a little slow on the uptake. It wasn't the girl's fault - it had been syphilis that had taken her at the age of seventeen, apparently - but for whatever reason she had been reanimated, she had been returned with a brain already partly turned to mush.


Elizabeth had panicked and run. The last that anyone had seen of her was when she had vanished into the tunnels that led to the depths.


Her disappearance, particularly, had piqued his interest, because it begged one question - why was it that they needed him to find her? These people were seers, after all, and Farrow alone should have had little trouble tracking Elizabeth down. All together, they should have had none at all.


But they couldn't do it, Farrow had admitted. There was something wrong with them. Something down here had started to affect their abilities.


In the event the same thing ever happened to Billy, he wanted to find out what.


So here he was, actually honouring an agreement he had made for one of the few times in his long life. In case that seemed a little too altruistic, he reminded himself that when he got back he fully intended to collect on Farrow's offer of help in return.


Even though, in fact, the debt had already been partially repaid.


Ravne held the Lamp of Alhazred that Farrow had recovered from the streets before him in the dark, the trapezoid lens in its lantern casing capable of disintegrating demons when casting its usual Wyrd Light, but also a surprisingly good source of simple illumination when not burning the "special" oils Wyrd Light required. Not that it was entirely normal oil he was burning now, of course - he had added a little something designed to alert him to any threatening auras in his vicinity, physical, spectral or atmospheric. The "little something" was actually a mixture of pineal essence, optical vitreous and bile from a schizophrenic but, in his current circumstances, he had started to think of it as oil of crushed canary.


So far its colour had remained reassuringly yellow.


Ravne continued down, sighing. Even though he had been descending for half a day, the going so far had been laboriously slow. The fact was, due to the very nature of the tunnels, he had been unable to find a route that led straight down, and much of his time had been spent diverting from one access way to another - at first through the sloping tube tunnels that connected to the chamber, then through dark and forgotten service shafts, and finally through vaulted, stone-built passageways whose original purpose had long since been lost to time. The older his surrounding environment became, of course, the less reliable it proved to be. Ravne estimated he had lost a third of his travelling time finding alternatives to rotted walkways, rusted-away ladders, or collapsed bridges that forded slowly bubbling and densely black subterranean streams. It seemed that everything beneath a certain depth was succumbing to an entropy that would one day completely erase this lonely place, undermining the foundations of the city and sucking it down into its own forgotten past.


Despite frustration at his lack of progress, Ravne could not help but wonder what the purposes of some of the strange devices he was coming across had been. Crusted and jammed wheels that had once stirred twisting pipes to life. Handles that had once turned now almost toothless gears. And cobwebbed switches that he could not resist throwing, realigning machinery that could not be seen but only heard kak-klikking in shadowed recesses in the walls.


He was, of course, old enough to remember the purpose of these things, but the fact was he had never bothered himself with such practical and mundane minutiae, for he had always considered that to be the stuff of normal men.


Maybe he should ask Mary Henderson, he thought. For Mary had seen out more than three centuries, just like him.


Ravne thought back again to his departure from the Dead of London's hidden chamber.


"We do not matter to you at all, do we?" Farrow had asked him as he had been about to leave. "Our kind?" The second part of his question, almost spat, had been more challenge than query.


"I do not know your kind," he had answered. And with an image of McKenzie and the emphasis very much on the possessive, added, "I only know mine."


Farrow had nodded slowly in acknowledgement, then smiled grimly. He had motioned to the woman he now knew as Mary, and she had joined him, taking his hand. Then, without warning, the two of them had entered his brain.


Ravne remembered being plunged into a psychic maelstrom of two lives that were not his own, living in seconds the people who Marcus Farrow and Mary Henderson had been. He, a successful and soon to be promoted lawyer alive only months before, she the owner of a tavern called The Crown in the Shoreditch of the 1700s. It was not just what they were that he experienced, however, but who - an intermingling of souls filled with laughter and sorrow, pleasure and pain, and the wonders and agonies of love and loss throughout two journeys lived as much as they could manage, to the full. So intense were the feelings that he had found himself gasping, psychically breathless, and he was caught up with the two of them so much that when they died he had actually heard himself scream.


But that scream was nothing to the one he heard when their respective masters had brought them back.


So that was what it felt like.


Gods.


Enough!


He had almost collapsed to the ground between them then, gasping physically as much as he had gasped in his mind, and Farrow had been forced to steady him with an iron grip to the arm.


"So what is it you want me to feel?" he had asked him. "Guilt?"


"Not guilt, not anything," Mary Henderson had replied in the lawyer's stead. "For a short time we just wanted you to feel."


Ravne smiled to himself in the dark. To feel. Well, much as he hated to disappoint them, only one thing had come out of their little appeal to his humanity, and that was the knowledge of why Farrow was angrier than the others - the lawyer hadn't just been reanimated, he'd been murdered in the first place. The truth was, he found that grimly amusing.


To feel, he thought again. They didn't know him at all, did they?


Ravne continued inexorably on, down, and down again. He was so deep now that the mysterious rusting and rotting examples of man's intrusion into the underground world were becoming fewer and fewer, and the passageways themselves less like passageways and more like caves. But though he had passed well below the city, this place was not silent, and he could hear a series of strange thrums and poundings in the rock, and somewhere amongst them, a distant scream.


It came again.


Ravne held the Lamp of Alhazred at arm's length before him, peering towards the edges of the circle of light it gave out, and noticing as he did that the oil of the lamp was beginning to run below the halfway point. He cursed his own carelessness. That was hardly surprising after the odyssey he had taken and he should have been more observant. He knew there was no way for him to replenish the supply down here and if he didn't find the girl soon they were going to be making the majority of the long journey back in the dark.


But which way had the scream come from, even assuming it was her? In this labyrinth, it was almost impossible to tell.


He moved forward in what he thought was the right direction, slowly, cautiously, listening hard for a repeat of the cry. But there was none. Then suddenly the edges of the lamplight began to contract and he frowned, automatically slapping the glass in the hope he could somehow boost its range. But he shouldn't have needed to yet - why was the lamp dimming already?


He realised that, actually, it wasn't. What was causing the contraction of the lamplight was nothing to do with the oil, but the fact that the rock passageway had simply closed and lowered around him. He was at a dead end.


Ravne turned and looked back, confused. There had been no other passage leading away from the last part of his descent. In other words, this was it. He had, figuratively speaking, reached the source of the Styx, the bottom of the bottomless pit, the end of the line.


There was nowhere else to go.


The scream came again. Where are you, dammit? he thought. Where? Was it possible that on his way down he had somehow missed the girl?


No, wait. There was something. Unevenness in the edge of the pool of light, where it seemed to spread beyond the confines of this small cave. It was a rent in the rock wall.


Caught on the side of it was a torn piece of clothing.


Ravne plucked it away and sniffed. Reanimate. No doubt about it.


His nose wrinkled, though not as a result of the cloth. Reanimates tended to perfume their bodies to disguise a semi-necrotic odour that was impossible to shift, and there was a definite perfume here. The wrinkling had 


that seemed to be coming from beyond the rent... from the direction of the screams?


Ravne ducked through - a tight squeeze even for him - and found himself in an ascending natural passageway that had presumably once been formed by a shift in the surrounding rock. He began to climb and found himself passing through strata that ranged from black rock to brown, and then to an orangey colour that his limited geological knowledge suggested might be sandstone, but that equally might not be. As he rose, though, he began to pay less attention to the colour of the rock and more to that of the oil burning inside the lamp of Alhazred.


It turned from yellow to blue to brown.


His canary was dying.


Physical, spectral or atmospheric, there seemed to be something toxic ahead. Something very bad.


Nostrils assailed by the foul odour from earlier, Ravne proceeded warily, ready to turn back at the first hint of nausea or of dizziness. But as foul as the smell was, it seemed not to be intrinsically harmful. It even began to ring vague bells of recognition in his head.


But why, under London, was he reminded of the smell of concentration camp ovens, the crematoria of countless innocent dead?


Ravne emerged from the passage at last, and he knew. It appeared that the upward incline had, in fact, returned him near to the surface, but by the look of his surroundings inside the perimeter of the Capek Construction site seal that had blocked his way before he had encountered the ripper. It appeared also that he was not in the main part of the site, but in some kind of annexe to it. It was this annexe from which the screams had come.


Ravne was not prone to nightmares, but he was looking at one now, an image that he fully admitted put his own extensive catalogue of imaginative killings to shame.


It was what the hunters had done with their prey.


Right in front of him, their limbs amputated, the stripped bodies of ten reanimates revolved slowly on flame-backed upright skewers like human kebabs. Their skin slowly bubbling, their body fats dripped into collection pans below. Those that had cooked longer dripped blood.


Ravne stared into their whitened eyes, allowed his gaze to pass from one to the other down the line - to the last.


Her amputations freshly cauterised, mouth open in a final scream, the young girl he could only imagine was Elizabeth stared blindly back.


Why, Ravne thought? Why would somebody do this to them?


Then shadows loomed.


The hunters had him, too.







Chapter Twelve

 


Urban legend had it that in a basement room of a certain office block in the City, hidden behind a filing cabinet, there was a door that led to the past. A long-disused London Underground platform where the chocolate machines took pre-decimal money and posters advertised long-forgotten products and classic films.


A ghost station.


Brand knew that many such ghost stations had vanished from the map over the years - Down Street, Spring Grove, Bull and Bush - and while some of these had been reopened as tourist attractions, others, like the one behind the cabinet, had simply been forgotten.


He had no doubt that the urban legend was true, because he was walking through one such station.


Fascinated, mouth wide, he could not understand why the others ahead of him seemed to be taking it in their stride.


Other things on their minds, he supposed.


"So let me get this straight," Hannah said to Verse. "The woman's dead?"


"Three hundred years or more. Find that a problem?"


"Hell, no. Just getting up to speed."


Verse nodded. "Mary told me she was one of the first to be contacted by the group that operates down here, kind of like that French resistance underground railway thing during the war, or the network for slaves over in the States. Poor woman died of smoke inhalation in a fire that destroyed her tavern, and spent the next two centuries under the whip of some lord who'd taken a fancy to her on some country estate down in Kent, literally."


"Bastard. But now she runs this gig with this other guy - Farrow?"


"Since the original leader was taken by these so-called hunters."


"Yeah. About them. Any thoughts on who? Or why?"


"Wouldn't surprise me if Capek's involved. But as to why... maybe Ravne will find out more while he's poking around on this "errand" Farrow sent him on."


"Ravne," Hannah repeated. "Can't believe he's still alive. Let alone that we've ended up down here with him."


"Gotta be more than coincidence."


Oh yeah Hannah thought, and mouthed a single word to herself: Popeye.


"Say somethin', doll?"


Hannah shrugged. "No... nothing. Forget it."


Verse regarded his partner steadily. He knew Hannah would elaborate if she felt it worthwhile. He changed the subject.


"You've had a look in your eyes since we met up again. It's your murderous look. It wouldn't be McMurder, by any chance?"


"On my watch, no one abandons their own."


Verse nodded. "Laudable sentiment. Sometimes difficult to live up to."


"You and I would never..."


"I know that, but we are not he, are we? The man is a throwback, we have to live with it."


"Are you telling me I should turn the other cheek, Father Verse?"


Verse clenched his fists and cracked both sets of knuckles. "Actually I'd have loved nothing more than turning both of his - hard - but after coming to and making for the woods, I was in no state for a dust-up. Had to be content with scaring the shit out of him instead."


"Oh?"


"It's coming... it's in the trees!"


"Hah! So what was the offer that was difficult to refuse?"


"The kilted cretin was actually on his mobile to Kostabi when I reappeared, demanding his pay to date. No idea what the bossman said, but I think Ness needed a change of pants as quickly as he changed his mind."


Hannah smiled, then frowned. "You ever wonder which is the more dangerous - the work we do or the guy we work for?"


"All the time, babe. All the time."


Chapter and Verse continued to follow Mary's lead, as did the others, and after a couple of hundred metres or so they veered into tunnels that left the old underground line behind. They were obviously getting closer to the Dead of London's makeshift sanctuary, because Mary advised them to be wary of traps that had been laid ahead. As she guided the group past them, Verse studied them with an appreciative eye. Jury-rigged, as by necessity he supposed they had to be, the well-hidden selection of snares and spikes and stone-fall hazards was nevertheless equal to those he had laid himself to stop the Palo Mayombe in the jungles of Mozambique.


It was a level of protection that graphically illustrated how afraid these people were.


He moved on and then froze in response to the sudden echoing snap! of one of the traps from back down the tunnel. His first thought was that Brand - no doubt drooling over the discovery of a tin of powdered egg or some such - had blundered into it, but then he saw that the academic was actually standing near to him, as were all the others.


Shadowed shapes moved a hundred metres back.


"It's them," Mary said. "Quickly, we have to hide."


Hunters, Jenny Simmons realised with a snarl. Her first instinct was to go on the offensive and take them out, but the calculating infernal inside her said she knew too little about them yet and consequently it was too early to show her hand. Chapter and Verse, and Ness had obviously decided the same, and so reluctantly she joined them, Brand and the dead woman, hiding beyond the bend of a large conduit in the tunnel wall.


Together with the others she watched as a group of uniformed and body-armoured men walked slowly past the front of the hiding place, each of them night-visored and carrying automatic weapons that they swung ahead of themselves in slow, searching arcs. More disturbing were the tazers and micromesh nets slung at their waists. These were the hunters, all right, and they were hunting with expensive, state-of-the-art stuff. What was more, their financier was clearly evident from the logos stitched onto their sleeves.


No surprises there. CapCon.


One of the men stopped and stared suddenly into the side tunnel. Everybody pressed themselves into the shadows of the wall. For a moment they thought they'd been found, but then the man shrugged and moved on ahead with the others.


"Are they heading towards the sanctuary?" Brand whispered.


Mary slithered down to the end of the conduit, looked out, and shook her head. "They've taken the right fork and we're to the left. But even if they had gone left, our entrance is heavily camouflaged."


"It may still only be a matter of time," Verse said. "We'd best move on."


Mary nodded and guided the rest further into the tunnels. They were darker and smaller now, and so littered with junk that whatever purpose they had originally been excavated for seemed to be beyond practical use. The deeper in the group went, the quieter it became, but the quiet served only to enhance a noise that began to be heard apparently from every dark recess in the walls.


There was no mistaking the sound. Things were grunting in the shadows.


"Sewer pigs," Mary said. "The older systems run by here. Don't worry, they won't attack. They don't like our... sorry, they don't like my smell. It's wrong."


"Sewer pigs?" Ness exclaimed with a mixture of incredulity and a shiver of disgust.


Hannah picked up on the uncharacteristic display of weakness from the man. Looked like Ness had a thing about pigs, like Verse had his about sheep. "Every city has its urban myths about creatures finding their way into their sewer systems," she explained, rubbing salt into his wound, "either by accident or dumped, in many cases, by callous owners. They are reputed to thrive in their new eco-system, to live off our waste, then to breed, to mutate into more cryptozoic creatures. There are the giant alligators beneath Los Angeles, for example, elsewhere overgrown armoured piranha with paralysing bites, snakes the length of trains, and cats than can swallow you whole. Maybe its just something about you Brits, but - as Henry Mayhew mentions in his London Labour and the London Poor - you got the pigs: big, angry pigs."


"Cats that can swallow ye whole," Ness scoffed, ignoring the latter. But he swallowed anyway. "Aye, an' there'll be dogs with eyes like saucers, too, ah suppose." He spat on the floor, barely missing her boot. "Sewer pigs, my arse. They dinnae exist."


Oh, they exist all right, Hannah Chapter thought. I'm looking at one.


The group moved on, and Ness convinced himself that it was for reconnaissance purposes that he described a number of slow pirouettes, turning perfect circles with his knife poised, ready to strike.


It was thus with some relief that he found that Mary Henderson had led them at last to the main chamber used by her people. But she cautioned him from entering immediately, pointing out more of the makeshift traps they had encountered on their journey protecting the chamber's threshold, this time including a heavy and gruesome swinging spiked affair made of sharpened tube sleepers that was currently suspended in the shadows of the tunnel roof. She deftly neutralised the trigger, guided Ness and the others through, and then re-sprung the trap.


As the motley group entered the chamber proper, dark eyes turned on them with suspicion, and as Ravne had before them, each reacted with surprise at the number of pairs there actually were. Brand in particular goggled at the underground community and, as he wandered amongst them, nodded to the individuals as socially as he could considering his awareness of their condition.


Ness was a little less restrained. "Wha' the fook are youse starin' at? We ain't the walkin' worm food."


"These are the friends of Solomon Ravne," Mary said, wisely changing the subject. "The ones our mutual friend guided here?" She moved away from the group to stand by the side of Marcus Farrow.


"Business associates," Hannah corrected firmly. "Ravne has no friends."


"His choice in part, but mainly ours," Jenny added.


"I'm glad to hear that," Marcus Farrow responded, "because otherwise we might have had... issues." The joint leader of the group let the veiled threat hang in the air, but, when Jenny returned his stare utterly unfazed, smiled at her, his preternatural senses at work. "You are not human."


Jenny transformed for just enough time for a brief exchange. [And you are not wrong, but at least you didn't call me a satanic squatter or it might have been we who had... issues. What have you done with him, anyway?] Baarish-Shammon added, [Our Mister Ravne?]


"I have sent him down below."


[Fff. Disappointing. He likes going down.]


Marcus smiled again, admirably unimpressed by the demoness. "I doubt that he is liking this, but it was a necessary rite of passage for him."


[He agreed?]


"I threatened to slice off his hands and feet."


[I see. And will we be seeing him again?]


"I don't know. It could be dangerous."


Baarish-Shammon's eyes flared with pleasure. [I think I am beginning to like you.]


As the demoness transformed back into Jenny Simmons, Brand motioned Farrow to the side. The academic didn't give a second thought to the fact that he was confiding with a dead person, because the chaos of the past two days had somewhat inured him against strange turns of events, but there was one question he needed an answer to. "I want to thank you for providing us with this shelter," he said, "but there was a man, last night, back where we came from. He was... just like you, and he gave me this." Brand produced the crumpled paper from his pocket. "Who is he?"


Farrow smiled. "As Mary said, a mutual friend. One who saw that we were in trouble as much as your people. Also one who believes that we can help each other out of it."


Brand stared, disappointed not to get a clearer response, but if these people wanted to respect each other's privacy who on Earth had the right to question it?


"You believe the rippers are connected to the hunters?"


"I believe they are linked to the same problem, yes. I believe also that you are beginning to suspect what that problem is."


Brand nodded. "Do you have a map?" he asked.


The academic gathered Mary and Farrow, and the others around a makeshift table in the centre of the chamber. This was the first chance he'd had to explain his theories since his discoveries at Exham, and he needed all to listen.


"1944," he said. "The Ministry of Defence - in fact, the Ministry of Defence and Department Q - are allocated funds for a top secret project that is expected to be one year in development. I do not yet know what the nature of that project was, but central to its success is the acquisition of a certain piece of land."


"Which piece of land?"


"Right here," Brand said, jabbing the map.


"I know that place," Hannah said. She looked at Verse. "Visited it with the big guy, once. They call it the Albion Quarter."


Verse nodded. "It's an anomaly in the city, the only prime real estate in the heart of London other than obvious landmarks and listed buildings that's remained fundamentally unchanged since the end of the war. Apparently it's protected from any kind of outside development by royal charter or government decree or some such."


"By a whole raft of protective and exemptive dispensations," Brand confirmed. "Granted to the wartime owners of the quarter and then in perpetuity to its trustees in return for unspecified services to the Crown."


"Actually, Quarter is something of a misnomer," Verse added, "because the buildings that make up the estate only cover a little under two acres, hidden by modern office complexes not even visible to passers-by, but the term is used in deference to the fact that the area is unique as an area of the city, all but independent of it for half a century."


"A bi' like Pimlico in that film?" Ness said.


"Except that Pimlico belonged to France."


"Aye, bu' nobody can touch 'em, right?"


Brand nodded. "Even the Metropolitan police need ministerial permission if they wish to conduct investigations at the site."


"An' have they had cause to? Ah mean, wha' kind o' buildings make up this place?"


"The kind least likely to attract attention, actually," Verse returned. "The Albion Quarter was constructed in the late eighteenth century by a philanthropist who had made his fortune in slaving, found God, then ploughed what he considered to be his ill-gotten gains into helping the dispossessed. Many called it an idealistic folly, but nevertheless he established a number of charitable foundations on the site, including an orphanage, school, hospice, and naturally, a chapel."


"Nae pub?"


"No pub."


"Like Verse said, it's unique," Hannah chipped in. Then she frowned at Brand. "Except... Jeezus, you're going to tell us it ain't there anymore, right?"


Brand nodded. "It's now the Capek Construction site."


Verse thumped the table. "I should have known that. But in the dark I didn't recognise..."


"But how could they?" Mary Henderson asked. "If it's as legally protected as you say?"


"The sixty-four thousand dollar question," Brand replied. "It's taken me weeks to find a link between the bunker homunculi," he said to the others, "mainly because the one we could identify - Richard Brown - kept leading me down blind alleys. But it was their counterparts that I saw in a recent report who finally pointed the way. Four people who between them can overturn any or all of the protective legislation. The Albion Quarter trustees."


"The dead homunculi were the trustees back in the 1940s?"


Brand nodded. "AH/2 - Arnold Hall, JS/1 - Jezz Singleton, LPH/0 - Leonora Pankhurst-Hague, and, of course, the good Mister Brown himself."


"Wait. You're saying that Sonderkommando Thule wanted to replace the trustees during the war so they could demolish the place?"


Brand shook his head. "I think they wanted to replace them so that they could gain access to whatever the MoD and Department Q were up to. If you think about it, the trustees would have to have been taken into their confidence."


"Maybe they were then granted their special immunities in gratitude for keeping it."


"In gratitude and possibly more," Brand said. For the moment he didn't elaborate.


"Okay," Ness said. "Wi' you so far. Bu' why the hell would anyone be interested in a chapel, hospice, orphanage and school?"


"I don't think they are interested in them," Brand said. "I don't think they are interested in anything on the surface at all."


"Something in the basement?"


"Deeper."


"The sub-basement?"


Brand shook his head.


"So we're down to the bedrock," Ness said. "Och bollocks, dinnae tell me there's another angel in a cave doon there."


"No angel," Brand said, "but you're right about the bedrock. Or at least what would be bedrock were London not built on a foundation that is actually seventy per cent clay."


"Clay?" Verse asked.


Brand nodded. "There was a project name on the folder you recovered. Lehmverkund. It isn't a direct translation, but the name of the Ministry of Defence project echoes it pretty closely. The Clay Resource."


"So the MoD excavated under the Albion Quarter during the war, and now Capek wants whatever's there? Why now?"


"Maybe he just needed to find the right person to help," Hannah said. "Like Emmanuel Konterman, perhaps?"


"Bu' why there, particularly?" Ness asked. "Ah mean if they wanted ter start a pottery there musta bin other clay they could use?"


"It's a question of how much they needed, and why. Back at Exham I managed to access an old geological survey and the interesting thing is that while the rest of London's subterrain is thoroughly honeycombed with tube lines, water mains, telephone and cable - just about anything you can name, in fact - the area under the Albion Quarter is free of such intrusions. It's a complete blind spot... virgin earth."


Verse contemplated for a second. "Tell me if I'm going out on a limb here, but the protective dispensations that were granted to the quarter wouldn't have extended to development beneath it, would they?"


"You're not going out on a limb," Brand said, smiling. "Despite repeated and potentially highly lucrative requests from communications companies to maximise their networks - and even one from the Department of Transport itself for an underground branch line to service the Olympics - it too became a complete exclusion zone." Brand paused. "I don't think the special immunities were granted to the Albion Quarter just in gratitude, I think they were designed to protect whatever is down there."


"So what do you think we're dealing with?" Hannah queried. "A lost occult treasure? Some kind of artefact?"


"Must be some serious shit for them to go to all this trouble, then and now," Verse observed.


Brand sighed. "I really have no idea. The only clue we have to go on is that, whatever it is, it seems to need Emmanuel Konterman's expertise."


Marcus Farrow spoke up for the first time. "Actually, doctor, there is someone who might be able to help there. Not about this... Konterman, but with what lies beneath the Albion Quarter. At first I dismissed what she told me as imagination - it is easy to see things in these dark tunnels - or maybe just the nightmares of a child, but after what you've said, I'm no longer so certain."


"A child?" Brand asked. "May I speak with her?"


Farrow hesitated. "Don't take this personally, but it might be better if the woman of your group spoke to her instead of you." He nodded towards Hannah. "For reasons I need not go into, Rose is... somewhat wary of men."


Hannah looked a little startled, but shrugged her agreement anyway. "Hey, just so you know, I'm no Mary Poppins, but if it'll help..."


Farrow nodded. Leaving the others behind, he led Hannah across to the far side of the main chamber, where a small room lined with thick pipes - possibly once some kind of valve room - annexed the larger area. It was the only private space Hannah had seen here, and had apparently been set aside for the child. Where the others slept outside on makeshift cots, it had been furnished with an old but serviceable single bed, which she presumed Farrow or one of the others had found for her. There was even a bedraggled and obviously long since discarded Alf cuddly toy perched on its headboard.


Rose sat ignoring it on the bed with her arms encircling hunched up knees, her chin resting on them. Six, maybe seven years old, the little girl haltingly and quietly hummed some old nursery tune to herself while staring down at an empty floor. Hannah didn't recognise the tune and with a slight tremor realised it was probably before her time.


Farrow stopped Hannah briefly at the door. "Mary and I found her two weeks ago," he said. "She'd been living alone in the deeper tunnels for God knows how long, and we had a devil of a job convincing her to come with us. I don't know who the bastard was who brought her back, who it was she'd escaped from, but I'm pretty sure it wasn't a grieving parent who missed their child."


"It's all right," Hannah said. "I think I can probably fill in the rest."


Farrow nodded. "Go slow with her."


"As I said, I'm no Mary Poppins."


Goddammit, she thought as she stepped into the room, Rose's eyes raising slightly to greet her. As if this goddamned practice of half resurrection wasn't sick enough, some sicker pervert has to get his kicks by dragging a little girl out of her grave. She could only guess as to the horrors young Rose had had to endure - and for how long - but the memory of them was indelibly stamped in her sunken features, haunted eyes, and in the still present rope burns around her wrists - rope burns that Hannah suspected might never fade.


Hannah felt her eyes burning and swallowed hard, having to remind herself that Rose's past was not the reason she was here. For the moment at least she needed to discover what was going on now.


"Hello, Rose," she said, kneeling. "My name is Hannah."


Rose studied her for a second, no doubt gauging the newcomer with whatever mental litmus test she had developed down here for her own safety, and then replied, "Hello, Hannah." The girl sounded livelier than she'd expected, but also strange, her accent old, of another century. "You have a funny voice," Rose added.


Hannah laughed. "Funny, here was I thinking just the same thing about yours." After a second, she frowned. "Funny how, exactly?"


"I'm not sure... whiney."


Hannah coughed. "Yeah... well... you ain't the first bra... er, the first little girl to notice that. Tell you what - seeing as how we both have funny voices - why don't we be friends?"


"Maybe." Rose said hesitantly.


"Good girl. Because friends tell each other things. For instance, Mr. Farrow tells me that you might have had a bad dream, about something you saw in the tunnels?"


Rose looked directly at her, and Hannah felt a resurgence of the anger she'd felt when first walking in. Rose's gaze, even accounting for the era from which she imagined she came, was much older than it had any right to be, so sad and so... soiled. "I have bad dreams all the time," she said.


"And you're saying this wasn't a dream?"


Rose shook her head slowly. "And it wasn't in the tunnels, either. Not really."


Hannah shuffled her position. "Then where?" she urged.


"There are places in the dark where you can't go any further," Rose explained. She hesitated. "What I mean is grown-ups can't go any further because they're grown ups... but I can."


"Why is that? Because you're small enough?"


Rose nodded. "You can't go any further because there are big walls that someone put there recently, but there are holes in the bottom of them, like fireplaces."


"And what - you crawled through one of these fireplaces?"


"Mmm. I was too scared to go down at first because something at the end kept banging and banging, like a big cage door."


"But eventually you did? You were brave enough to go?"


Rose nodded again and stared at her. "You won't tell anyone what I saw? They'll all think I'm just being silly."


Hannah laughed. "No, Rose, I won't tell. What did you see, darling? What did you see?"


The little girl leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially in Hannah's ear.


"There are giants in the earth."







Chapter Thirteen

 


There are giants in the earth.


It was a helluva revelation, and a mite worrying if true. Hannah saw no reason to doubt that it was. With the cards that her life - and death - had dealt her, Rose did not strike her as a child prone to flights of fancy.


Giants, Jeezus. As if they didn't have enough on their plates already.


Hannah had reported what she had learned back to Brand and the others, and much as she'd expected, the general consensus had been that one or two of them had better take a look at what Capek Construction was up to on its site PDQ. This, though, was easier said than done. Ness and the others, during their earlier helicopter trip, had risked a flyby of the massive operation, and from what they'd told her of the security technology they'd observed through their binoculars, anyone attempting to infiltrate the site was going to need, not only convincing Trojan identities, but security level clearance cards that included a goddamned DNA fingerprint. It was pretty heavy stuff for a builder's yard, and even if she'd had the chance and foresight - which, bugger me, she couldn't think why, she hadn't - to grab her laptop and Hacman software on her way out of Exham, there would only have been a limited amount she could have done inside the Capek mainframe from her new and dubious accommodation in the sewers. Uploaded the Trojan IDs, sure, amended personnel files, maybe even changed the guards' patrol rotation to give their people a better chance to slip through. But the DNA fingerprint? No chance.


No, for that she knew she had to go straight to the source. The Capek Construction headquarters in Knightsbridge.


So here she was. Bright lights, big city.


Hanging from a rope halfway down a lift shaft in the middle of the night.


But that was only after she'd dropped from the chopper onto the roof.


She had to admit, she was really quite enjoying herself. She felt like she was doing that first infiltration into the bad guy's lair in a Bond movie. Oh, yeah...


Dum-daddadum-dum-dum, dum-dum dadda-dum dum...


Good evening, Mish-? The name'sh Chapter... Hannah Chapter.


Mmmm. A pleasure to meet you, Mizz Chapter. I am Ernst Stavro Blofeld's personal pussy stroker, Nikkie Bocker-Glory.


But my dear lady, of courshe you are. Tell me, Nikkie, do you come with or without the cherry?


"Ah ken that grin," a voice broke in, echoing in the metal-lined shaft. "If yer thinking' o' shaggin' some bint agin, ye'd best stop now 'cause yer harness is gettin' as twisted as you are."


Ah yes, Hannah thought. Here was the one thing she wasn't enjoying. When she'd outlined her plan to the others, she'd ended up with Ness as her backup. Of the others available, Brand wasn't trained for this kind of shit, the demoness had decided she'd best mount a guard to supplement the traps, and Verse - who, of course, she would have chosen every time - passed on her company in favour of Ravne's. The priest had decided that the missing Ravne might be in need of some help coping with the rite of passage on which Farrow had despatched him. This turned out to be a suggestion to which Farrow had objected quite vehemently - Hannah still wasn't sure what was going on between him and Ravne - until Verse had convinced him that the potentially gathering storm might require all hands on deck.


Apart from all this, there was, of course, the matter of the chopper. The security cameras on the roof meant that their drop had to be a quick in and out - no landing - and as Ness obviously couldn't fly and drop at the same time, he did have a mate - yup, she'd fallen off her chair at that one - who had served with him before his enforced departure from Iraq. He was willing to undertake the stealth op for them no questions asked. But he did have one condition: that his old shooting partner had to come along for the ride.


Scots bastard along for the ride or not, it was still a much better idea than risking a potential firefight going in through the front entrance. She still remembered the kit that the hunters had been packing down under.


"Ah'm telling ya, yer gonna get twisted," Ness reiterated.


"Play with your own dangly bits, Boy Wonder... I know how to rappel." She did, too, even if she'd had to learn quickly during a rather fraught visit she'd made to Area 51. Aware of the problem that Ness was nagging her about, she twitched in her harness to shift its position and the two of them descended through the remaining floors without speaking, the only sound in the shaft the zizzzz-zizzzz of carbon fibre ropes.


They grounded at last on the top of an elevator that had been locked down for the night on the building's basement level, which was standard security procedure. Silently and efficiently Ness thumped the release on his harness, lifted the elevator's access hatch, and, despite his bulk, dropped inside with the grace of a cat. As Hannah followed his lead, she begrudgingly had to admit to herself that the man was good. They'd agreed while they were here that they would leave as minimal a footprint as possible - not to use firearms unless absolutely necessary - and so when the guy who'd pulled the short straw and was guarding the roof had come at them ready to fire first and ask questions later, Ness had rushed him, nutted him, and thrown him off the edge. Nothing special about that, perhaps, but clandestine being the watchword of the night, the Glaswegian had obviously done his calculations, too. The guard dropped thirty-two storeys, straight down, into a builder's skip half-filled with sharp, pointy things, killing the trigger-happy prick and hiding his body simultaneously. Barring some homeless guy so harassed by the cops he'd kip on wood and glass, or one of said cops being bored and overly zealous on patrol, the body would remain undiscovered until well after dawn, by which time - she hoped - her soon to be provided security bypasses would have done their job elsewhere.


During this feat of high-rise prestidigitation Ness had, unfortunately, taken two bullets in the shoulder, which he had now field-dressed. Hannah hoped it hurt like hell and looked forward to rubbing salt into the wound later. Whether Ness was good or not, she hadn't for one moment forgotten what he had done - or far more importantly, not done - back at Exham. She still hadn't decided what she was going to do about that, yet, but it would be something, that you could guarantee. It was just a case of waiting for the right opportunity to present itself.


Ness slipped his combat knife into the contact niche between the two elevator doors, and twisted the blade to open it wide enough for him to get his hands in. That done, he gripped the knife handle in his teeth while he prised the doors apart. The two of them slipped from the elevator into a half-lit corridor.


Just as a guard came around a corner and walked right into them.


He immediately raised his gun.


"I wouldn't," Hannah advised him. "No, really, I wou-"


But trigger-happy seemed to be the security guard's watchword of the night.


This time it was her turn. Ness had already snatched his knife from his mouth, but before he even had a chance to launch the blade, she quickly slapped the base of her palm into the front of the guard's chin, snapping his head back so sharply that his neck broke instantly. Efficiently, she plucked the gun from his glazed-eyed and still falling body then grabbed and dragged the flopping corpse into a nearby closet, dumping it behind a file tower. Unlike Ness would have done, she'd taken no pleasure from the unnecessary death, and inwardly prayed that this would be the last body the two of them would have to hide. She closed the door behind her.


"Doin' what comes natural, eh?" Ness asked. He licked his lips with a stained, fat tongue. "Ah jus' knew you an ah'd mek a great partnership. So how boot a quickie agin that wall? Ah know how death can make yer hot."


"Case you hadn't noticed I'm out of the closet, dipstick," Hannah said coldly. "Besides, I'd rather stick pins in your eyes."


Ness cackled and spat a great green gob on the corridor floor. So much for not leaving a fingerprint, Hannah thought. The Scot, his thoughts engaged elsewhere, no longer seemed to care about that, and did nothing to clear the evidence of his passing. There were many things she had never liked about Ness, but this was what disturbed her the most - how easily he could slip from professional field operative to psychotic sociopath. "Bin sharin' putdowns in the ladies lavvies, 'ave we?" he said, suddenly threatening. "So go on, girlie, ah dare ye ta tell me what's wrong wi' the old Nessy monster."


"Wouldn't know. I'm a cryptozoologist not a clinical psychiatrist. So keep what passes for your mind on the job, asshole."


Ness flashed teeth in her face. "Ah jus' love it when yer turn nasty."


"Really?" Hannah jabbed a finger into the hole in Ness's shoulder and slowly pushed, smiling coldly as the Glaswegian tried unsuccessfully to turn a groan of pain into one of pleasure. Her next words were coldly measured. "You and I have outstanding business, but until I'm ready to set out my stall, just piss off."


Hannah turned and moved on, leaving Ness growling behind her. Under normal circumstances she wouldn't have pushed the psycho so far - especially when alone with him - but after the dressing-down he'd had from Kostabi over Verse, she knew Ness wouldn't dare endanger another operation by doing anything stupid.


The two found the stairs up to ground level and moved cautiously up. Another guard moved across the far side of the huge reception and turned off into a corridor. Quietly, Hannah moved to a desk and found what she expected would be there.


Electronic building guide. The security office was second on the left.


They slipped into the room and Hannah studied its contents. ID card production equipment, DNA sampler. Everything she'd hoped for and all that she needed.


She studied the small DNA extractor - designed to extract a pinprick of blood for scanning - and smiled. She doubted Ness would know that was how it worked.


She just couldn't resist.


"While we're here we should get our own DNA on the database, it might come in handy later. You go first."


Ness sighed. "Aye, fine. Whadda ah do?"


Hannah pointed to a couple of plastic dishes on a desk. They were probably for paper clips, but empty. "Gimme a number one in that one and a number two in the other."


The Scotsman gaped. "Ya expect me to have a wazz an' a kack?"


"Of course. Deoxyribonucleic acid is complex stuff. The system needs both for comparison."


"Ah'm not droppin' ma keks in front o' you!"


Hannah paused, letting him suffer.


"Funny. Here was I thinking that was what you've been after all these months."


Ness's eyes darkened. "Oh, ah ge' it. That were a wind-up, reet?"


"Yes, thank God. The image it conjured has already replaced something nice in my brain."


"There's nothing nice in your brain, ya sick bitch," Ness snapped. "So whadda ah really do? Ah mean, ye still want a sample, right?"


She didn't, but she nodded at the extractor, anyway. "Just stick your index finger in that hole. The machine'll do the rest."


"Thas more like it. Stickin' ma finger in a hole ah don't mind at - ow! ya wee fooker."


"Diddums. Did that hurt?"


Hannah smiled in satisfaction as Ness wandered off sucking his finger, then processed Brand and Jenny Simmons's DNA. It was these two, it had been decided, who were to infiltrate the Capek Construction site, and they had provided small samples of blood that Hannah worked into the machine. There was a moment of concern when the system at first refused to recognise the she-demon's sample but, as the body she wore was still essentially human, it soon got over the glitch. Two new biometric records had been added to the Capek Construction database, and what she needed to do now was imprint the strand data onto the cards. For this, Hannah used the other machine.


All that remained to do was create the Trojan identities and employment histories to match the already present data. But for that she would need to access a PC, the higher the clearance the better.


Hannah unlocked the elevators and she and Ness took the one to the penthouse office, pausing only to silently despatch a guard alerted by the ting. They emerged into Conrad Capek's domain and Ness busied himself examining various executive toys while Hannah breached the password on his machine.


It wasn't difficult to do. The password was "Lehmverkund".


Hannah rapidly tapped keys and created Brand and Simmons's legends in the personnel files. The only time she paused was when it came to naming her fictional creations. She had already decided who Brainiac was to be - and she thought he'd like it - but when it came to the name of the demoness she had to admit she had struggled since the plan was first mooted.


But suddenly, she smiled.


Tappity-tap-tap-TAP.


"It's done," she said to Ness. "Let's get the hell out of here."


The Scotsman frowned. "You ain't gonna try an' find out more aboot wass goin' on while you're in that thing?" he asked with surprise.


Hannah shook her head. "Could do, but that's not why we came. The main priority is getting Brand and Simmons onto that site without anyone knowing they're coming. And the fact is, if I tried it without Hacman I'd risk leaving a footprint in every file I entered."


"Then I would hope," said a voice, "that I have trodden carefully."


Hannah and Ness spun.


"Going my way?" asked Solomon Ravne.







Chapter Fourteen

 


"I am going to kill her," Jenny Simmons said slowly. "But before I kill her I am going to slice her open and make her watch her innards slither out and steam upon the floor. Then I am going to snap her spine in two, twist her like a pretzel, and fuse her lips to her rectum. She is then going to thank me as best she can while I make her eat her own sh-"


"Quiet!" Jonathan Brand said, interrupting her. His sudden demand had absolutely nothing to do with what followed but his finger stung from a DNA sample just taken and he'd already had enough of this particular mood. "The guard's coming back."


The front gate guard of the construction site returned from his booth, where he had just run their newly minted ID cards through his terminal, checking the details against the Capek mainframe. Nice work, Miss Chapter, Brand thought. Because the IDs appeared to have checked out.


"You like to make an early start, Professor Quinterman?" the guard queried. He squinted at the glow of the still orange dawn, a fluttering of birds on their first flight of the new day. "And you, too, Miss-" he added, his eyebrows rising, "-Bocker-Glory."


"Then AFTER she has choked to de-"


"FOR CHRIST'S SAKE, WOMAN, IT'S ONLY A NAME..."


"I'm sorry?" the guard said.


"It's all in the game," Brand said hurriedly. "You know, early start, impress the boss... it's, er, all part of the game."


The guard frowned, and, turning cold, Brand realised his question about the early start could have been a last, subtle security check, designed to catch him out. Dammit, this was obviously a twenty-four hour operation.


"Actually, Conrad - Mister Capek - keeps me on call all the time," he said in what he hoped was a superior curveball. "It comes with the title."


"Yes, of course, professor," the guard agreed. He turned to Jenny. "You are from Germany, Miss Bocker-Glory?"


Jenny smiled, then said forcefully, "I'm from lots of different places." She put her hands on her hips, impatient. "Can we go in now?"


"In just a moment. But first there is one more th-"


Jenny tutted and transformed in a flash. The remainder of the guard's sentence was rudely interrupted by the presence of one of her talons curving up through his throat and into his brain.


"Jesus!" Brand said, jumping back. "He might just have been going to ask you for a date!"


[Fine. He has one. With the morgue.]


"God, I thought I was being paranoid."


Baarish-Shammon returned to human form. "Not being paranoid, just observant." She pointed to the dead man's finger, which was a centimetre away from his alarm button. "Can we get on with this or not?"


Brand stared at her and realised that, now, they had very little choice. Hiding the body, he followed the already advancing demoness onto the site proper.


My God, he thought as it opened up before them. Just look what they've done. Only weeks before, this had been an area unlike any in the world - absolutely irreplaceable - and now it was nothing more than a hole in the ground. The MoD and Department Q might have excavated under this site more than half a century ago - and their counterparts in Germany might have planned to infiltrate it with their doppelgangers - but in both cases the plans had been physically uninvasive, causing as little disruption to the Albion Quarter as possible. There was nothing uninvasive about Conrad Capek's methods. This was no excavation - this was strip-mining.


He and Simmons made their way down ladders to the bottom of the hole, some fifteen metres down. It was strangely quiet, but Brand kept an eye on the few figures there who were employed in various tasks, wary of suspicious glances their way. It had been safe to assume that the general workers would not recognise them as strangers, but it might be a different matter if they came across Capek or any of his present day trustees.


Brand sighed. The news about those four poor people that Ravne had brought back from Capek HQ had not been good. Lawrence Verse had been adamant since the academic had first revealed his theory that at least one of them would never have agreed to waive the Albion Quarter's uniquely protected status - the friend he had once visited there with Hannah Chapter. And as the friend in question was one Dolores Whitbread, the priest in the Quarter's chapel, Brand tended to agree. The fact indicated, of course, that the new trustees were actually homunculi doppelgangers themselves, but if that was the case it indicated also that the originals were at best missing, and at worst dead. It was a fate that Verse had refused to contemplate until Ravne told him he had found her and the others' bodies in one of the HQ's labs, their brains torn apart to provide memory engrams for their twins. Damn Ravne, Brand thought - the man had spoken almost admiringly about how the method was so much better than having to educate homunculi in the old days.


The consultant had been no more sympathetic in informing Farrow of the fates of his reanimated friends. While everyone else had been repulsed by what he told them - horrific and inexplicable as it was - Ravne had spared no detail as he gave his account in a state of morbid fascination.


Oh yes, he had been a bearer of bad news, had Mister Ravne - and not least in the last thing he told them all. Taken initially through tunnels to a cell at Capek headquarters - apparently not needed or the wrong type to be one of the kebabs - he had witnessed hunters transporting what appeared to be small explosive charges into the underground labyrinth. Worse, after escaping from his cell and trying to access files - before being interrupted by Hannah and Ness - he had discovered plans to deploy the charges throughout the tunnels. Marcus Farrow and Ness had people searching for them now, because it appeared that the hunters had ceased hunting and were instead simply going to wipe them out.


Brand, of course, hoped that the search was going well, but it was not something that he could worry about now. For the moment there were other things demanding his attention.


Not least that the bottom of the hole where he and Simmons were was not, in fact, the bottom of the hole at all.


They appeared to be standing on some kind of a platform, constructed at some intermediate level between the surface and the true depths, a point at which there had been a pause in the massive excavation. The platform was old, probably part of the original dig, but for what purpose had it been placed here? Brand looked around. The hill-like spoils of the Capek dig were shored away to the sides of the hole, and resting against the shoring were four tarpaulin covered squares the size of garage doors. Ensuring that no one was watching, Brand moved to one of them and pulled the tarpaulin back. With a sudden urgency, he then did the same with the other three.


Each of them was a huge marble slab inscribed all over with a complex pattern of occult symbols and glyphs. They emitted a warmth that should not have been present in the stone, and a deep resonance that Brand could actually feel as a vibration in his teeth. There was power here. A lot of power.


"Somebody wanted to keep the lid on something very, very badly," Jenny Simmons said. "Those are Mesopotamian binding glyphs, powerful enough to keep even me subdued."


Don't flatter yourself, Brand thought. He had seen similar symbols in various ancient texts, and just a small chip of a slab with one of these glyphs would have been sufficient to keep the demoness down. But here there were four whole slabs with hundreds of glyphs between them.


These things were seals. Seals intended to bury forever something very dangerous indeed.


And they had been removed.


Dear God, he thought. What the hell is beneath us?


There was only one way to find out. Towards the corner of the platform, an elevator cage had just been opened by a couple of workers, and Brand shouted for them to hold it while he and Jenny slipped in. Perhaps unnecessarily he flipped his ID at the men, causing brief, suspicious glances - and what followed was an awkward pause.


Brand hated elevators anyway, but he especially hated the kind you found on building sites. They were elevators stripped to their bare essentials - rid of the finery of panels, chrome or mirrors, the dubious pleasures of muzak - the misleading veneer that hid what, to his mind, they actually were when it came - no pun intended - down to it... boxes that hung on strings over bloody big holes. Hannah Chapter had told him how she had infiltrated the Capek headquarters, and the fact was he could still see the vertiginous shaft that must have loomed beneath her.


Nevertheless, he had to maintain his composure. As he was meant to be someone who, however peripherally, was involved in the construction industry, it wouldn't do to baulk at possibly its most common form of transport in the presence of those whose suspicions he was trying to avoid. To compensate, he took his mind off the shaky descent by trying to make small talk with Jenny Simmons.


"Long way down."


There was a second's pause.


"Known longer, lover boy," his dead ex-fiancée said. Brand knew what the demoness was actually talking about: home. But she had made it sound as provocative as she possibly could.


"Hoh... yes?" Brand coughed, caught out.


Jenny lowered her eyes to his fly and licked her lips. "Mmmm. You know. All the way down."


One of the workers smirked and gave Brand a wink. Givin' the old PA a good shaftin', eh? Good on yer, prof.


Brand did the only thing he could and winked back manfully. But by Christ, he thought, if this guy only knew.


"So?" he said to him. "Are you courting? I mean... do you have a sweetheart? That is, you're getting some, righ..."


Thankfully, the lift reached the bottom a second later.


It was with some alacrity that Brand exited the cage, followed by Simmons, and the two of them let the workers go on ahead. But Brand's relief at being back on terra firma did not last long. Because while the top level of the site - the area he supposed was no longer important - had been quiet, where they were now was a hive of activity.


Brand could hardly believe what he was seeing around him, and he stood and gaped. The two of them had emerged into a corridor that must have been part of the original MoD and Department Q project, a wood-panelled slice of yesterday still adorned with posters warning careless talk costs lives and the walls have ears. Racks of unused gas masks hung at various strategic points, there was a portrait of the king in a frame, and most evocatively of all office doors were still marked with the names of their occupants of decades ago. One of these read Emmanuel Konterman, while another carried a title only: Prime Minister.


If Winston Churchill had spent time down here, whatever the project codenamed The Clay Resource had been must have been big.


Surely, then, Brand thought, this corridor is not all that there is? And as he walked with Jenny Simmons through the busy throng of Capek's incongruously dressed workers, he realised that all the corridor's anterooms - the offices - were to one side. The other consisted of a series of time-stained windows that looked out on...


Brand bundled Jenny Simmons through a door between windows. The two of them were standing on a metal walkway that ran along all four sides of a vast cavern that had been carved out of London's underbelly. It was cold and it was damp, and it was deep.


Spotlights positioned at various points on the walkway shone down to the floor of the cavern, though as yet Brand and Simmons were not close enough to the edge to see what they illuminated.


The scale of this place!


"Is everybody ready on the dark side of the moon?" Brand asked idly.


"Excuse me?"


"A film that Jenny and I went to see once," the academic answered. "I don't suppose you get to see that many?"


The demoness smiled. "Au contraire, loverboy. Watch 'em on the DVD while you're busy doing whatever it is you waste your life doing. I like comedies. You know, The Devil Rides Out, The Exorcist, Hellraiser II: Hell On Earth. The last one I found to be a vicious cross-breed of The X-Files and the The Da Vinci Code."


"It had nothing to do with either."


"No," Jenny said, frowning. "It didn't, did it?"


Brand stepped forward and peered over the edge of the walkway.


Oh Dear Lord.


As the little girl, Rose, had said, there were giants in the earth. Because he was looking down on what he could only consider to be the western equivalent of the terracotta army, rank upon rank of sculpted, fearsome soldiers arranged in rows and columns, and simply standing here beneath the earth. But they were not the western equivalent of the terracotta army... not really. For one thing, that army consisted of men in armour and masks, and these things wore no armour or masks, and were not men. For another, each of the figures he looked upon was twice the size and more of any normal human being. Most of all - though like the army they appeared as if their destiny was to stand here forever waiting - he could sense that each and every one of them was alive.


They were golems.


It was an army of golems.


"Oh... crap," Jenny Simmons said.


"I need to get down there," Brand responded. He spotted a gantry that obviously lowered onto the floor of the cavern and began to head towards it. "My God, I need to get down there."


"What? Have you finally gone clinically gaga?"


"I don't think they're harmful... not yet," the academic called back. "I need to see them up close."


Brand activated the gantry and, gazing around to see if they had been spotted - which it seemed they miraculously hadn't - Jenny joined him as it descended. It dropped them on the floor of the cavern and Brand immediately headed for the first golem in line, looking like a child next to the giant that had been carved from the clay in which it stood.


At last he knew where Emmanuel Konterman fitted into all of this. The man's religion, his occult background, steeped in a rich history of God's powers of creation, had no doubt given him the ancient knowledge of how to wrest life from the earth itself. It was doubtless why the Ministry of Defence had sought his aid during World War Two, and why Conrad Capek sought - for his own reasons, whatever they were - that of his doppelganger now.


Konterman's talent: the arcane creation and instilling of life into artificial men.


Of golems.


Lehmverkund.


The Clay Resource.


But there was something wrong here; Brand could sense it. Whatever plans the Ministry of Defence had once had for these creatures, something had changed. Not only was there a strange feeling about this whole cavern - a horrible, dizzying vibration that seemed to be coming from beneath his feet, but also something about the appearance of the golems themselves. Though they were naturally slightly glistening - and vaguely hairy - in their appearance, there was also a sheen to them that seemed as out of place as the feeling in the cavern itself. Brand wandered through the golems and ran his hand over them, from chest to abdomen. They did seem to have a coating of some kind, something sticky and lotion-like that, when he rubbed them, tacked his fingers together. He pulled his hand away and sniffed, jerking back as he did - whatever the hell this stuff was he doubted it belonged. No, he smelled blood, semen, urine and faeces... and something else that for some reason he found stomach-turningly familiar. He struggled and then remembered. He used to pass the local abattoir on the bus when he was a kid, and when the place had been in full swing - after the cattle markets - the stench of rendered animals had been utterly nauseating. This was like that only different... tallow, for sure, but different. It smelled of...


Brand retched. His fingers - the inside of his nostrils and his throat - were coated, he knew, in the remains of the missing reanimates. This was the purpose of Ravne's kebabs.


But why? For God's sake, why do this?


Brand's heart suddenly lurched. There was a sound, one that he knew from earlier, only this time the pitch seemed reversed. The gantry, which was their only way out of the pit, was retracting.


Brand snapped his gaze around. Only now did he realise why none of Capek's people were down here with them. Because they were all staring down in silence from behind the safety rails above. And one or two of them were smiling.


A rolling metal roof began to close between him and them.


Something was wrong, very wrong.


Calling Jenny Simmons to follow, Brand ran. Ran as fast as he could through the mirey forest of silent figures, dodging and weaving to the left and right past the obstacles in a way he imagined - but probably didn't in any way - sped up his attempted flight. Whichever way he could have gone, he really had no chance - not only was running through the clay of the cavern floor like trying once again to run in a dream, his investigations had taken him to the far end of the excavation and he was simply too far away.


The academic neared the gantry just as it passed above head height and he threw himself upward, arms flailing for purchase. His fingers missed the metal by a full centimetre.


Brand slapped down on his knees and palms in the mud, panting like a dog. Dammit! What the hell was going on?


An evacuation alarm sounded.


The rolling roof fully closed.


Metal sluice gates in the walls of the cavern slammed shut here, opened there, and Brand realised suddenly what they were. Little Rose's fireplaces. Designed to control air flow, heat exchange...


Oh Jesus. The explosives Ravne had seen. They had nothing to do with killing the reanimates, except, perhaps, incidentally.


There was a dull boom from somewhere in the subterrain. Another. Then another. Blowing at perfectly timed intervals and placed to create a self-perpetuating and super-heated front with the effect they produced.


A heat front that was heading this way.


These golems were about to be fired.


He and Jenny were standing in a kiln.


Fire roared towards them.


Just before it hit he saw Jenny transform, and knew that Baarish-Shammon had shed her human, physical form to protect her host body. The demoness turned towards him and smiled. Brand had only a microsecond to wish that he possessed a similar faculty before the rushing sheet of flame instantly took the flesh from his bones and left the skull of a charred, open-jawed - and soon to be clattering to the ground - skeleton gawping in its wake.







Chapter Fifteen

 


I have to be dead, Jonathan Brand reasoned.


It was not the first time such a thought had occurred to him. When last, he had fallen to a bullet fired at his temple at point blank range, his would-be assassin had been the Sonderkommando Thule agent Helen Earth, guardian of the mutated fallen angel that had lain buried beneath Boswell.


On that occasion he had survived through the miraculous intervention - he had since decided it couldn't have been anything else - of the heaven-sent artefact known as the Eyes of the Angel.


But he had not had that artefact a moment ago.


He still felt the searing heat of the sudden inferno, the ice-coldness of awful realisation. He still heard the great roar of the tsunami of fire powerful, enough to strip the flesh from his bones. He even remembered the beginnings of his abruptly curtailed final scream.


No doubt about it. He had been consumed in the heart of hell.


He had to be dead.


If that was the case, then why did he feel woozy? No, not woozy, exactly - more out of step with his surroundings, as if he were somehow no longer quite in phase with the universe around him.


What universe? He was standing in absolute blackness. Nothing at all. Without knowing why, he took a step forward.


A figure was standing there, beckoning him on.


It was Norrell.


"You? Where did you-?"


Norrell shook his head. "That doesn't matter. Come this way."


Brand did and found himself inside the House of Commons. A shadowed House of Commons, leached of all colour. Figures filled the benches on either side of him, but they were more flickering smudges than corporeal forms. As grey as their surroundings, too - like ghosts.


Norrell slipped onto one of the benches and became like them. Whoever they were.


The only one who seemed to have any substance at all was the one who sat in the Speaker's chair.


"Welcome, Dr. Brand," the bearded man said. "I am John Dee."


Brand faltered. He thought of the legendary alchemist - some said sorcerer - and advisor to the throne. "Dee? The John Dee?"


"The same."


"Then the fire must have done its job. John Dee has been dead for a very long time."


Dee smiled, a little sadly. "Oh, I have been, but think of me as his shade, his projection through time. Like the others who make up this assembly, I am simply a representative - a perpetuation, if you like - of his ideals here in the Dark Parliament."


"The Dark Parliament?" Brand queried. "What - shades don't pay their bills?"


Dee laughed - no, actually guffawed. "It is a name meant to represent our hidden influence, doctor, not a physicality. What you see is only a context for you to inhabit. If you'd like, it can be changed to somewhere more comfortable for you."


"More comfortable?" Brand mused, and shook his head. "No, I'm fine. Much as I might need it right now, the members of your Dark Parliament getting rat-arsed in the Arden Arms doesn't seem quite right, somehow."


"Rat-arsed?"


Brand struggled to think of a word more contemporary for Dee. "Betwattled."


"Ah. Then I suppose instead you should like to know why you are here?"


"Actually, how I am here might start to get me up and running."


Dee shook his head, dismissive. "Simple displacement. Much as Mister Norrell used to remove you and Miss Chapter from the custody of the Accord. Except that this time we displaced you a second before you died."


It was Brand's turn to guffaw... a second before he died? Then it hit him what else Dee had said. "You're not the Accord? Who the hell are you people?"


"As I said, we represent certain ideals. The way things should be. There is a balance to everything, doctor, but sometimes that balance becomes... disturbed. That is the reason for the Dark Parliament's existence. We intercede only when the balance between factions is... unjustly weighted."


"You mean when the good guys start to lose?"


"Sometimes when the bad guys start to lose."


"And which am I?" Brand questioned, correcting himself when he thought of the others. "I mean, which are we?"


"An interesting mix, actually," Dee responded, "but as far as your current circumstances are concerned, mainly for the good."


Brand's head reeled. The fact was that he had signally failed to glean any significant information at the site and - even if this were some kind of dream - it might help him to begin to make sense of things.


"Dee, what the hell is going on?"


"The Clay Resource," Dee explained. "A project begun by the Ministry of Defence and Department Q towards the end of 1944. A project intended, with the help of Emmanuel Konterman, to create a force of golems that could defend London against a Nazi invasion, should the city fall."


"My God."


"Unfortunately, also a project whose existence Sonderkommando Thule was fully aware of. Their own project - Lehmverkund - was to replace the people involved with their own homunculus doppelgangers, and then use the golems not to defend London but to conquer it."


"The homunculi - apart from Konterman - found rotted in the bunker," Brand said. "They were never used."


"Both projects took almost a year to come to fruition."


"The war ended," Brand guessed. "Both projects were abandoned. Then sixty years later Capek Construction accidentally breaches the homunculus bunker."


"The breach was no accident, doctor. Conrad Capek had simply located the bunker after years of research, because the Konterman doppelganger had long been vital to his plans to reactivate The Clay Resource. Capek would probably have coerced the original years ago had he been able, but the real Konterman vanished after the war, as you know."


This triggered a question that had been nagging Brand since this had begun. "But what about his memories? The doppelganger wouldn't possess the necessary knowledge, surely? He would have been pre-memory engram technology."


"Not at all. The Peenemunde bunker was one of the first to experiment with the technique. We believe samples were taken from Konterman during the war. It need be nowhere near as invasive a procedure as Conrad Capek seems to enjoy."


"Okay, fine, but if all of this was preplanned why call us in to investigate the bunker?"


"As you have all already surmised, to remove your people from the scene. Capek knows that you all possess the skills and knowledge to threaten him, and so, when he discovered the rather elaborate traps that remained active there they suggested a method to eliminate some of you in the very first act. The only mistake he made was to underestimate your people's resilience."


"People do that," Brand nodded. He felt an odd surge of professional pride towards Hannah Chapter and Lawrence Verse, if not necessarily towards Solomon Ravne. "And they'd resent you calling them my team," he added as an afterthought.


Dee chuckled deeply. "They are a... disparate bunch, aren't they?" He turned and looked at the others for a second. Eyebrows were raised. "Tell me, Dr. Brand - would you like us to enlighten you as to exactly why Ethan Kostabi brought them all together? The particular gestalt he sought?"


Brand took a moment to digest the words and then his heart lurched at the suggestion. But his response - and the speed with which it came - amazed him. "No," he said emphatically, though not exactly sure why. Perhaps his brain was overloaded enough with current circumstance, or perhaps it was simply the fear of what he might learn. "I think some things are best left to run their natural course, don't you?"


Dee smiled at him and Brand got the impression that without him realising it there had been a right and a wrong choice. He thought he'd made the right one.


"So when the bunker failed, he blind-sided us at the Eye," Brand said. "All to give him free rein with his golem army. But why the hell does he want a golem army in the first place?"


"He does not," Dee said, surprisingly. "They have become a means to his end."


Brand hesitated. "I don't understand."


Dee was silent for a second, and when he spoke he did not answer the question directly.


"Answer me this, Dr.r Brand - what do you know of the creation of golems?"


"More than most, I suppose - it comes with the job, but I haven't made a serious study of the subject. There hadn't been the need for that... until now."


"Tell me what you know."


Brand shrugged. "There are references in recorded history as far back as the Talmud, which contains several instances of Rabbis creating manlike creatures they then used to conduct their holy errands. Probably the most famous story is more recent, that of the golem of Rabbi Loew, or Yehuda Loew Ben Bezalel. Back in the sixteenth century, as the then Maharal of Prague, Rabbi Loew reputedly created a golem to defend the Jewish ghetto against a blood libel, some say an actual pogrom, instigated by the city Gentiles, who had accused the Jews of all kinds of horrors, including drinking the blood of children or using it to bake matzo - their unleavened bread - or simply murdering them for ritualistic purposes. The idea for the golem apparently came to Loew in a divine dream and, together with two helpers - the three born under the signs of air, fire and water, which together with the earth of the golem represented the necessary elements for the ritual - he prepared himself spiritually for seven days before crafting the creature from clay on the banks of the River Moldau. It was a complex ritual, but what resulted was reportedly three metres tall and capable of growing fingernails and hair that covered its body. Naturally, this golem - some accounts say Loew gave it a name: Joseph - dissuaded the gentiles from further persecution and when its task was done Loew hid the creature in the attic of the Altneuschul, the principal synagogue of Prague. The story goes that it's still there - having miraculously escaped widespread destruction by the Nazis - ready to emerge when called back into battle. There's a statue of it in present day Prague, at the entrance to the former ghetto." Brand paused and smiled. "But some say that it isn't a statue at all."


Dee humoured him with a small smile of his own. Again, he took a moment before he spoke. "This creature of clay was - you believe - the archetypal golem?"


"No, not necessarily, but it was the kind - no pun intended - that became stamped into the public consciousness after inspiring writers and film makers over the last two centuries. Gustav Meyrink's Der Golem, for example, or in slightly different form as Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. The director Paul Wegener made the silent classic The Golem in 1916, a measure of its popularity being that it was the first cinema film to spawn two sequels. His golem - the one with the ogre-esque jacket, the big belt and sculpted wig - became the iconic image that people visualise whenever the word is used today."


"Then clay is not the only material that can be used to make such a being?" Dee asked, urging him on.


Brand shook his head. "There are recorded instances of sand golems, iron golems, stone golems, and even flesh golems - Frankenstein, again - which must be made using parts from six or more dead bodies. The Talmud is only one indicator of the material and the methodology. Because what we're talking about here are the secrets of creation. And the instructions for that are believed to be contained within the ancient Kabbalistic tome, the Sefer Yetzira, or the book of formation. The Sefer Yetzira teaches that it is not the material itself that makes the golem but the words used in the ritual, the Tetragrammata - God's words of creation - the words of power. Theoretically, then, a golem can be created out of anything... even from thin air."


"And do you accept this?"


"Many better men than I have studied - continue to study - the Sefer Yetzira in the hope they might eventually come to some understanding of God's plan. But the writings are vastly complex, elusive. And perhaps with good reason. It's been postulated that if the entire book could be fully deciphered and then reverse engineered, then the student would effectively become God."


"Capable of creating his own Adam, his own Eve, in his own Garden of Eden," Dee said.


Brand nodded. "Because that's all we are meant to be when it comes down to it, isn't it, we men and women? Golemim and Golemahot? All that we are until God makes us fully human by providing us with the breath of life."


"Genesis 2:7," Dee quoted.


Brand studied him. "Dee, what's this all about?"


There was a murmuring from the others in the chamber and Dee appeared to confer with them for a few moments, though not a word was said. Then for the first time, Dee rose from his seat and approached the academic. "For a layman, Dr, Brand, your knowledge is extensive and insightful so we hope you will forgive us a small demonstration to ensure that you fully comprehend the import of your words and what we have to tell you next." Dee placed a palm on the side of Brand's head and the academic recoiled slightly - the alchemist's shade had no mass, no smell, no material presence at all, but he could feel the hand on his flesh.


And then it passed through his skull.


Brand staggered. It was as if Dee's hand were some old chalk duster and his mind the blackboard across which it moved, his perception of his surroundings erased beneath its stroke. But as the hand passed, it did not leave a blank board beneath... simply a different one.


Dust seemed to hang in the air.


Dust did hang in the air.


What the hell? Where the...?


Wait, wait. wait. He knew this place.


Realisation struck him and he felt as cold as ice. He knew this place from old etchings and from photographs, and from descriptions of the curious down the years, those who had broken away from the main tourist parties to attempt to sneak a look to see if the legend was true. This was the attic of the Altneuschul, the synagogue in Prague, the reputed hiding place of Loew's golem. Was he actually here, transported as he had been from the construction site to the Dark Parliament, only now across hundreds of kilometres onto the continent? He stuck out a hand to caress a nearby beam... felt its solidity, its texture, its reality. Impossible but true. But there was something else, too. The return of the wooziness he had felt earlier - that same feeling of being out of phase with the universe - though this time multifold, as though more than a second was involved in this shift.


Much, much more than a second.


A noise. Brand made his way across the attic to a small, triangular window, failed to open it, but peered through the thick glass - old glass - and found himself looking down on three robed figures in a horse and cart trundling away down a half cobbled, half muddied, moonlit street. My God, this was the past - unless he missed his guess, Prague half a millennium ago. If that was the case then the figures in the cart...


As if in a dream, Brand made his way down the attic stairs and out of the synagogue, following the cart along the otherwise deserted lane. He stared up at the moon, making a rough stab at the time - yes, that would be about right - and eventually found himself on the muddy banks of a river, where the three had abandoned the cart and gathered on the shore. As they stood there in their ritual robes, a distant clock tower chimed the hour. The fourth after midnight. His estimate had been correct, then. This was the time when legend said Rabbi Loew had created his golem.


Brand watched spellbound as the bearded holy man led the others through the creation ritual, first drawing the outline of a giant man in the mud, as if he were sleeping on the shore, and then drawing in the rough features of a face. He then instructed his helpers to circle the shape seven times while he recited his words of creation, which they in turn repeated. The outline in the mud glowed red hot, took on a three-dimensional aspect, and finally cooled into the formed figure of a man. Now Loew himself circled seven times whilst holding a Torah above the figure, reciting yet more words. Finally Loew and his helpers spoke as one. Brand did not understand the tongue, but he knew that the words would be those from Genesis 2:7, which Dee had quoted earlier: "The Lord God formed a man from the dust of the earth, and He blew into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being."


Brand sucked in a breath. Loew's golem rose from its muddy bed slowly and heavily, hauling itself out of the sucking earth, a leviathan awoken. It straightened ponderously, and as the giant stood fully erect the very air around it seemed to vibrate with its presence, which itself blocked the light from the stars. Then this hulk of a creature - it had been nothing such a short while before, Brand thought, nothing! - stared down at Loew and simply waited, a deeply resonant and questioning rumbling emanating from within. The thing appeared to be some kind of god, and yet, incredibly, here it stood, awaiting instruction from its own.


As Loew led his golem away to do battle with those who would do its master's people harm, Brand desperately wished to follow, to see the further enactment of the legend through his own eyes. But he knew somehow that this was not why Dee had despatched him to this place - that there was something else he needed to experience. He found his eyes drawn to the giant-shaped depression from which the golem had come.


Alone on the moonlit banks, Brand moved to the shadowy pit, and even before he reached its edge he felt the very molecules of his body begin to stir. Such a feeling - as if he were somehow disassembling - that he had to place a hand on his chest to reassure himself that he was there. Then, when he stepped into the depression, there was apart from this lightness of being a rawness of power, a throbbing orgasmic electricity that weakened him to nothing and made him fall to his knees. My God, what is this, he thought? He didn't think he could bear it, but gradually the feeling began to fade, to lessen, until whatever had been contained here dwindled to nothing, finally spent.


Brand shuddered and gasped in what was now just a hole in the ground.


And suddenly he was back with Dee.


"Did you feel it, doctor?" Dee asked, after he had given him a moment to recover. "Did you feel the power in the earth?"


"Yes, I..."


"Tell me - did it remind you of anything?"


Brand paused. It had been the same feeling he had felt in the earth at the construction site - not unexpected considering how the place had been full of golems - but he remembered how in that place it had felt strange - bad - and despite the fact that those golems had been created over half a century before, it had quite evidently not dwindled away.


He thought back to the seals he had discovered on the mid-level, the binding power that they had contained.


"The Clay Resource wasn't abandoned because the war ended, was it?" he asked. "Something there went very wrong."


"No, doctor, it wasn't abandoned because the war came to an end. Why would it be? Can you imagine any government abandoning the opportunity to retain its own unquestioningly obedient and all but indestructible domestic security force? They would not necessarily need to be faced with an Axis threat to deploy it, would they?"


"Revolt, public insurrection, terrorism," Brand said. "I see what you mean. If the golems had been available to her in Thatcher's era, she'd probably have used them to quash the miners' strike, the poll tax riots..." He shivered. "The ultimate nightmare. The Iron Lady and her stone army."


Dee leaned forward, conspiratorially. "Between you and me, she attempted to have them unearthed before her removal from office in 1990, but that, as you will appreciate, is another story."


"So," Brand said after a moment, returning to the subject at hand, "if the end of the war didn't kill the project, what did?"


"Utmost folly," Dee said, "miscalculations in the ritual by one of Emmanuel Konterman's people. Even we are unaware of the details, but we suspect a number of transposed pronunciations while speaking the words of creation."


"And what? These failed to fully imbue the golems with life?"


"No, doctor, you have experienced for yourself the discomfort of knowing that these creatures live. They are merely awaiting instruction, a word of guidance from their masters."


"Then what-?"


"Though the miscalculations may have been small, the power of the newly formed words was far from so. The breath of life that was created and instilled in the golems that night was drawn from no natural lung, but from a lung that should have remained as forever still and silent as the never-ending darkness that surrounds it."


Brand swallowed. He had heard of a place of never-ending darkness. "Are you talking about the Void?"


Dee slowly shook his head. "I wish only that I were. As dark and as ravenous and as all-consuming as the Void is, it remains still a natural thing, horrible to perceive, perhaps, but a borderland essential to the stability of all realities, to the overall scale of things. No, doctor, we who make up this Dark Parliament are familiar with the Void - we have even, on occasion, been know to utilise it for our own manipulations-"


"Norrell, at the Accord..." Brand interjected.


"Yes. But what Emmanuel Konterman and his people tapped with their invocations - the dark materials they unknowingly used for their act of creation - no one can manipulate, and no one can or should ever know."


"I don't follow."


"It is the antithesis of what you felt on the banks of the River Moldau. It is the Unformed. The stuff that remains from before the Beginning. The waste of Creation."


"What remains from-?" Brand repeated, dizzied. "Are you trying to tell me that the universe - the entirety of our existence - has leftovers?"


"No act of creation comes without its discards. The afterbirth expelled with a newborn, for example. The crumpled first chapter of a novel, the unused paint washed from an artist's brush when the painting is done."


Brand laughed out loud.


"Doctor?"


"I'm sorry, I couldn't help... I'm just having difficulty comprehending the universe as an MFI flatpack with an extra screw."


"The concept does require some... reorientation, I admit, but thanks to Konterman's project the Unformed has stirred. It breathes as the golems breathe, and something that should not be is here, granted unnatural life by his misguided wartime ploy."


"What - what exactly is here?"


"Something with an instinct to pervert all of creation. A dark intelligence borne of the words that seeks to spread the Unformed into this world."


"So you're saying that while Konterman splashed around in his muddy Garden of Eden he not only breathed life into his Adams, he also somehow breathed life into the serpent?"


"Not into the serpent, no. He created his own serpent. A new Lord of Darkness and Chaos. The Formless One."


"Holy shit. No wonder Konterman disappeared."


"Whether Emmanuel Konterman disappeared as a direct result of this is a matter of conjecture, but what is important is that his legacy remains, a legacy that for his own reasons Conrad Capek wants released. You have already - in a small way - experienced its consequences at the attraction you call the London Eye."


"In a small way?" Brand repeated. "That thing nearly did away with us all. But that was it? That was the Formless One?"


"Just the merest hint of its voracity, released by the breaking of the first seal at the Capek Construction site. Now, of course, Capek has broken all four seals and, in firing the golems, has taken the first step to releasing its full destructive power"


"Jesus. What I don't get is why the Accord isn't doing anything about all of this, instead of persecuting us? I mean, that's their primary remit, isn't it? To protect the city from infernal incursion? And you have to admit, as infernal incursions go, this is a doozy."


"Indeed, but although the Accord was originally solely sovereign in establishment, it has over the years become inseparable from the quasi-governmental entity that has become needed to enforce it. It is consequently as open to political pressure and corruption as any other such body."


"You're saying that Capek has someone inside the Accord? Someone who's getting them to turn a blind eye? Not Absolam, surely?"


"No. In fact, I believe that if the Inspector knew that he had been used simply as some baying hound to help remove you from the scene, he would be really quite incensed. Besides, it does not necessarily have to be someone on the inside, merely someone in an allied position able to pull the right strings."


"The Right Honourable Percival James Hengist," Brand realised, one of the new Albion Quarter trustees. "A handy homunculus to have around."


Dee nodded. "Needless to say, while he remains in position, you and your people will glean no help from the Accord. For our part, we are able to negate the threat from the rippers, but that is all the assistance we can offer for now."


"It's a good start," Brand said. But then he paused. "Urm... assistance with what exactly?"


"Returning the Formless One whence he came, of course. That is why we brought you here."


Of course... right... well, that's okay, then, Brand thought.


"And how in hell are we supposed to do that?"







Chapter Sixteen

 


The timed detonation of the explosives sounded to Ness and Farrow's search teams as if giants were making their way through the tunnels one heavy and laborious footfall at a time - ka-thoom, ka-thoom, ka-thoom. As yet, of course, neither they nor the reanimates and the others back in the chamber had any idea how apt the comparison was.


Nor would any of them have been, right at that moment, particularly interested - they were suddenly far too busy thinking about saving their own lives.


They had only had time to find and defuse two charges. Two charges were not enough to stop the explosives' cascade effect.


And it was heading their way.


Ka-thoom. Ka-thoom. Ka-thoom.


Ness was the first to see the fire coming, as a dancing and advancing kaleidoscope of orange and yellow reflected on the walls of a bend in the tunnel he had been searching, threatening to sweep around and consume him and those with him in a matter of moments. Ness had, of course, seen such channelled firestorms before - many times, in fact, in various underground rat-runs in Iraq - and some had even been triggered by his own incendiary grenades. Consequently, he knew there was no fleeing such a rush of destructive heat, and equally there was no hunkering down and hoping to survive it, either... ducking and covering in this type of situation meant all you were doing was puckering up to kiss your ass goodbye.


The Scotsman made three quick glances - one each to the reanimates with him, and the third to their only possible way out. He ran forward with a roar that drowned out that of the oncoming fire, scooped the reanimates under his armpits, and flung their combined mass into the darkness of an adjoining conduit.


Farrow, meanwhile - teamed with Chapter and a reanimate whose name she had learned was Ian - had no such conduit in which to hide. Being further along the tunnel, though, what he did have was a few more seconds. Unfortunately, he had no idea what to do with them. He glanced desperately at Hannah, who quickly scanned their surroundings. There was a ceiling pipe about ten metres back from their position, fractured and slowly dripping water. It had to have been dripping for some time because a small depression with a puddle had formed beneath it. Not much, but it would have to do. Hannah barked commands - There! Roll in the water, soak your clothes! Then flat on your stomach and keep down! - and, together with her companions, ran like hell.


In the chamber, both Ravne and Mary Henderson heard the approaching detonations and snapped urgent glances at each other, and then at the entrance to their hideaway. Framed in the doorway, the underground was brightening, as if the sun were rising in the east. Ravne worked the odds - they might be safe where they were, but there was some danger of side blast and maybe structural collapse. He pointed quickly at Mary and then at the others, then at Rose's room. It was their only chance. Seconds later the door to the annexe slammed tightly shut as the Dead of London's home greeted the first dawn it had ever seen.


That left Lawrence Verse. As far as the priest was concerned, he had picked the worst possible time to give up searching for Ravne and return to the relative surface of the tunnels. If the oncoming firestorm wasn't bad enough, he also had to contend with a disoriented Jonathan Brand. Where in hell the doc had appeared from he had no idea, but he had found him just moments before kneeling and confused in front of the platform of one of the abandoned underground stations, as if he had somehow simply been transported there. It had been obvious that the academic was out of it, especially as when the first detonations sounded all he could say was, "Die. I'm going to die."


Maybe, Verse had thought, but not today... not if I can help it. It was the very reason why for the last few seconds he had been trying desperately to wrench a slab of protective metal panelling from the trackside of the platform wall.


Sweat pouring down his face, he glanced at the now visible and rapidly advancing roil of flame, and back at the panel's last protesting edge. He was running out of time.


Come on, you bastard. Come on!


UUUUURRRNNNGH!


Just. The priest flung the panel round as he snapped his gaze once more down the tunnel, the rushing glow almost directly on top of them. Immediately dropping to his haunches, he grabbed Brand roughly by the arm and yanked him in close before propping the metal panel against his own shoulder, supporting it so that it blocked their bodies like a shield.


A second later, as if the shield had been shoulder-rammed by a fullback, the firestorm hit.


In the hands of a lesser - and weaker - man it might not have held, but Verse was neither of the two. Roaring with determination, muscles bulging against the seams of his coat, and shoes digging into the ground, he rode the onslaught of fire as it was deflected over and around them like an angry dragon's breath.


Ten seconds of hell, but then it was over.


Breathing heavily, Verse rose and allowed the charred metal panel to drop to the ground with a clang. He slowly patted down a smoking shoulder and sleeve of his leather coat. Then he snarled.


"Cremate us," he said. "Now those bastards try to cremate us."


"No..." Brand said weakly from below him. "Not what this is about."


Verse raised an eyebrow. "Damn well could have fooled me," he replied. He paused when Brand said a certain G-word, and his eyebrow rose higher still. "You think maybe we should tell the others, doc?" he asked after a second.


Twenty minutes later, the two of them were back in the Dead of London chamber, to where the other survivors of the explosions had returned. Both Ness and Farrow's teams had escaped relatively unscathed, as had Ravne, Mary and the rest. The chamber itself, though, like most of the tunnels, had been effectively fire-stripped of all of its content.


That said, the lack of makeshift furniture was not high on the list of anybody's current concerns. Brand had told them all about his experience in the pit along with his subsequent encounter with the Dark Parliament and what that entailed.


"Golems, is it?" Ness asked. "Yer mean like that little twat in Lord o' the Rings?"


"Oh Christ..."


Ness held up both hands. "Alreet, alreet... ah ken the kind o' golems yer talkin' aboot, bu' come on yer po-faced bastards, some bugger had ta say it."


"Actually, Mr. Ness," Brand said. "I'm not sure you do ken the kind of golems we're talking about, because I'm not sure that I, er, ken it myself."


Ravne frowned. "The tallow-like substance you mentioned is puzzling, though it is doubtful that the biological residue of our reanimate takeaways was used solely for cosmetic purposes."


"Ravne, for God's sake."


The consultant glanced at Farrow and Mary, and the remainder of the Dead of London. "Yes, of course," he said dismissively.


"I don't know whether it's relevant but I saw something similar in Martinique back in '93," Verse rumbled. "They even gave the substance a name - Samedi's Skin. In that case it was a paste of corpse flesh reputed to bind the walking dead - the Palo Mayombe - directly to the controlling intelligence of the witch doctor who reanimated them." He paused. "Interesting thing was, Samedi's Skin was activated by fire."


Brand shuffled uncomfortably, not only because what Verse said reminded him of the kiln, but because the similarity between Samedi's Skin and the fate of Farrow's people was impossible to ignore.


"So the witch doctor had total control over his puppets?" Hannah asked.


"Over his army," Verse said meaningfully.


Ravne nodded. "A binding, yes that would make sense. The use of such a device might preclude the need for the use of individual golem names."


"They have individual names?" Ness asked. "Wha' - like Archibald?"


"Is he joking again?"


"No, this time I don't think he is."


Brand explained. "It is not possible to simply form a golem and then expect it to do the bidding of its master. Once formed, it must be activated by the speaking of a name attached to the golem, often cited examples of which are Adam and Emet - Adam being, of course, the first man, and Emet the word for truth. But the names aren't chosen at random because they must contain within them the means to deactivate the golem when its tasks are done."


"Some golem names were written on parchment and attached to the golem's forehead, others secured within a medallion hung around its neck," Ravne helped out. "In such cases deactivating them was a simple matter of removing these articles from their bodies."


"But in other cases," Brand went on, "the names were actually physically inscribed in the golem's flesh, and of course couldn't be simply removed. Instead, they had to be changed. Thus, erasing the character aleph from Adam produced the word dam, meaning blood, and the removal of eyin from emet the word met, meaning death."


"Maybe they shoulda jus' carved an off-switch," Ness said. "Bu' seriously, are ye sayin' that Capek's usin' this skin shite because he doesnae know the golem names?"


Brand nodded. "Or didn't have access to them. I saw no sign of names while at the site, but that doesn't necessarily mean that they're not there. It could be that the original Konterman inscribed the names he'd chosen inside the golem, or beneath the tongues, secretive methods that were sometimes used."


"Bu' woulnae the Konterman homunculus know wha' they...?" Ness began, and then stopped. "Nah wait - the original's memory woulda bin nicked afore this whole thing began, reet? The man hisself wouldnae ha' known."


"Dohhh!" Hannah mouthed at the Scot pointedly. Then she frowned. "All of this still doesn't explain what Capek is after in the first place. I mean, I can understand why the Nazis wanted to flatten London, but what's Capek going to use the golem for - to make sure he gets served at last orders?"


"Despotic rule... godhood... breaking into the Bank of England," Verse mused. "For a man who is already an established billionaire none of them makes much sense."


"Unless you're in a Bond movie," Hannah said.


"Unless you're in a Bond movie."


Brand held up his hand. He remembered asking the same question - what the hell does he want a golem army for? - of John Dee inside the Dark Parliament, and the answer the alchemist had given.


He does not, but they have become a means to his end.


"It isn't Conrad Capek's intelligence that is going to be controlling the golem army," he said. "It's the intelligence that was freed during the accident of their creation - the Formless One."


"The shite from the Eye?"


Brand nodded. "Capek intends to use the golems as vessels to spread its influence throughout the capital. If he succeeds, the phenomenon that almost killed us at the Eye will encompass the whole of the city."


"Oh Christ. Hundreds of thousands of people."


"Not just people," Brand said, "anything and everything reduced to chaos and returned to the state of the unformed. London remapped as an empty wasteland."


Verse let out a long, long breath. "But this still doesn't explain why..."


"One hell of a mess for a wee accident o' mispronunciation, eh?" Ness said. And for some reason he began to dig in his pocket.


"An accident?" Ravne said, sniffily. "That is highly unlikely. The Sefer Yetzirah and other tomes might cite varying methods for the creation of golems, but each is wholly dependent on a like and exact order of steps, and all are equally convoluted." His frown deepened as he dredged up long unused facts from his memory and tried to simplify them for the Scot. "To form a single golem limb, for example, requires the combination of specifically corresponding letters from the Sefer Yetzirah with every other letter of the Hebrew alphabet to form pairs. Each letter of the Hebrew alphabet is then combined with every other letter before being conjoined and repeated alongside the first set of combinations, forming what is known as the Two Hundred and Twenty-one Gates. Now - what is important here is that the pronunciation of each conjugation and combination - particularly with regard to their vowel sounds - is exact, and that none of the vowel sounds matches that of the previous, or the whole process has to begin again." He paused. "This, remember, is for each limb. Are you with me so far, Mr. Ness?"


Ness folded his arms and stared, hard, fully aware that Ravne was trying to better him. Ravne simply smiled.


"Once each limb - including for these purposes the torso and head - has been successfully formed," he went on, "each letter of the alphabet must then be combined with each letter of the Tetragrammaton - in other words, YHVH - and each of the resulting pairings of letters repeated once more, but this time with every possible vowel sound included in the resultant recitation. If that wasn't enough for you, certain methodologies now require the combining in special permutations - exact once more - of the forty-two part name of God or, if one is feeling particularly bold, the seventy-two part version, one error in which is reputed to return upon the speaker an instant and agonising death. Then, of course, there are-"


"Thas fine - yer can shut the fook up now," Ness said suddenly and threateningly. This time it was the Scot's turn to smile and Ravne's to fold his arms and stare hard.


"In short, Mr. Ness," Ravne finished off, "your theory that someone could have accidentally conjoined a complex series of phrases capable of creating a specific and hitherto unknown result borders at best on the ignorant and at worst on the ludicrously insane."


Ness nodded, ignoring the obvious jibe. "Well, ah'm glad yer got tha' out o' the way, yer self-important ponce, 'cause maybe now ye'll let me finish while yer take a breath. Fact is, ah knew it were no accident in the first place."


Hannah scoffed. "Yeah, sure ya did."


"Oh, ah'm serious, lassie." The Scotsman took a small photograph from his pocket. "Or di' yer think ah were jus' playin' wi' Capek's executive balls while yer were hackin' inta 'is machine?"


Verse grabbed the photograph from his hand, looked at it and passed it round. "Why the hell didn't you say something earlier?"


"Because ah don' know whether ye noticed but wi' you lo' it's a bi' difficult to get a fookin' word in edgeways."


Brand had the photograph and stared at it in disbelief. The black and white image showed two workers posing with a stern and reluctant-looking man in front of their latest undertaking. Nothing unusual about that except that the other man was Emmanuel Konterman, and the undertaking was a golem. Other golems could be seen in shadow in the background, and the shot had clearly been taken inside The Clay Resource. It was even date-stamped: 1945.


But these details were not what caught Brand's eye. Because one of the workers - the one on the right - was Conrad Capek.


"Ah know wha' yer thinking'" Ness said, "but it ain't him a' all. Turn the photty over."


Brand did. The subjects were named, in order.


"Kristof Kapec," he read aloud. He frowned.


"Conrad's daddy," Ness said, and the others all looked at him in surprise. Ness smiled. "S'pose y'all think all ah do at Exham is watch Duke movies," he said, "bu' sometimes ah like ta dig aroon' in old files as well. An' as soon as ah saw that name it rang a bell. Turns out our Mr. Kapec was one o' Malcolm Critchley's congregation the night the Great bastard of a Beast got a bullet through his ticker. In other words, he's a Satanist fruit n' nutcase."


"He knew what he was doing all along," Hannah said. "Just like Critchley he wanted to return chaos to the world, and now Conrad's decided to carry on the family tradition."


Ness beamed at her. "Aye, ya demented dyke. So maybe now yer'll realise ah'm not jus' an ugly face." He looked at the others. "Yer wanted a reason why?" he declared. "Ah'll gi' ye a reason why - Capek is a fookin' madman."


Mary Henderson spoke up for the first time, but the questions she asked were the most important ones of all. "So how can we stop Capek and the golems? What are we going to do?"


"Fight," Brand said simply. "At least to buy us time."


"Time? Time for what?"


Brand frowned. "There was something else I was told by the Dark Parliament, something I haven't mentioned yet. They told me that apart from the seals Konterman placed above the golem site, he also placed other safeguards that could be activated should the seals be breached: four of them, located across London. He called them the Cardinals."


"So wha' the hell are we waitin' for?" Ness asked. "Let's go turn 'em on!"


"Ah," said Brand. "A small problem. I haven't got the faintest idea what or where they are."







Chapter Seventeen

 


The Cardinals, Brand thought. Animal, vegetable or mineral? Or maybe none of the above. Or maybe he was just overcomplicating the issue and they were exactly what they sounded like: men in big hats.


Absolutely. Men in big hats who'd just been standing around since 1945 waiting for the clay-coloured shit to hit the fan.


He wondered if they were in the phone book, but if so, would they be under men, or big, or hats? Or, indeed, cardinals?


Find out under 018-018-GOLEM. Sponsors of The Day London Died.


Brand sighed. Why the hell the Dark Parliament couldn't simply have told him what and where they were he didn't know - all Dee had done was spout some excuse about having to maintain the balance. Brand had taken this to mean that this would either give him an unfair advantage over the bad guys, or it was something that for some reason he had to work out for himself... or they just didn't know. Maybe, in fact, the Dark Parliament wasn't quite so omniscient as it liked to think.


Perhaps that, too, was part of the balance.


At any rate, Ravne was on the case. The arcane consultant had recruited the aid of their newfound friends to utilise their reanimate seer abilities in an attempt to identify the four cardinals. Ravne had confided to him that something down here was affecting their abilities ,but hoped that together - as a gestalt - the Dead of London might produce a result. Brand watched the group, sitting in a circle, their faces contorted in obvious pain as they strained to see the otherwise unseen. He watched Ravne, too, faintly disturbed by the way the man looked at them, treated them, as if they were nothing more to him than specimens in a Petri dish, there to be poked and prodded to produce a desired result. The only one he seemed to have any kind of respect for was the old woman, Meg.


But they were all people, dammit. Marcus, Ian, Mary, Rose and the rest... all people.


Just like his mysterious helper back at Exham.


He was definitely going to have to ask Ravne about him.


When, that was, they weren't preparing for the battle of their lives.


Cardinals aside, it had already been decided that if they were going to have a chance against the golems - and the growth of the Formless One - three main objectives would have to be aimed for. Firstly, attempt to destroy as many golems as possible before they could reach the surface, and secondly, try to keep those who made it through as contained as possible once they had - in other words, restrict the coming chaos to as small an area of London as they could. The third of the objectives was more of a contingency plan - but one that Brand was personally putting his hope in - namely, the discovery, assuming one existed and that there was a record of it anywhere - of the deactivation word that Konterman had prepared for his golems back in '45. There wasn't any guarantee that simply speaking the word would actually work, but there were precedents, and considering the alternatives it was certainly worth a try.


The fact was, the first of the two objectives were fine in theory, but in practice no one had the faintest idea how they would fare. The enemy was a golem army after all, and a single one of these creatures had defended an entire quarter of the city of Prague. Worse, neither he nor any of the others could even guess at how the presence of the Formless One's controlling intelligence might enhance their destructive power.


Basically, against such foes, they were woefully unequipped.


The state of affairs was reflected in the faces of Ness, Chapter and Verse as they returned from a recce into the tunnel network. Although fired, the golems hadn't yet mobilised, and the threesome had taken advantage of the calm before the storm to identify how they would reach the surface when they inevitably did. Apparently there were three tunnels - which Ness had codenamed Tom, Dick and Harry - and these they had rigged with adapted versions of the Dead of London's traps as best they could. But while pits and snares and spikes might have worked against the hunters - and one ripper - how lethal would they be against what were effectively walking statues?


That, of course, was the other problem. The firing might have been designed to activate Capek's version of Samedi's Skin but, considering the raw material that made up the golems, it had most likely also had the side-effect of hardening them into a more durable form - stone golems.


Or as Ness referred to them, brick shithouses.


Ness had a problem with that.


The same problem they all did.


"We're gonna be bollocksed withou' heavier gear," he said.


"For once, he's right," Verse concurred. "What peashooters we have are hardly going to make a dint in these things."


"The big bastards don't even have any nuts to kick," Hannah added.


"Then that," said a voice, "is where I might be able to help."


The foursome turned towards the entrance to the chamber. A battered and bedraggled Jenny Simmons stood there, her clothes torn and covered in mud and dust, sunglasses skewed and cracked in one of the frames. Her body was smoking slightly, but whether that was due to a recent transformation back from Baarish-Shammon or the after-effects of the fiery pit was difficult to judge.


Brand took a breath. Since his own "escape" from the construction site, he had to admit that he hadn't given the demoness a second thought, fully confident that she would turn up eventually like the bad penny she was. Now that he actually saw her again, he couldn't help but think that it was still his fiancée's body he was looking at, and he felt a wave of relief to see her.


Any hopes he had of whatever remained of Jenny being similarly happy to see him were, however, quickly dashed.


"Oh," she said flatly. "You're still alive."


Brand prickled. "Yeah... thanks for the help back there."


Jenny shrugged and blew him a kiss. "Survival of the fittest, lover. You ought to get to the gym more often. Besides, as I said, I bring good news."


"Ye've found a Bazookas-R-Us, then?" Ness said, sarcastically.


Jenny grinned so wide that Brand thought her mouth might start to leak infernal fire. "Actually, I have. A little something I stumbled through on my way out of the site." She gestured for the others to follow her into the tunnels and her eyes flared as Brand passed by. "You, you sad little anorak, are going to love this," she said.


The demoness led them through the tunnels, back in the direction of the Capek Construction under-ground perimeter. Brand had been wondering how she had made her exit from the pit and, as they progressed, his question was answered as signs of her passage became increasingly more evident. It seemed that, despite her smile at the time, the demoness had been a little bit miffed by the fact that someone had tried to roast her alive, and she hadn't so much escaped through the tunnels as made her own. Some of the holes that she had left behind were now neatly plugged by the bodies of those who had tried to stop her doing so.


Brand turned away at the sight of them.


Suffice to say that the Dead of London wouldn't need to worry about hunters anymore.


It was what had been revealed by another of the holes, however, that the demoness had brought them to see. Right next to the perimeter walls - amputated and sealed off during their construction - was a dark corridor that by its similar decoration looked to be contemporary with the original Clay Resource site. This annexe had obviously been superfluous to Conrad Capek's needs, but Brand wondered whether the billionaire might have made an error of judgement in ignoring it.


Faded red stencilling of an arrow and lettering on the wall of the corridor pointed the way to Department Q.


Their own underground bunker, Brand thought? He had never been aware of one's existence but, of course, it made perfect sense that they should have one. After all, if the cabinet and the war office retreated underground during the conflict, then why not the group who, in their own unique way, had been as vital to the war effort as the others?


Why, as Jenny had indicated, would such a place be a store for heavy weaponry? What kind of heavy weaponry would Department Q have needed?


Ordnance-wise, Ness was the most knowledgeable amongst them, and so he and Brand entered the corridor while the others remained outside to protect their backs in the event of sudden golem activation. Brand was amazed as he followed the corridor, walking further than expected, and he realised that this wasn't simply an annexe to the Clay Resource site, but part of a network of tunnels that at one time must have connected most of the emergency subterrain. It was blocked off and forgotten now, though, and presumably had become so when the government had modernised its various bunkers during the 1970s.


"I believe that we are in the vicinity of - perhaps even abutting - Q-Whitehall," Brand explained, and Ness's eyebrows raised. The ex-special forces soldier was, of course, aware of the existence of the government's underground citadel, an emergency control centre rumoured to stretch as far north as Holborn, but he had never possessed sufficient security clearance to be invited in. The exact location of the facility was meant to be secret, but many said that two obvious giveaways to its whereabouts were visible by Londoners on a day-to-day basis. The first was the huge extractor fan outside, of all places, the gents' toilets in the ICA - which the ICA consistently denied had anything to do with them - and the second the fortress-like edifice on the corner of the Mall and Horse Guards Road, reputed to be the main entrance. The whole complex was also said to connect to 10 Downing Street via the nuclear bunkers situated beneath the Ministry of Defence.


There was no access to any of these places, of course, but Brand cared very little about that, because the academic was standing outside a dusty, half-open door marked with a Q. It led to an office that no one - bar Jenny Simmons, whose footprints were visible in the dust - had stepped inside in decades.


Brand gazed at its shadowy contents, swallowed, and entered. He felt suddenly as if he had not passed through a mere door, but through the rabbit hole into Wonderland. For months earlier, when as the last incumbent of their office he had learned that funding for Department Q had finally been withdrawn, he had wanted to remove the shelves of occult and wartime memorabilia for his own research, but to his bitter disappointment each and every piece of it had been classified as property of HMG - and naïve idiot that he was back then he had let the government take it. It was something that he had regretted ever since.


But this. What was in this room more than made up for what he had lost. It wasn't memorabilia, it was a slice of life, utterly undisturbed since the day Alex Nestor and the rest of the team had left it. Decayed, yes - that was to be expected - but the last time the things in this room had been touched, Gracie Fields was a youngster and doodlebugs were dropping from the skies above.


Brand gawped at files, at drawings and diagrams, and even at an abandoned teapot and cups. He picked up photographs, correspondence, and the fountain pens that had written it. He ran his hand over an old telephone and telegraph machine, imagining each ringing or clattering beneath his touch. For a moment he thought he actually did hear them, as if yesterday were only a thin veil away.


He sniffed. My God, there was even a whiff of George or Harriet's pipe tobacco in the air.


"Wha' is all this crap?" Mikey Ness asked, and Brand thought, no! The Scotsman had plucked some report from a desk, given it a cursory glance, and then tossed it to the floor. Brand bent to pick it up almost reverentially, noting as he did that scribbled on its margin were the letters KBO. Winston Churchill used to write that when he was authorising ongoing work, he knew. The letters stood for "Keep Buggering On".


Brand was about to stand again when he noticed another object resting against the side of the desk leg. It was a truncheon, the favoured weapon of Department Q member Jack Strummer, and it was still covered with the dried remains of blood, skull, hair and brains.


The discovery of this single implement broke his reverie. By God, what had he been thinking? This wasn't a visit to the cosy London of Ealing Studios and Sexton Blake, this was a return to wartime and a government department that could sometimes be as brutal as it had been dedicated. How could he have forgotten that? He had been a fool, blinded by ephemera. The fact was that while Department Q's primary remit had been to deal with the sordid machinations of Sonderkommando Thule, anyone who had the misfortune to stumble into their occult arena at the time was sometimes dealt with in equally short shrift, as had occurred with the unnecessary death of Annabeth Jardine in Boswell.


Brand shivered. That poor woman's murder by Michael Magister had happened at more or less the same time as this office had last been occupied, he'd just realised.


Suddenly he didn't feel quite so nostalgic.


"Over here, doc," Ness indicated. "This mus' be the gear old sulphur slag found. Question is, wha' the hell are they?"


Brand turned and noticed that a small workshop was attached to the office, and racked on the wall were four weapons that resembled bazookas, but evidently were not. Evidently because each of them was attached to a large machine below by what appeared to be some kind of power cable. No, not a cable, Brand realised, but a power tube, supplying the weapons not with electricity but...


The academic stared at the machine, partially covered as it was by a dustsheet. Certain of the components that he could see seemed familiar, and he strained to think where he had seen such things before.


No, it couldn't be.


Brand pulled the cloth fully off the machine and ran his hand appreciatively over its dulled metal surface. He smiled to himself, as if recalling a distant, happy memory.


"Water decomposed into its primitive elements," he recited slowly, "and decomposed doubtless by electricity, which will then have become a powerful and manageable force. Yes, my friends, I believe that water will one day be employed as a fuel."


Ness stared at him. "You ever thought tha' mebbe you spend too much time with your nose in books, doc?"


Brand smiled. "Uh-huh. In this case, Jules Verne, 1875," he said. "They were words spoken by Captain Nemo in The Mysterious Island. Kind of stuff I grew up on. Verne wasn't to know it, but in a way his rogue submariner was predicting the discovery of Brown's Gas."


"Brown's Gas?"


"Just as Nemo imagined, water as fuel," Brand explained, "also known as Rhodes's Gas, Green Gas, stabilised hydrogen, HHOS or hydroxy. During the Sixties and Seventies it was discovered - some like Erich von Daniken believed rediscovered and had in fact been used by forgotten civilizations to craft many an ancient structure or ornament - in a process patented by firstly William A Rhodes and secondly a Bulgarian student, Ilya Velbor, who residing in Australia changed his name to Yull Brown."


Brand stared at Ness awaiting some appreciation of these astounding facts, but the Scotsman was already turning pale. "Yer know tha' thing where they say you either have an aptitude for science or-" Ness began.


"Water as fuel!" Brand jumped in. "Just think of it, man! Dirt cheap and with applications far beyond powering engines and vehicles. It can be used for diving without the risk of the bends, for the germination of plants, and for neutralising radioactive waste. It's even reputed to heal wounds!"


"I thought you said it was a gas, not water."


"It is, it is!" Brand fulminated. "Just one litre of water makes over eighteen hundred litres of the stuff. It wasn't the process that the two of them patented but different versions of the electrolyzer that instigates it." He thudded a palm onto the machine. "That's what we have here... an adapted version of such an electrolyzer, developed before Rhodes or Brown entered the field, two decades ahead of its time."


"Okaaay, but why the hell would they want to develop a Brown's Gas electrolyzer down here?"


"Because Brown's Gas has such unique properties that it has applications beyond the ecological or the medical. Burned as fuel, it has a cool flame that seems to put pure electrical energy directly into whatever material it's applied to. It is an electrical flame not a heat flame."


"So...?"


"So, applied correctly, it can burn through anything, up to and including stone. According to the theories of people such as von Daniken, correctly channelled it can punch a hole right through it."


It was Ness's turn to place a hand on the strange machine. He looked at it with a good deal more interest. "These things were designed to take out our friends?"


Brand smiled triumphantly. "I believe so, yes. I think what we're looking at are Brown's Gas Cannons. Golem Guns."


Ness whistled. "Bu' hold on," he said after a pause. "The Clay Resource project was Department Q's own, at least partly because o' Konterman's involvement. Why would they build something to destroy what they created?"


"Would you release a golem army without some kind of failsafe?"


Ness inhaled deeply. "Good point. They were jus' watchin' their own backs." He paused again. "Bu' hang on, when everythin' went pear-shaped why didnae they use these things to destroy the project?"


"Because I don't think they had time," Brand said. "Konterman would have wanted to seal the site immediately, and these weapons are not quite finished."


"No' finished?"


"No," Brand said. He examined various loose wires and panels, "but if we're going to stand a chance we need to finish the job."


"Those golems could be breathin' down our necks any minute, man," Ness protested. "Do ah need to point out we're Caballistics, Inc, not the bloody A-Team?"


"We have to try!" Brand insisted.


"Then I'd get a move on, lover," said a voice from the doorway. "The army's on the move."







Chapter Eighteen

 


The London above might have been about to undergo a critical level security alert, but so far as Brand was concerned the London below had already flatlined and gone code blue.


As the academic struggled to make the Brown's Gas weapons operational, the small Department Q workshop reverberated with a sound like thunder, and one that was growing louder with each minute. The sound was not that of thunderclaps, the kind that might presage a coming storm, but rather a long, deep rumble that gave the impression that the storm was already here, right on top of him and blacking out the sky.


But it was not on top of him, and the ceiling was the only thing blacking out the sky. It was, in fact, just the opposite. This thunder came from the ground itself, and Brand could feel it travelling through the soles of his shoes and up inside, as if someone were striking his yellowed bones with a mallet. What made the feeling worse was that he knew the rumbling was not a long rumble at all, but a series of short, heavy impacts, each of which followed its predecessor before the vibration from the other had even had a chance to die down.


\caused by the explosions of earlier.


Only this time the repeated impacts came not from explosions, but from footfalls.


Each of those footfalls brought the thunder a stride closer to where he worked.


No bloody wonder he was having trouble trying to concentrate.


Dammit, Brand thought as he struggled with the insides of one of the guns. Come onnnn! He had been working for ten minutes, and one thing that didn't help was that his hands and forehead were slick with sweat, which he had to constantly wipe away with his sleeve. Another thing that didn't help - the main thing - was that he was fully and uncomfortably aware that more than half of what he was doing was guesswork. Fine, he had managed to find some partial plans in the stack of diagrams he had come across, but that was all they were - partial - and the rest he was trying to work out on a round peg, square hole basis. Hannah Chapter might call him Brainiac, but the fact was that if he knew science at all then it was as a jack-of-all-disciplines and not a bloody physicist cum tech engineer. These guns were prototypes. There was nothing else like them in the world. Here he was trying to get them up and running on the basis of what he could make fit where! Christ, if he made one mistake they'd blow up in everyone's faces as soon as the trigger was pulled.


He cursed again as his hand slipped, gouging the flesh on a screw. He sucked the wound and thumped the rack where the guns were mounted.


"Ah told ya, boney-cock, chomp on yer cigar an' repeat the magic words... ah love it when a plan comes together, ah love it when a plan-"


"That isn't helping," Brand hissed.


"Dah-de-dah, da-dee-dar, da-de-da-da, dar-de-da-da-dar."


"Haven't you got something better to do - like helping the others?"


"Yer said yerself, man... they've nae chance withou' these things. So wass the bloody point?"


Brand felt a chill, fearing a repeat of Ness's Exham behaviour, and that was something that they could ill afford.


"You can't just leave them to-" he began to protest, turning. Then he saw that Ness was being neither idle nor worrying, as he'd imagined. While he had been working, the Scot had salvaged from various cupboards and drawers in the Department Q office a number of rifles and guns of various calibres and some cumbersome but workable walkie-talkies. He stuffed most of the gear into an old backpack before tossing one of the radio sets to Brand. Then he plucked up Jack Strummer's old truncheon and slapped it down forcefully into his palm, sighing with the pain.


"In case it disnae come together," he said with a grin, "there's always plan B." And with that, he left the academic to his work.


Ness wound his way back along the corridor and into the tunnels proper, and then along to the junction near the Capek Construction site where the exit routes he had codenamed Tom, Dick and Harry diverged. It was a pity, he thought as he moved, that ear defenders had not been in common usage in 1945, because the further he went into the subterrain the more deafening the slow march of the golems became. It actually vibrated so loudly in some places that it dizzied his senses, and he struggled to maintain balance on his own feet, stumbling twice. The disturbing thing was that as yet the golems were still only advancing along the tunnel from the pit in which they'd been entombed for sixty plus years, and were only now approaching the main part of the system.


As he trotted past the mouth of said tunnel, he snapped a look into the darkness, and growled in disbelief. These bastards couldnae be quiet if they wore slippers and walked on tippytoe, he thought. Och no. No' a' fookin t'all.


The Scotsman threw himself down behind a stack of railway sleepers that Verse, Chapter and Simmons were already using for cover, and handed out the walkie-talkies and weapons he'd collected - a rifle, a shotgun and a pistol respectively, keeping the Thompson sub for his own use. Each of them racked or prepared their weapons, but took no further action right then. A degree of timing was called for here, they all knew, if they were hoping to make a mere dent in the opponents that they faced. They had to let the traps they had rigged inflict some damage on them first.


If the traps inflicted any damage at all.


The foursome watched the golems as they reached the junction and began to emerge from the shadow, teeth clenched against the overwhelming pounding of the earth and ribbed concrete around them. That their teeth were clenched could not, though, disguise the fact that each of them, the demoness included, were moved to swallow hard and repeatedly as a result of what they saw.


Because the golems were exiting the tunnel two by two, as if they were passengers disembarking from some giant ark, and though the tunnel could, theoretically, have accommodated a train, these things filled it from its floor to its shoulder-hugging vaultings, their heads ever so slightly stooped against the highest curvature of its roof. Built with legs - with arms - as broad as Verse's torso - and with torsos that were in turn almost as broad as the four of them together - they were moving mountains made apparently of tar and shale that loomed oppressively and unstoppably over all before them.


God, the look of these things, Lawrence Verse thought. Dark and glistening but solid with it, these were neither clay golems nor stone golems, but something more agile and powerful than either, as if the vile coating they had received - their Samedi's Skin - had somehow interfered with the change that their kiln firing would naturally have caused in them. That coupled, perhaps, with the influence of the unformed.


That was the worst thing, not so much obvious in the physique of the creatures as in the expression on the faces. Almost Neanderthal in appearance, their grimly-set slits of mouths and stubbed broad noses combined with a projecting forehead to accentuate tiny, deeply set eyes that glowed dully red with a brooding malevolence. It was said that golems did not possess true souls - only the ruah, the breath of bones - but there was something beyond the basic animation of ruah here, a burgeoning intelligence that was at once both dark and hungry.


The Formless One.


He could sense that its eyes were staring at him and the others.


Groaning bassly, the two golems who led the destructive parade began to move towards them, footfalls booming as they came.


"Nobody move," Verse said.


Nobody did. They all knew that this was going to be the acid test of both their traps and the golems' resilience, and they had to bide their time.


Wait. Just wait.


The first of the traps they had prepared sprung as the two golems moved past the centre of the junction area, a great slab of concrete swinging down from the roof where it had been suspended on a vibration trigger awaiting the arrival of something heavy enough to cause its release. The slab swung down and impacted with the golem on the right, ramming the behemoth off its feet so that it staggered and collided with the golem to its left, sending that in turn crashing into the wall. Both the concrete slab and the wall surface shattered, but while both creatures seemed momentarily stunned, neither went down. After a second, they groaned once more and resumed their advance.


Strike one, Verse thought.


A second trap sprang, this time a collection of sleepers like those behind which they hid, wired together to form a battering ram-like device that punched out from the wall. Again, though it knocked some golems sideways, they continued to advance.


Strike two.


Next came a vicious arrangement of spikes, and Verse shook his head as two impaled creatures simply pulled themselves away from the metal and batted the trap away.


Three strikes and out.


But the golems were nearer now, and this was where their timing came in. They could all only hope that together the traps had weakened them to some degree. He nodded to the others and together the four of them stood and delivered a volley of shots into the giants' chests and heads, giving them everything they'd got. Pistol and rifle cartridges, and shotgun shells began to pile on the floor around their feet.


Barely any effect at all, and Verse was not the only one to curse. Jesus, they'd thought the rippers were bad.


It was time to face facts. Their traps and guns were proving to be as ineffectual as they'd feared, and the golems were probably going to make it to the surface, like it or not.


They had to pull back and hope that Ravne and Farrow, and the reanimates had managed to identify and locate the cardinals. Better yet, that Brand had managed to activate the weapons Ness had told them about.


Before they did, they had one last card up their sleeve.


"Mr. Ness," Verse prompted.


The Scotsman nodded. The two charges that they had managed to remove from Capek's explosive cascade had been positioned near the mouths of the Tom and Harry tunnels, at the apex of their crow's foot divergence from the junction, and had been primed to blow upwards. With a little luck, they'd bring down the roof right on top of these bastards.


Ness pushed a hand-held remote, once.


Tom detonated with a boom that shook the tunnel hardest yet, blasting a billowing cloud of dust and concrete at the golems and buckling a beam in the roof that brought tons of debris tumbling down. The golems roared as the rockfall began to bury them in mid-stride. Now it was Harry's turn to finish the job.


Ness pushed his remote a second time.


But Harry failed to go off.


"Caps must be loose," Ness said.


"Dammit!" Hannah cried after a second, and ran into the dustcloud towards the faulty device. Verse protested - shapes still moved in there - but he knew that it would do no good. He knew also that this was the first blow that had had any effect, and had he been quick enough he'd have done the same in her stead.


Miraculously, his partner made it, job done and almost back with him in a matter of seconds.


Almost.


At the very last moment a golem reared up out of the fallen rock and swiped at her with a massive bludgeoning arm. Although she dodged desperately - had the arm made contact she'd be dead - the arm struck the stack of sleepers behind which they'd taken cover earlier.


The uppermost sleeper was sent flying into the air as if it were no more than a matchstick, hit Hannah and brought her down. The young American lay groaning, her legs pinned beneath its weight. The golem heaved itself from the rocks and moved towards her.


Verse immediately tried to leap to her aid, but Ness held him back.


"Dinnae be a bloody fool, man... look."


Verse looked. They knew that Capek intended to use the golems to spread the Formless One's chaos throughout the city, but so far had not witnessed how this might occur. Now they knew. The sleepers the golems had struck had not just been dislodged by the blow, they had been smeared and smudged and warped into shapes that they were not before - the same kind of remapping that had occurred at the Eye. In other words, it was with the golems' own destructive power that they would bring chaos to London.


If one blow from their fists could do this to the sleepers, then what would it do to a human body?


Verse broke away from the Scotsman. There was no way he was going to let Hannah die that way.


But even as he moved it was too late. The golem itself had moved with surprising speed and was already looming over Hannah's prone form, its football-sized fist poised and ready to smash down into her face.


Verse could see her struggling to free herself from beneath the malformed sleeper, teeth bared, staring it in the eyes.


No... God, Hannah, no.


He jolted his gaze in the direction of a sudden growing whine, then staggered back as a beam of orange energy lanced through the dust-filled air. His gaze jolted back to the golem, and he saw the neat round hole that was punched through its skull and out through its forehead.


Hannah freed herself from under the sleeper and rolled.


Mouth wide with shock, the golem fell where she had lain.


As the ground shook from its sudden and unexpected demise, an exhausted-looking Jonathan Brand staggered into view.


Ness stared at the academic as he cradled one golem gun and sagged beneath the weight of three more slung over his shoulders. "Fook me, you did it," he said. "Those babies actually work."


"Nice shooting, Brainiac," Hannah said.


Brand smiled wryly and passed her the golem gun he had just used. "I told you I was no good with guns," he said. "I was aiming for its heart."


Verse moved over to him and unslung the rest of the prototype weapons from his shoulders, passing one each to Ness and Jenny, then familiarising himself with the one he kept. Now that Hannah was safe his mind had returned to the job at hand and he stared back down the tunnel at the half-buried golem, already moving in the rubble. "You might be no good with guns, but we are," he said, hefting the bulky weapon. "So what say we have ourselves a clay pigeon shoot?"


Brand placed his hand on the gun and shook his head. "No. They have a limited charge - I'm not sure how much, but probably not enough to stop all of the golems down here. We need to conserve the charge for above, in case we need to protect the cardinals."


"Aye, reet," Ness said. There was a whine, and he fired a beam that took off one of the golem's arms. He frowned and adjusted his grip. "The same cardinals ye havnae a bleedin' clue aboot if ah'm no' mistaken."


"Ness, please," Brand insisted.


Verse lowered his own gun. "The good doctor is correct," he rumbled. "Perhaps for the moment we should find out what information Mr. Ravne has for us."


"Makes sense," Hannah agreed. She slapped the side of her weapon. "If necessary we can drain these things dead later."


Ness hesitated and sighed in frustration. Then he jabbed his thumb down on his hand held remote and stared as the explosive in Harry tunnel blew. "Tha' should buy us some shootin' time," he said, resignedly. "Less go."


The five of them retreated through the tunnels to the Dead of London's chamber, where they found Ravne's reanimate gestalt apparently just at the end of their seer session. All of them - Farrow, Mary, Meg and the others - looked exhausted.


But they had produced a result.


"The four cardinals," Ravne informed them all. "In other words, four distinct directions on the face of a compass."


"My God, of course," Brand breathed. "Cardinal points."


Ravne nodded. "In this case, four locations approximately north, south, east and west of Capek's excavation. Cleopatra's Needle, Lambeth Palace, the Queen Victoria Memorial, and Tower Bridge."


Ness frowned. "Las' time ah looked ah didnae notice any o' them havin' an on switch," he said.


"They don't, but each construction contains a warding crystal implanted by Emmanuel Konterman in 1945. Crystals that will activate during any attempt at remapping by the unformed."


"And what do these crystals do?" Jenny asked.


"That the reanimates could not see, but they do need to be protected."


"Ah dinnae see why," Ness questioned. "Ah mean if these things are automatic..."


"Somehow Capek knows about them," Ravne cut in, flatly. "Perhaps the result of a memory in which the original Konterman had already theorised upon their existence. I have no doubt that Capek will make their destruction by the golems his immediate priority."


"Jeezus," Hannah said. "That'll spread the golems across most of central London."


"So much for containment," Verse exclaimed, and whistled. "We're going to need to deploy people at each site and-"


The priest stopped, aware that Ness was already at the door to the chamber. "Ah'll tek the Vic Memorial," he said, and then stared pointedly at Brand. "Can ah shoot the bastards noo?"


The academic stared back, swallowed hard, and then nodded. "Yes, Mr. Ness," he said softly. "You have my permission to lock and load."







Chapter Nineteen

 


The golems emerged onto the surface half an hour later, their three exit tunnels disgorging first ten, then twenty, then fifty of the behemoths in various areas of the centre of London. In all, a hundred and fifty of them made up their unnatural army.


They moved through the streets like giants.


It was easy to comprehend why, over half a century earlier, the Ministry of Defence had felt these things would be fully capable of repelling a Nazi threat.


Except, of course, there was no Nazi threat, not any more. There were only civilians. Very soon after the golems began to emerge, there were considerably fewer civilians than there had been half an hour before, and the number of casualties was growing by the second.


Under the control of the Formless One - and by the insane will of the madman Conrad Capek - the golems had but one role in their artificial lives. They were walking bulldozers, wrecking balls that were utterly indiscriminate in their destruction.


Everything before them became an obstacle to be removed: statues. cars. buildings. anything, in fact, that lay between themselves and their primary goals, the cardinals.


The men, women and children who died were nothing more than obstacles that tried to flee.


As horrendous as this was, the damage they inflicted was far more than physical. Far worse than physical. The march of the golems as they headed out towards each point of the compass left wakes that were visible not only as half-razed structures, wrecked vehicles and bloody, battered corpses, but also as a growing cancer in the form of the phenomenon seen at the Eye. A distorted otherness spread from each point of impact and within its grey pall corrupted and twisted, and remapped everything that the golems attacked.


Everything they attacked.


Ness had seen the carnage of more wars than he cared to count, but he had never seen anything to match this, and as he yomped his way towards his chosen cardinal it soon became apparent that, as had been the case at the Eye, the ones who were dying today were the lucky ones.


Almost as loud as the sounds of demolition, an endless screaming and wailing filled the streets, and more than once the Scotsman came across shapes that crawled or dragged themselves along the pavement towards him, pleading for his help, with bodies or faces grotesquely malformed by contact with the golems, and, under the influence of the Unformed, changing further as he watched. He could not help but recall his own agony as he had suffered the early stages of remapping at the Eye and, while he had survived, it was clear that these people were victims of a more powerful force. There was no hope for them. They were already too far gone.


He did the only thing he could to ease their suffering - he put bullets through their brains.


They were the first killings in a long time that gave him no pleasure at all.


A stunned and dishevelled policeman watched him deliver one fatal shot, and for a second Ness thought the man was going to challenge him - perhaps even that he had recognised him as the fugitive he was - but in an exchange of glances it became clear the officer grasped the truth of the situation. Whatever was going on here, the normal rules didn't apply, and might never apply again. What he had seen was simply what had had to be done.


Ness considered his silent witness for a second. Facing the same dilemma that he had at Exham, the soldier in him baulked at the idea of abandoning the mortally wounded on the battlefield. But he knew there was no way he could put every victim in his path out of their misery - it was a waste of time and bullets. Ineffectual as it made him feel, he had his own task to concentrate on.


It went against the grain, but wha' the hell, he thought.


The fookin' thing was next ter useless agin the golems, anyhow.


He handed the policeman the pistol with a nod - for those who need it - and carried on his way.


Across town, Hannah Chapter shared the Scot's sense of frustration. Making her way towards her own cardinal location, Lambeth Palace, the young American frowned as in street after street she came across the aftermath of the golems' march, a swathe of devastation that despite their best efforts the emergency services had failed to halt in any way. Police cars, fire engines and ambulances stood skewed or overturned at various junctions she crossed, and while the surviving members of their crews did what they could for the countless injured and dying, many, many more were already far beyond their help. Hannah knew there could be no blame attached for their failure to protect the general population of the city - the nature, the suddenness and the scale of this invasion must to them have been nothing less than overwhelming, and she could see it reflected in their stunned expressions and eyes.


For once, she felt as Ness felt and itched to take revenge for the deaths caused, by using the Brown's Gas gun on the golem contingent she could see marching on into the distance, but that would bring only short term satisfaction, she knew, as well as risking compromising the whole reason for her heading to the cardinal in the first place. She had to conserve the charges. In the end, she did what she could for the agonised and mutated driver of an equally mutated paramedic van, sideswiped by a golem fist and then, like the Scotsman, moved on.


Verse, meanwhile, heading towards the cardinal embedded at Tower Bridge, had an altogether different reason to be frustrated. The ex-priest had always thought it remarkable how, in times of crisis, otherwise lifelong non-believers had a tendency to turn to God and his agents, and today he was facing a city full of them. He had actually debated hiding the large crucifix he had strung around his neck, but that would mean denying everything that he was and he simply could not do that. Consequently, his own journey was interrupted time and again by victims who demanded words of comfort or explanations, or even last rites for their loved ones as they lay bent and dying before him. It was not these poor people who frustrated him - in fact he tended to as many as he could as best he could - but rather his absolute inability to give any explanation of the horrors affecting them. How, he wondered, could he possibly offer God's comfort when they were dying at the hands of the only thing in creation that had nothing to do with Him at all?


Of the four of them, only Jenny Simmons was not deeply troubled by what she saw - and in truth the demoness within her found it all rather fascinating.


She gazed out across the Thames, from her position next to Cleopatra's Needle, at the fires and the dustclouds, and the spreading grey of the Unformed as its golem-generated tendrils snaked in four directions across the city. In fact, the grey pall had become less tendril-like in the past few minutes, the more damage that occurred filling the spaces between them like a depression filled with water, and in turn creating a circle that had begun to expand about its centre. It had already reached this opposite bank of the river, and Jenny felt as if she were standing on the shore of a dark and stormy sea, chaos lapping at her toes.


Golems were approaching across Waterloo Bridge.


In a few minutes the fight would begin.


The demoness turned and stared at the monument she was here to protect, the hieroglyph-inscribed obelisk thrusting above her in carved ignorance of the pivotal role that it, along with its three counterparts, was about to play in the future of the city. Could it actually, she mused, prevent the coming changes when it had already seen so many other places swept away with the dust of time? Syene, Heliopolis, Ancient Alexandria, she thought. She had known all three places - she had been at Syene when this thing had been quarried from the ground - but they were all gone now, changed forever. Was this just another place that it would watch die with its ancient hieroglyphic eyes?


Certainly, nothing much seemed to be happening. Whatever the hell this damned embedded crystal was meant to do, she thought, now might be a good time. Useless piece of...


The demoness booted the ancient obelisk, hard, and something inside began to glow golden brown.


She knew immediately that the glow had nothing to do with her kick.


Under her feet she could feel the north bank of the river quaking with golem footfalls.


In other words, the Unformed had arrived.


With a curse as ancient as the obelisk, Jenny hefted her golem gun from her shoulder ready to defend the cardinal and, as she did, three more of the experimental weapons were similarly hefted in the hands of Ness, Chapter and Verse. Behind them, their own crystals had begun, respectively, to glow blue, orange, and white.


Planted defiantly before the Victoria Memorial, outside Buckingham Palace, the Scotsman gobbed on the ground and waited as the charges in his gun grew with a whine, then with a whoop fired down the Mall, along which the golems approached. A lancing beam of orange energy took down one, two, three of their front line as it scythed across their chests, and then, having bought himself a second, Ness aimed more carefully, head shots dropping four more of those who came behind. The targeted golems collapsed with deep, unearthly moans. As he continued to fire, Ness was barely aware of the Royal Family being evacuated from the big house to his rear. As their armoured entourage swept around the front of the memorial and away up Constitution Hill, though he appeared to curtsey he was in fact simply kneeling to get a shot in under one of their rather inconvenient chassis. He gave a rolling wave to the shocked looking woman in the hat and cackled, beginning to enjoy himself. The gun in his hands thrummed.


At Lambeth Palace, residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Hannah Chapter adopted a slightly different tack to Ness's instant kills, though not entirely by choice. The golem gun was already a little too heavy for a frame that was much slighter than Ness or Verse's - and less demoniacally possessed than Simmons's - and she was having trouble maintaining her horizontal aim when the gun was idle, let alone when its compressed gas chamber recoiled. So it was that most of her shots served not to kill the golems but to amputate some if not all of their lower halves. The method was just as effective in preventing them from reaching the crystal that glowed above her in the arch of the gatehouse, but it did make her feel incompetent and girly, and she didn't like that at all. To rectify matters, she scanned the gardens as she fought, her gaze settling eventually on a large plant pot by a bench a few metres behind her. Backing up, Hannah booted the thing over and then quickly upended it before slamming the golem gun down on its base-become-top. Still weighted by most of its soil, it made the perfect pivot. Now that's more like it, she thought - one home-made machine gun nest. As she resumed her firing - this time aiming right between the eyes - she thought how very appropriate the name of the place she was making her stand was, because Lambeth - from loamhithe - meant muddy landing place, and she was fully intending to make sure that as many of these mud-made bastards as possible landed here hard.


As successful as Hannah was being defending her cardinal at Lambeth, Lawrence Verse was having problems at Tower Bridge. Problems that had nothing to do with either his build or his aim, but rather the gun itself. He had so far managed to take down four golems as they attempted to reach the crystal embedded in the bridge's south bascule, but the weapon he wielded was, not to be too impolite about it, seriously on the fritz. It wasn't Brand's fault. God knew, the man had worked wonders getting these things up and running, but he could only imagine that his had been the first on which the academic had worked, because something wasn't quite right. The trigger was unresponsive most of the time, for one thing, but worse, the compressed energy tubes seemed to be draining at a rate far faster than they should. In other words the damn contraption was leaking badly, and he estimated he had enough reserves for one, perhaps two more shots. That wasn't enough - the golems had already forced him back onto the bridge, and with the bascule raised as it was - perhaps as an attempt to stop the golems crossing the river at this point - he had nowhere to go. Backing up and up until his back physically rested against the concrete of the bridge's sometime road surface, Verse aimed carefully and fired. Two more golems collapsed, but that was that, and he dropped the useless weapon to the ground.


It wouldn't have reassured him to know that he wasn't alone in doing so. At the Victoria Memorial, at Cleopatra's Needle, and at Lambeth Palace, Ness, Simmons and Chapter did the same, their own guns' charges, though they had operated correctly, eventually exhausted by the sheer number of targets they faced.


Maybe if the behemoths had not been enhanced by their Samedi's Skin and the influence of the Formless One, more golems might have fallen, but as it was the golem guns had eliminated perhaps only one third of their army.


At each cardinal, its protector watched as the remaining golems neared. There was no choice, but to fight on physically, even if without any effective weaponry that very likely meant that they were going to die.


Ness, Verse and Chapter thought much the same thought that Jenny Simmons had earlier. Whatever the crystals were going to do to stop them, they were going to have to do it soon.


Then as the golems moved in the grey pall of the Unformed touched the four cardinals.


The crystals suddenly flared bright.


And nothing happened.


Absolutely nothing at all.







Chapter Twenty

 


The half burning, half demolished capital was so enveloped in the grey pall of the Unformed that from above, it looked like hell, shot on monochrome film.


Great God, Brand thought. Just look at it.


The helicopter in which he rode passed through low and heavy clouds that hung undisturbed by its passing, because they were not truly clouds at all. Perhaps twenty minutes after the cardinals had flared brightly and uselessly, London lay fully under the influence of the Formless One. And as the machine, its rotors sounding like flapping sheets in a storm, dropped beneath a formation that funnelled down from the heavens like some giant snout, it seemed they flew directly under the maw of a looming Lord of Chaos.


Perhaps that was exactly what it was.


The effect had spread upwards, the academic realised. Coalescing into a canopy of chaos that completely covered the conurba-


He stopped himself. If Hannah Chapter were with him she'd be asking, did you really just say that? He had to be more nervous than he thought if he was alliterating again.


His nervousness, though, was caused not by the remapping of the city below, but a desperate hope that he would be in time. In time to stop this destruction in one fell swoop. In time to save the lives of his friends, to stop them dying needlessly.


The urgent radio calls from Ness, Simmons and the others had reached him as he sat pouring over aged documents in the Department Q bunker, trying desperately to find some reference to Konterman's original golem activation - and by extension his deactivation - word, so that the third part of their combat strategy might be employed, as was looking increasingly necessary.


He was having no luck.


Then had come the calls, a frantic barrage of curses and questions that was best encapsulated by Ness. "Yer bleedin' cardinal is aboot as much use as a streetlamp, Boney-cock... so d'ya wanna tell us wha' the fook is goin' on?"


The news had not been what he had expected, and of course it had not sounded good. If the cardinals were, indeed, useless then why had the Dark Parliament placed so much store in them, and even more importantly, why the hell had Konterman embedded them in the first place?


There had to be a reason for their existence.


The problem triggered something that had been nagging at the back of his mind for a while. Ever since the golem army had emerged from the Capek Construction site, he had been feeling that strange dizzying vibration, that thrum of raw power, that had accompanied the presence of the Unformed since he had first encountered it, and as the golems had begun to mobilise on the surface - even though he had remained deep underground - the feeling had continued, the malign influence of the new Lord of Chaos transmitted down through the very foundations of the city. Where he had expected the feeling to become stronger as the Unformed spread, he had realised after a while that the opposite seemed in fact to be true.


The dizzying vibration was becoming weaker with every ground-shaking step the golems took.


Okay, he had thought, he supposed that could be partly explained by the loss of those golems that Ness and the others had - presumably - managed to destroy with the golem guns, but pound for pound those that they could have felled in the time they'd had struck him as greatly disproportionate to the lessening field strength he was feeling.


Now why, exactly, was that?


Think, Brand. Think.


The cardinals were positioned approximately north, south, east and west of the golem origin point, yes? According to what the others had relayed to him, their embedded crystals had at first glowed dully and then more brightly when there had been actual physical contact with the spread of the Unformed. The crystals had glowed with four different colours - white, blue, orange and a golden brown. Now why did that particular combination of colours seem familiar to him? Why?


Of course, he had realised after a short while. The colours were universal codes in a good many alchemical and sorcerous schools of practice, relating in both cases to the prime materials required for any number of transmogrification rituals, wardings, summonings and banishments. The brown colour represented earth, the white was air, blue was, of course, water, and the orange, fire. They were the four elements fundamentally necessary to any ritualistic act of creation or - far more importantly - un-creation.


God, was that what the cardinals were meant to do, he had realised suddenly - un-create the Unformed? If that was the case, had something gone wrong? Had the cardinal crystals somehow become damaged or flawed in the years since they had been embedded? What else could explain their apparent failure to do anything but glow.


Glow, Brand had thought, and Ness's words had echoed in his mind. Aboot as much use as a streetlamp, the Scotsman had said, had he not? And as he had heard his words, he had pictured Konterman embedding the four crystals all those years ago, in a wartime London whose inhabitants had no suspicion of the evil that had been created beneath their feet. He had pictured the inhabitants strolling by the Victoria Memorial and Cleopatra's Needle, through Lambeth Palace and across Tower Bridge. As he had pictured them strolling along, he had also pictured night beginning to fall.


He had watched the streetlamps of London come on, many of which had still been gaslit in those days.


And he had seen it all of a sudden: the flickering flame, and the moths that danced about it.


The moths drawn to a flame.


Oh, Emmanuel Konterman. You crafty bastard.


A second after the realisation had struck him, he had been back on the walkie-talkie, trying desperately to contact Ness and the others. In the minutes of his deliberation something must have happened because through the oversized box all he received in reply was static. Either the other walkie-talkies had all been destroyed in the fighting that must have continued, or, more likely, their components had, in the intervening time, been remapped.


Whichever of the two it was, he knew he had to find another way to contact the four of them, and fast, and there was no way he could do that alone.


Racing through the underground tunnels, Brand had returned to the chamber where Ravne and the reanimates had remained, intending to enlist the help of some of them by despatching them to three cardinal points while he handled the other, but as he had entered the chamber, it had become clear that something was wrong. He, it seemed, had not been the only one to make a discovery, and the news that Ravne had was bad.


The cause of the diminishing seeing abilities of the Dead of London, their need to work as a gestalt and their exhaustion after it, the arcane consultant had identified. Their presence underground for so long, in such proximity to the origin point of the Unformed, had compromised the reanimation process that had returned them to life, and their revitalised tissue - their flesh, their muscles, their brains - was returning to an original state of necrosis. Farrow, Mary, Meg, Rose and the others were not simply exhausted, they were dying.


There was, however, one hope. Though he would not be specific about what it was, Ravne believed that there was a way they could be saved. The ritual involved, however, was long and complex, and it required that he and the reanimates remained where they were for the time being. As a rather mysterious codicil, he added that the ritual might even help with the overall problem.


None of which, of course, made sense to or helped Brand. With the reanimates and the arcane consultant unable to assist him in reaching the others, he had to find another way.


Feeling helpless and guilty at having to leave - but at the same time knowing he had no choice - he had passed Mary on his way to the door and told her how sorry he was.


Mary had smiled weakly, squeezing his hand. "We none of us should be here, doctor, and you should not be sorry should we be gone. I only wish that I could help more."


"We wouldn't know what we did without you," the academic said. "Thank you."


"It's a long time since I heard those words, but you're welcome," Mary laughed, and coughed. "Now go save your world, Jonathan Brand," she added. "That is what you do, isn't it?"


Brand smiled. "Actually, what I mostly do is try to ignore it."


"But not this time, eh?"


"No," he replied. "Not this time."


Leaving Mary behind, Brand had returned to the surface, exiting through the same entrance near Stable Mews that had first led him down into her subterranean world. His mind had been whirling as he had tried to work out how he could possibly reach the four points of the compass in time when he had encountered the first piece of good fortune since his realisation had made the matter of some urgency: Ness's helicopter pilot friend, hovering ahead, and engaged in what - from what he could see of the cockpit contents - appeared to be some disaster zone looting.


He hadn't cared what the man had been up to and had waved him down.


Now here they both were, descending towards the first of the cardinals at Lambeth Palace, the golems leaving there now, and the academic hoping against hope that Hannah Chapter was still alive.


The American was. Though lying on the ground, bruised, battered and nursing a broken arm from what he guessed had been a noisy and determined effort to halt the golems with feet and fists alone, she was alive. And having been up against such odds, she didn't know why.


As Brand helped her limping frame into the helicopter, he told her. He told her also why the fact that she had been unable to protect the cardinal crystal - lying shattered in the equally shattered arch of the palace gatehouse - was not the disaster that it seemed.


At Tower Bridge, finding the ex-priest slumped beneath his broken crystal in the south bascule, nursing reopened stomach wounds, he told Lawrence Verse the same.


And at Cleopatra's Needle - when he had finally managed to calm the raging and flaring form of an infrequently defeated and therefore thoroughly pissed off Baarish-Shammon - he told her exactly the same again.


The only one who did not yet know was Ness.


The helicopter, its passenger compartment three-quarters full, thrummed across the London skyline towards Buckingham Palace and its Queen Victoria Memorial, heading for its final rendezvous and the hopeful culmination of Brand's theory. Below them, London continued to suffer the assault of the golems, who, finished with the three destroyed cardinals, were extending their obliteration into areas such as The Strand, Saint Thomas's and the borders of Southwark. Fighting against them now, could also be made out the forms of Inspector Absolam's Lads, the uberclones no doubt deployed by the Accord operative in response to a situation that by no stretch of the imagination could be kept hidden from him any more. As well as the Lads, Brand smiled as he made out the bazooka and rocket-launcher bearing figures of various units of soldiers, by the looks of their professionalism in the face of the unknown, no doubt their old friends from Hereford Barracks, under the command of the man he knew only by the name of the Brigadier. Right now he could imagine the moustached officer commenting on the situation in his own inimitable way whilst he bellowed out orders to his men to fire any number of rounds rapid - big buggers, what? Remind me of those other overgrown blighters from where was it now - Mars? At any rate, damned inconvenient, if you ask me. Bloody damned inconvenient.


You can say that again, Brigadier, Brand thought, but for the time being just keep those big buggers exactly where I want them.


Brand stared ahead through the glass of the helicopter cockpit. The Victoria Memorial wasn't quite in sight yet and, it being the last of the four cardinals, he found himself hoping once more that they were in time. Out of desperation, he tried the walkie-talkie again. No good. Static still.


"Try his cellphone," Hannah said from the rear. "Not sure why, but he hasn't let that stray from his side these past few days."


The suggestion seemed to Brand so incongruous that he wasn't surprised he hadn't thought of it before, but, if any local mast was still intact, it might work.


He snatched his own mobile from his pocket and hastily punched in the Scotsman's number.


The phone was answered to the sounds of frantic scuffling and an unmistakable repeated thwack of a truncheon on things hard and unyielding, which moaned as a result. Evidently Ness was alive and even Hannah was impressed enough to give him points for staying power. Then the Scotsman shouted into the phone for all to hear. "If youse the lass from Dick-van-Dyke, then trust me, darlin', now is no' a good time ta drive o'er..."


"No, it isn't Dic-" Brand began.


"But ah haveta say ah'd welcome the inspiration reet now - so d'yer look like 'er?" His question was followed by another crack of wood and a golem roar. "Yer know, four-eyed Yank, thinnish like, wi' a way o' snarlin' even when ya smile - bu' withou' that bleedin' whinin' voice?" Another crack, another moan. "An' o' course withou' any objection to tekkin' i' up-"


"Gimme that thing!" Hannah said, snatching the phone from Brand. "Listen up, you degenerate asshole, in about five seconds I'm gonna be right on top of you and then I'm gonna help those golems stick your truncheon where the sun don't shi-"


"Tell him to let the golems destroy the cardinal!" Brand interrupted, shouting.


"Do you miiiind, Brainiac?" Hannah flared. Then - "Aw shit, right. Ness, listen to me - let the golems destroy the cardinal."


"Ah said withou' the whinin'-" Ness began and then paused, realising who it was he was talking to, and what she was saying. "Ooh aye, sure, yer bent bitch. Now ye're thinkin' ah'm a bleedin' loony tune, is tha' it?"


"Yes, as it happens, but I'm serious. These are Brand's instructions - let them destroy it."


"Christ, ah was wonderin' how long it'd tek Boney-cock to lose it."


"He hasn't lost it, you moron. He's-"


"Tell the bookworm from me that he can foo-"


The line went suddenly dead, the call ended by what sounded like the impact of a golem fist.


"Gone," Hannah declared.


"No matter, we're here anyway," Verse said, and pointed down to where Ness was engaged in a furious one-man slugfest with the western arm of the golem army. The Scotsman's tactics seemed to be strike and move, wearing the golems down and at the same time keeping them distracted, and to give him his due his tactics had worked - the cardinal crystal, though now exposed at the heart of the white marble statue known as the wedding cake, was still intact.


Exactly what they didn't want.


Looking at its sweat dripping, snarling and wild-eyed protector, the problem was still going to be convincing Ness of that.


"He's too pumped up," Brand said. "We try to stop him in that mood and he'll probably go for us as well."


"I'll handle that," Verse said.


Hannah stared at the seeping wounds on her partner's torso and shook her head. "Not in that state, bucko. There's an easier way." She took a gun from her pocket and aimed out of the side of the helicopter.


Everybody presumed at the cardinal crystal but, in fact, right between Ness's eyes.


This was it, she thought, her chance to drop the bastard at last. Kill two birds with one stone. With Ness gone, not only would the golems be able to destroy the crystal, but the Scotsman would have paid the price for abandoning Verse at Exham Priory, and she could get rid of the poison that was rotting her guts.


She bit her lip. "You sure this is gonna work, Brainiac?"


"Do it, Miss Chapter," the academic said.


Hannah fired.


Mikey Ness was blown off his feet, his body crashing to the pavement by the memorial, bucking in shock.


A second later - shattered now - the cardinal crystal fully released the energy Brand had known it contained. A brilliant wash of light burst from its inside and flashed out in a rapidly expanding radius, flooding down The Mall and into the heart of London. At Lambeth Palace, at Tower Bridge and at Cleopatra's Needle, bursts of light identical but for their colour suddenly radiated through Southwark, King's Reach, and across from the Thames Embankment. These blue, white, orange and golden brown flares raced through and above the streets, blanking everything in their path with their intensity, and continued inexorably towards a central point.


They met above the Capek Construction site and London vanished in a mushroom-cloud detonation of brilliance.


Wherever the brilliance touched, the grey pall of the Unformed seethed and roiled before it dissipated into the air.


Shielding his eyes, Brand stared up into the sky. The giant maw beneath which he had flown earlier opened wide, and for a second threatened to consume everything below it, and the Lord of Chaos roared.


As it roared, it, too, dissipated and was gone.


All across London, the golems stopped in their tracks.


The helicopter touched down amidst the suddenly immobile behemoths, and its passengers stepped out to stare out at a capital that seemed to have returned to normality.


"Wou' someone let me know," a voice said, "wha' the fook jus' happened?"


Hannah stared at Ness as he achingly picked himself up from where the shot crystal's initial energy discharge had blown him off his feet. She didn't really know what had made her swap targets at the very last moment, but maybe it was the fact that out of all of them it was Ness who had protected his cardinal the longest, and, what was more, in all of that time he hadn't run. It was that that had bought him another chance.


"Yer gonna tell me or no'?" the Scot persisted.


Brand turned to him. "Moths to a flame," he explained, smiling. "The original Konterman knew that the Unformed was too powerful a force to be eradicated without first being weakened, and he knew also that it would use the golems to attempt to spread its influence across London, carrying a little bit of itself in each one of them. What he had to consider was how best to stop it before it became too strong, hence the cardinals. They were located to the north, south, east and west so that they would draw out the golems in as wide a pattern as possible, effectively weakening the cohesiveness of the Unformed."


"Stretchin' it ta breakin' point," Ness said. "So the cardinals were traps all along?"


Brand nodded. "Always meant to be destroyed, because each of them held a concentrated charge of one of the four elements of earth, air, fire and water, or in other words the basic building blocks of our physical world. Konterman made sure they contained the very antithesis of what the Unformed was."


"So it's gone, reet? Along with this new Lord o' Chaos that came wi' it?"


Brand nodded again. "Probably diffused country-wide, and so harmless."


"Aye, well, ye seem know wha' you're talkin' aboot," the Scotsman said, nodding over his shoulder. "Only ah were jus' wonderin' why these big bastards are still starin' at us like that."


Brand turned, rather quickly. He had to admit that in concentrating on the destruction of the last cardinal he had forgotten that though the controlling intelligence of the Lord of Chaos had departed, its army, the golems themselves remained just that. They stared dully now from their deep set eyes, and as they seemed to darken Brand got the impression that from somewhere within them the original reason for their creation was starting to reassert itself.


The defence of London against an invasion of strangers.


A question struck him suddenly.


Would the golems, Brand wondered with scientific detachment, consider the sons and daughters - the descendants of the original population - to, in fact, be strangers?


Oh God.


Slowly, the golems began to move.


"Shit," Hannah said. The American stepped back and aimed her gun. "Brainiac?"


"This could be a problem, doctor," Verse added.


"Oops," Jenny Simmons joined in, unhelpfully.


Brand stared. For the moment at least the golems seemed sluggish, and he raised a calming hand. "It's all right," he said in an attempt to reassure the others. "They're just normal golems now."


Hannah stared at him, and blinked. "Oh, that's all right, then!" she declared, all grinning and bouncy. "Did you hear that everybody? They're just normal golems now." She turned to Verse and shook her head, and while the three fast jerks of her half-open fist could have been construed as combat tic-tac, everybody but Brand knew that it wasn't.


"What I mean," Brand went on, "is that now all we have to do is identify the deactivation word."


There was silence.


"Tha' would be the same deactivation word ye havenae go' a clue aboot?" Ness offered.


"Yes," Brand said defensively. "But..."


"Actually," another voice interjected, "I do not believe that their deactivation word will be necessary."


Brand and the others turned, surprised to see Solomon Ravne standing there.


"The golems," he said, "will be returning to the pit." Amazingly, as he spoke, the giants began to move off.


Only Brand realised what was happening. "The ritual?" he asked.


Ravne nodded. "A transfer of the reanimates' gestalt consciousness to replace the golem ruah, the animal soul. The Dead of London now control the creatures as the Lord of Chaos did."


Brand felt staggered, thinking particularly of Mary. "Is this permanent?"


Ravne actually smiled, obviously proud of his achievement. "No, but it will grant sufficient time for me to be able to reverse the necrosis in their actual bodies. All of the necrosis."


The academic could hardly believe what he was hearing. This was Ravne, after all. "Are you telling me you're going to help them live again?"


"It is the least I can do," the arcane expert said, and with that, he turned and walked away.


The old woman, Meg, Brand thought. Obviously she'd had more of an effect on Ravne than even he, perhaps, realised.


Maybe there was hope for the bastard yet.


"So wha' now?" Ness asked those who remained. "We gonna go after Capek an' his bleedin' homunculus, or what?"


Verse let out a long breath and placed a hand on his wounded torso. "Oh, I think we've done enough for one day, don't you?"


Hannah flexed her unbroken arm. "Far as I'm concerned, I've got a bottle o' Jack and a bottle o' black waiting for me back home. Gonna curl up with a bloody good book."


"Aye, aboot that..." Ness said.


"You haven't forgotten that this lunatic blew the priory to bits, have you?" Jenny pointed out.


"We've rebuilt before and we'll rebuild again," Brand replied, staring out over a smoking London skyline. "Besides, now that the Accord's back up and running, why don't we let Harry Absolam and his friends do some of the work for a change."


Hannah smiled grimly. "Conrad Capek, watch out wherever you are," she warned. "The rippers are coming."

 


Coming, William McKenzie thought, though the image he saw in his mind was not of rippers. The reanimate walked the dark cellars of Exham Priory and frowned as he thought back on the events of the past few days. He was not worried that he had revealed his existence to Jonathan Brand - he was certain that Ravne would soon make the doctor forget that - but of the consequences of his very last action.


What had happened was not the doctor's fault. It was nobody's fault.


But the Unformed had not gone away. Not quite.


How could it when something that waited in the earth was so hungry for its power?


McKenzie stared at the cellar floor. On this very spot in 1934 Malcolm Critchley had fallen to the bullets fired from Alex Nestor's gun, and his bloody handprint had remained there ever since.


McKenzie puffed on his pipe, contemplatively.


He continued to stare, his eyebrows raised.


The handprint had begun to bleed.
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