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There is a world beyond the world; a place of magics and mysteries, evils and enchantments,
marvels and wonders. And you are never more than a breath away from all of it. Open the
right door, walk down the wrong street, and you can find waiting for you every dream you
ever had, including all the bad ones. Secrets and mysteries will open themselves to you, if
something more or less than human doesn't find you first. Magic is real, and so are gods and
monsters.

There is a world beyond the world. But some things never change.
ONE

WHEN LIVES COLLIDE

Bradford-on-Avon is an old town, and not all of its ghosts sleep the sleep of the just. Nestled
in the rolling hills and valleys of the county of Wiltshire, in the ancient heart of the south-
west of England, many kinds of people have lived in Bradford-on-Avon down the centuries,
and some of their past deeds live on to trouble the present. The Romans have been here, and
the Celts and the Saxons and the Normans. And other, stranger folk, less willing to be
recorded in official histories. In this small county town, far and far from the seat of those who
like to think they run things, the fate of two worlds will be decided, by one ordinary man who
dares to love a woman who is so much more than she seems.

She was there on the train again that evening, in her usual seat - the woman with the most
perfect mouth in the world. Not too wide and not too small, not too thin and not full with the
artificial plumpness of injected collagen or surgically implanted tissues from cows' buttocks.
Just a wonderfully warm and inviting mouth, exactly the right shade of deep red that made the
fuller lower lip look soft and tender and touchable. Toby Dexter wasn't usually preoccupied
with mouths, as opposed to the more prominent curves of a woman's body, but there was
something special about this one, and he liked to look at it and wonder what it might sound
like, if he ever worked up the courage to introduce himself and start up a conversation.

Toby was travelling home from work on the 18.05 train, heading back to Bradford-on-
Avon after a hard day's work in the famous Georgian city of Bath. It was a tribute to that
city's relentless public relations machine that he always added the prefix Georgian whenever
he thought of Bath, though the city was of course much older. The Romans built their famous
baths there, that still stand today. They did other things there too, some of them quite
appalling, in the name of the Serpent's Son; but you won't hear about those from the tourist
board. Georgian society made visiting the baths the very height of fashion, and that was what
people preferred to remember now. The past is what we make it, if we know what's good for
us. Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Bath is a busy, bustling, prosperous
modern city, and Toby was always glad to see the back of it.

The early-evening train was crowded as always, all the seats occupied and all the aisles
blocked, carrying tired commuters home to Freshford, Avoncliff, Bradford-on-Avon and
Trowbridge. Packed shoulder to shoulder, perched on hard seats or leaning against the closed
automatic doors, men and women forced into physical proximity concentrated on reading
their books and magazines and evening papers, so they wouldn't have to talk to each other.
The seats were fiendishly uncomfortable: there was no room to stretch your legs, and anyone
who felt like swinging a cat would have clubbed half a dozen people to death before he'd



even managed a decent wind-up. It was a hot and sweaty summer evening, and the interior of
the long carriage was like a steam bath. Toby didn't think he'd mention it to Great Western
Railways. They'd just call it a design feature, and charge him extra for the privilege.

Toby was pretending to read an unauthorised X-Files tie-in edition of dubious veracity and
unconcealed paranoia, while secretly studying the woman with the perfect mouth who sat
opposite him. He didn't have the energy to concentrate on the book anyway. He'd been on his
feet all day, and the constant rocking back and forth of the carriage was almost enough to lull
him to sleep, safe in the arms of the train, but he fought it off. Dozing on a train always left
him with a stiff neck and a dry mouth, and there was always the danger he'd sleep past his
stop. And you couldn't rely on any of this bunch to wake you up. Toby looked briefly around
him at the neat men in their neat suits, with bulging briefcases and tightly knotted ties, no
doubt listlessly considering another endless day of shuffling papers from one pile to another .
.. and sometimes back again. Deadly dull people leading deadly dull lives . .. Toby envied
all of them because at least they had some kind of purpose.

Toby worked at Gandalf's bookshop, right in the busy centre of Bath. He was officially in
charge of the Crime & Thrillers section, but really he was just a shop assistant with a few
extra duties. It wasn't a bad place to work. The other assistants were pleasant company, and
the shop itself was full of interesting nooks and crannies and intriguing out-of-print treasures.
Gandalf's consisted of four sprawling floors, connected by old, twisting stairways and the
occasional hidden passage. It was an old building, possibly even Georgian, with many
unexpected draughts, and floors that creaked loudly as you walked on them, despite the thick
carpeting. And everywhere you went, there was the comforting smell of books; of paper and
glue and musky leather bindings, of history and dreams compressed into handy volumes.

Every wall was covered with shelves, packed tightly with books on every subject under the
sun, and a few best not mentioned in polite company. There were standing displays and dump
bins and revolving wire stands, filled with more knowledge, entertainment and general weird
shit than any man could read in one lifetime. Gandalf's prided itself on catering for every taste
and interest, from the latest paperback best-sellers to obscure philosophical discourses bound
in goatskin. From science to mysticism, Gothic romances to celebrity biographies, from
aromatherapy to creative knitting to erotic feng shui, you could be sure of finding something
unexpected in every genre, on any subject.

Gandalf's had books on everything, including a few it shouldn't. The shop's owner was
fearless, and would stock anything he thought people wanted. There'd been a certain amount
of controversial publicity just recently, when the owner refused to stop stocking the new
English translation of the infamous Necronomicon, even though it was officially banned.
Toby didn't care; he'd already survived far greater scandals over selling copies of Spycatcher
and The Satanic Verses. He'd flipped briefly through the Necronomicon, just out of curiosity,
but found the dry prose style unreadable and the illustrations frankly baffling. People were
still paying twenty quid a copy though, proof if proof were needed that you could sell
absolutely anything if people thought they weren't supposed to be reading it. He'd been much
more taken with The Joy of Frogs, a sex manual where all the illustrations featured cartoon
frogs going at it in unusual and inventive ways. Some customer had ordered the book over the
phone, but so far hadn't worked up enough courage to come in and pick it up. Just as well,
really - the shop's staff had pretty much worn the book out between them. One had even made
notes. The real money still came from the never-ending turnover of brand-name best-sellers:
Stephen King, Terry Pratchett, J. K. Rowling and whoever the hell it was who wrote those
marvellous children's fantasies about Bruin Bear and the Sea Goat.

The only thing Toby really disliked about his current occupation was having to get up so
damned early in the morning. He lived alone, in a characterless semi-detached he'd inherited
from an uncle, and most mornings his bed felt like a womb. He'd had to put his alarm clock



on the other side of the room, so he'd be forced to get up out of bed to turn it off. So; up at
seven a.m. to catch the train at eight, in order to get to work at nine. No doubt there were
those who had to get up even earlier, but Toby preferred not to think about them because it
interfered with his self-pity. Shit, shower and shave, not necessarily in that order, grab the
nearest clothes and then downstairs to breakfast. A quick bowl of All-Bran (motto: eat our
cereal and the world will fall out of your bottom), two large cups of black coffee, and then out
of the house and down through the town to the railway station, with eyes still defiantly half
closed. The body might be up and about, but the brain still wasn't ready to commit itself.

Though he'd never admit it, Toby quite liked walking through the town first thing in the
morning. Down the seemingly endless Trow-bridge Road, with its ranks of terraced houses
with their bulging bay windows and gabled roofs on one side and old stone houses on the
other, each one almost bursting with proud individuality. The street was mostly empty that
early in the day, and there was hardly any traffic as yet. The town was still waking up, and
only early risers like Toby Dexter got to see her with a cigarette in the corner of her mouth
and no make-up on. Down the hill and turn sharp left, past the old almshouses, and there was
the railway station, supposedly designed by Isambard Kingdom Brunei himself, on a day
when he clearly had a lot of other things on his mind. So far it had successfully resisted all
attempts at modernisation, and the small monitor screens offering up-to-date train information
had been carefully tucked away in corners so as not to detract from the building's ambience.
The occasional deadly dull lives . . . Toby envied all of them because at least they had some
kind of purpose.

Toby worked at Gandalf's bookshop, right in the busy centre of Bath. He was officially in
charge of the Crime & Thrillers section, but really he was just a shop assistant with a few
extra duties. It wasn't a bad place to work. The other assistants were pleasant company, and
the shop itself was full of interesting nooks and crannies and intriguing out-of-print treasures.
Gandalf's consisted of four sprawling floors, connected by old, twisting stairways and the
occasional hidden passage. It was an old building, possibly even Georgian, with many
unexpected draughts, and floors that creaked loudly as you walked on them, despite the thick
carpeting. And everywhere you went, there was the comforting smell of books; of paper and
glue and musky leather bindings, of history and dreams compressed into handy volumes.

Every wall was covered with shelves, packed tightly with books on every subject under the
sun, and a few best not mentioned in polite company. There were standing displays and dump
bins and revolving wire stands, filled with more knowledge, entertainment and general weird
shit than any man could read in one lifetime. Gandalf's prided itself on catering for every taste
and interest, from the latest paperback best-sellers to obscure philosophical discourses bound
in goatskin. From science to mysticism, Gothic romances to celebrity biographies, from
aromatherapy to creative knitting to erotic feng shui, you could be sure of finding something
unexpected in every genre, on any subject.

Gandalf's had books on everything, including a few it shouldn't. The shop's owner was
fearless, and would stock anything he thought people wanted. There'd been a certain amount
of controversial publicity just recently, when the owner refused to stop stocking the new
English translation of the infamous Necronomicon, even though it was officially banned.
Toby didn't care; he'd already survived far greater scandals over selling copies of Spycatcher
and The Satanic Verses. He'd flipped briefly through the Necronomicon, just out of curiosity,
but found the dry prose style unreadable and the illustrations frankly baffling. People were
still paying twenty quid a copy though, proof if proof were needed that you could sell
absolutely anything if people thought they weren't supposed to be reading it. He'd been much
more taken with The Joy of Frogs, a sex manual where all the illustrations recorded
announcement sounded almost apologetic for disturbing the peace.

The station's general elegance and smug solidity was entirely lost on Toby, who tended to



stand on the platform like one of George Romero's zombies, all dull-eyed and listless. Most
mornings he had to be nudged awake to get on the train when it arrived, sometimes on time,
and sometimes not. It all depended on how the train company felt about it. And if you didn't
like it, you were of course free to take your custom to some other train company. Except that
there wasn't another train company.

By the time the train lurched into Bath, the city was already wide awake and bustling with
eager, impatient people hurrying to their jobs, positively radiating motivation and can-do.
Toby tried not to look at them. He found them depressing beyond words. The streets were
crowded, and the roads were packed bumper to bumper with snarling, cursing commuter
traffic. At this time of the day, the air was so thick with pollution that even the pigeons were
coughing, and the noise level was appalling. Head down, shoulders hunched, Toby trudged
through the din, wearing his best get-out-of-my-way-or-1'll-kill-you look.

Toby didn't care for cities. They had far too much personality, like a bully forever
punching you on the arm to get your attention. Toby had spent three years living in the East
End of London, back when he was a student; an area that would have profited greatly from a
heavily armed UN peacekeeping force. Lacking the funds necessary to reach the more
civilised areas of London, Toby endured three very long years to get his BA (English
Literature and Philosophy, Joint Honours) and then ran back to his home town at the first
opportunity. Cities crammed too many people together in too confined a space, and then the
powers that be wondered why people fought each other all the time. Toby thought cities were
like natural disasters; enjoyable only if viewed from a safe distance. Bath, for example, had
interesting places to look at like a dog has fleas, but for the most part Toby couldn't be
bothered to fight his way through the crowds to get to them.

Toby had worked in Bath for over a year, but had never once considered moving there to
live.

By the time he got to Gandalf's, ready for the great unlocking at nine a.m., Toby was
usually awake enough to know where he was, but not nearly together enough to interact with
customers, so the other staff usually provided him with useful, mindless activities to occupy
him until he was fully conscious. 'Carry these boxes down into the cellar. Carry these boxes
up from the cellar. Plug in this hoover and follow it around for a while.'

Toby quite liked working in the bookshop. Stacking shelves appealed to his sense of order,
and he liked dealing with customers, even the ones who came in ten minutes before closing
time looking for a book, but couldn't remember the title or the author's name, though they
were almost sure they could describe the cover . . . But at the end of each and every day he
was still just a shop assistant; another faceless drone in the great hive of the city, doing the
same things over and over, achieving nothing, creating nothing. Every day was just like every
other day, and always would be, world without end, amen, amen.

Toby had just turned thirty-three, and he resented it deeply. He didn't feel old, far from it;
but his youth, supposedly the most promising part of his life, was now officially over. When
he was younger, he'd always thought he'd have his life sorted out by the time he was thirty,
that all the important decisions would be made by then. He'd have a chosen career, a wife and
kids and a mortgage, just like everyone else. He'd have worked out who he was, and what he
wanted out of life. But thirty came round as just another year, just another birthday, and
brought no special wisdom with it. He'd had jobs, but none of them meant anything; and
girlfriends, but none of them came to anything. He had ambition, but no focus; dreams, but no
vocation. He drifted through his days, and years, and didn't realise how much time had passed
until he looked back and wondered where it had all gone.

Most of his contemporaries were married, usually for all the wrong reasons:
companionship, regular sex, baby on the way. Peer pressure, fears of growing old, alone.
There were remarkably few great loves or passions that Toby could detect. Some had already



divorced, and were on their second or even third marriage. Sometimes Toby felt like a late
developer. But in his own quiet way he was stubbornly romantic, and was damned if he'd
marry just for the sake of getting married. It helped that women weren't exactly beating down
his door to get to him. And as for a career . . . Toby was still looking for a role to play that
interested him; something to live for, to give his life purpose and meaning. He didn't know
what he needed, only what he didn't want, and so he drifted through his life, sometimes
employed and sometimes not achieving nothing, going nowhere. Knowing that his life was
slipping away like sand through his fingers, but somehow unable to do anything about it.

Toby looked at his own reflection in the carriage window, and saw only a pale face under
dark hair, with no obvious virtues; just another face in the crowd, really. He wore a rumpled
jacket over T-shirt and jeans, the official uniform of the anonymous, and even his T-shirt had
nothing to say.

He looked through the carriage window at the passing countryside, stretched lazily out
under the dull amber glow of the lowering sun. Summer was mostly over now, and heading
into autumn, and already the countryside was unhurriedly shutting up shop for winter. But
still, it was home, and Toby found its familiar sights comforting. There were wide woods and
green fields, and the River Avon curling its long slow way towards the town. There were
swans on the river, white and perfect and utterly serene, moving gracefully, always in pairs
because swans mated for life. They studiously ignored the crowds of chattering ducks,
raucous and uncouth, darting back and forth on urgent errands of no importance to anyone
except themselves, and perhaps not even to them. Ducks just liked to keep busy. Every now
and again a rowing team would come sculling up the river, the long wooden oars swinging
back and forth like slow-motion wings, and the swans and the ducks would move
ungraciously aside to let them pass. The rowers never looked up. Heads down, arms and
lungs heaving; all effort and concentration and perspiration, too preoccupied with healthy
exercise and beating their own times to notice the calm beauty and heart's-ease of their
surroundings.

There were animals in the fields. Cows and sheep and sometimes horses, and, if you looked
closely, rabbits too. And the occasional fox, of course. Giving birth, living, dying, over and
over and over; Nature's ancient order continuing on as it had for countless centuries. Seasons
changed, the world turned and everything old was made new again, in spring. And
everywhere you looked, there were the trees. Not as many as there once were, of course. The
ancient primal forests of England's dark green past were long gone. Felled down the years to
make ships and towns and homes, or just to clear the land for crops and livestock. But still
many trees survived, in woods and copses, or slender lines of windbreaks; tall dark shapes,
glowering on the horizon, standing out starkly against the last light of day.

A single magpie, jet of black and pure of white, hopped across a field, and Toby tugged
automatically at his forelock and muttered, 'Evening, Mr Magpie', an old charm, to ward off
bad luck. Everyone knew the old rhyme: One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl and four for a
boy . .. Toby usually got lost after that, but it didn't really matter. It was a rare day when you
saw more than four magpies at once. Toby watched the countryside pass, and found what
little peace of mind he ever knew in contemplating the land's never-ending cycle. The trees
and the fields and the animals had all been there before him, and would still be there long
after he was gone; and some day they'd lay him to rest under the good green grass, and he'd
become a part of it all. And then maybe he'd understand what it had all been for.

The train paused briefly at the request stop for Avoncliff, a very short platform with stern
Do Not Alight Here signs at both ends, just in case you were too dim to notice that there was
nothing there for you to step out onto. The usual few got off. There was never anyone waiting
to get on, at this time of day. The train gathered up its strength and plunged on, heading for
Bradford-on-Avon like a horse scenting its stables. Toby closed his paperback and stuffed it



into his jacket pocket. Not long now; almost home. He felt tired and heavy and sweaty, and
his feet ached inside his cheap shoes, already on their second set of heels. He looked out of
the window, and there, on the very edge of town, was Blackacre. An old name and not a
pleasant one, for a seventeenth-century farmhouse and surrounding lands, all set within an
ancient circle of dark trees, cutting Blackacre off from the rest of the world - dead land, and
dead trees.

A long time ago, something happened in that place, but few now remembered what or
when or why. The old farmhouse stood empty and abandoned, in the centre of a wide circle
of dead ground, on which nothing grew and in which nothing could thrive. The deep thickets
of spiky trees were all dead too, never knowing leaves or bloom, scorched long ago by some
terrible heat. Animals would not go near the area, and it was said and believed by many that
even the birds and insects went out of their way to avoid flying over Blackacre. Local gossip
had it that the house and the land had a new owner, the latest of many, probably full of big-
city ideas on how to reclaim the land and make it prosper again, to succeed where so many
others had failed. Toby smiled tiredly. Some things should be left alone as a bad job.
Whatever poor fool had been conned into buying the place would soon discover the truth the
hard way. Blackacre was a money pit, a bottomless well you threw money into. Dead was
dead, and best left undisturbed.

Sometimes the local kids would venture into the dark woods on a dare, but no one ever
went near the farmhouse. Local builders wouldn't have anything to do with the place either.
Everyone knew the stories, the old stories handed down from father to son, not as
entertainment but as a warning. Bad things happened to those who dared disturb Blackacre's
sullen rest.

Which made it all the more surprising when Toby suddenly realised that there were lights
in some of the windows of Blackacre Farm. He pressed his face close to the carriage window,
and watched intently as a dull yellow glow moved steadily from one upper-floor window to
the next. Some damned fool must actually be staying there, in a rotten old building without
power or heat or water. Toby shivered for a moment, though he couldn't have said why. A
dark figure appeared against a lit window. It stood very still, and Toby had a sudden horrid
feeling that it was watching him, just as he was watching it. And then the light went out, and
the figure was gone, and Blackacre Farm was dark and still again.

Toby's upper lip was wet with sweat, and he brushed at it with a finger before settling back
into his uncomfortably hard seat. He would soon be at his stop, and he wanted one last look at
the woman sitting opposite him. She was reading The Times with great concentration, the
broadsheet newspaper spread wide to put a barrier between herself and the world. In all the
time they'd travelled on the same train, Toby had never seen the woman speak to anyone.
Most of The Times's front page was given over to a story about unusual new conditions on the
surface of the sun. Toby squinted a little so he could read the text of the story without having
to lean forward. Apparently of late a series of solar flares had been detected leaping out from
the sun's surface; the largest and most powerful flares since records began. There seemed no
end to these flares, which were already playing havoc with the world's weather and
communications systems. Toby smiled. If the flares hadn't been screwing up everyone's
television reception, such a story would never have made the front page. People only ever
really cared about science when it bit them on the arse.

He looked away, and surreptitiously studied the woman's face, reflected in the carriage
window beside her. She was frowning slightly as she read, her perfect mouth slightly pursed.
Not for the time first, Toby thought she was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. She
had a classic face, with a strong bone structure and high cheekbones, and a great mane of jet-
black hair fell in waves well past her shoulders. Her eyes were dark too, under heavy
eyebrows, and her nose was just prominent enough to give character to her face without being



distracting. For all her serious expression, there was still a smile tucked in one corner of her
perfect mouth, almost in spite of herself.

She wore a pale blue suit, expertly cut but just short of power dressing, with the kind of
quiet elegance that just shrieks money. There was no jewellery, no wedding ring. Looking at
her was like diving into a deep pool of cool, clear water. Hard to tell her age. She was young,
but still very much a woman rather than a girl, and there was something about her eyes that
suggested she'd seen a thing or two in her time. Her fingers were long and slender, crinkling
the edges of her newspaper where she held it firmly. Toby wondered what it would feel like,
to be held firmly by those hands.

She changed her outfits regularly, and never looked less than stunning. But no one ever hit
on her. No one ever tried to chat her up, or impress her with their charm and style, the kind of
stuff attractive women always had to put up with, even if they wore a large sign saying, 'Go
away; | have Aids, leprosy and the Venusian dick rot, and besides I'm a lesbian'. Men would
always try it on. Except no one ever did, with her. Toby could understand that. He'd been
secretly admiring her for months, and still hadn't worked up the courage to talk to her.

Sometimes he thought of her as the Ice Queen, from the old children’s story. In the fairy
tale, a boy looked at the distant and beautiful Ice Queen, and a sliver of her ice flew into his
eye. And from that moment on, he had no choice but to love her with all his heart, come what
may. Toby was pretty sure the story ended badly for both the boy and the Ice Queen, but he
preferred not to think about that. What mattered was that he and she were fated to be together.
He was sure of it - mostly. He turned away to look at his own reflection in the window next to
him, and sighed inwardly. He was hardly worthy of a queen. Hardly worthy of anything,
really.

He often wondered who she was, really. What she did for a living; where she went when
she left the railway station at Bradford-on-Avon, and why he never saw her anywhere else in
town. Whether there was someone else in her life ... To stop himself thinking about things
like that, Toby often indulged himself with harmless little fantasies. On leaving the station
she'd be accosted by some mugger, and he would bravely see the villain off and comfort her
afterwards. Or maybe she'd stumble and break the heel on her shoe, and she'd have to lean on
him as he escorted her home. All the fantasies ended in the same way, of course, with the two
of them having amazing sex on some huge, luxurious bed. Always her place, rather than his.
His place was a tip.

The train finally pulled into Bradford-on-Avon station, the carriage jerking to a halt in a
series of sudden jolts as the driver hit the brake pedal just that little bit too hard. Toby often
thought that train drivers went to a special school, where they were taught how to stop a train
in the most distressing way possible - there was no way you could be this annoying without
practice. Finally the train stopped, and everyone surged to their feet. Toby waited until the
woman with the perfect mouth had closed and neatly folded her paper and stuck it under her
arm, and then he rose to his feet as she did. They stood side by side as they waited for the
automatic doors to open, but she didn't even know he was there.

The doors opened, and a rush of passengers streamed out onto the narrow platform. Toby
let the flow carry him along, as the crowd headed for the black iron gate that was the only
way out of the station. (Being only a small station for a small town, the station building itself
always closed at midday.) The air was suddenly cool and bracing as they filed out into the car
park beyond, and Toby looked up to see the last of the summer sunshine swept away by dark,
lowering clouds. At once the rain fell heavily, as though someone up above had just pulled
out a plug, and the commuters ran for waiting cars and buses with shocked cries of surprise.

Toby tucked himself away under a convenient railway arch, and struggled with his
stubbornly awkward umbrella. No waiting wife or family for him. The umbrella was a
collapsible job, just right for his coat pocket; but every now and again it would refuse to open



so he wouldn't take it for granted. He could have made a dash for one of the waiting local
buses, but unfortunately he was supposed to be on a diet. Eat less and exercise more - he
didn't know which one he detested most. Either way, his waistline was still expanding, so he
had no choice but to walk home, regardless of the weather. If he started allowing himself to
make excuses, he'd never get any exercise. He knew himself too well.

Cars were already jostling for position as they fought their way out of the car park, as
though it mattered one jot whether they got home in twenty minutes rather than fifteen. The
two local buses were revving their engines impatiently as the last few commuters climbed
aboard, filling the wet air with heavy exhaust fumes. It was Friday, the beginning of the
weekend, and everyone was eager to start celebrating finishing the working week. They'd all
survived another run of nine-to-fives, and now they couldn't wait to forget it all in pubs and at
parties, dinners and clubs, and with special treats they'd been promising themselves. Or
perhaps they just wanted to get home, bury themselves in the bosom of their family and
batten down the hatches for two precious days of small domestic things. Toby had no plans.
He was tired of pubs, of the same conversations with the same people, and no one invited
men like Toby to dinner parties. There were no clubs or parties on the horizon, and no one at
home to care whether he was in or not. Toby often felt that life was passing him by, while he
reached out with desperate fingers for someone to throw him a lifeline.

Soon enough all the cars and buses were gone, and a blessed peace fell over the car park as
a small scatter of pedestrians trudged off homewards through the increasingly heavy
downpour. There was an unseasonal chill now to the early-evening air, and overhead the sky
was almost pitch-black. Toby fought his umbrella and the umbrella fought back, just to spite
him. But Toby was dogged and determined and quite prepared to beat the umbrella against
the nearest wall until it realised he was serious, and finally it gave in and sprang open with
bad grace. Toby relaxed a little as the rain drummed loudly on the stretched black cloth over
his head. The walk home was tedious enough without having to do it soaking wet. And it was
only then that he noticed he wasn't alone.

The woman with the most perfect mouth in the world was standing not ten feet away from
him, holding her folded paper above her head, and glaring about her as though the rain was a
personal affront. Her light blue suit was no match for a downpour, for all its expensive
elegance, and it was clear she'd be soaked through before she could even get out of the car
park. Toby could hardly believe his luck. It was raining, she was stranded, and he ... he had
an umbrella! All he had to do was walk over to her, casually offer to share his umbrella, and
they could just walk off together. It would be perfectly natural for them to get talking, and
maybe agree to meet later, so she could . . . thank him properly. He might even finally find
out her name. If he could just bring himself to cross the gaping abyss of the ten feet that
separated them.

Toby stepped forward into the rain, and then watched in utter amazement as the woman
glanced at the station house, not even seeing him, and snapped her fingers imperiously. The
sound seemed to hang on the air, impossibly loud and distinct against the din of the driving
rain, as she strode towards a door in the station-house wall that Toby was sure as hell hadn't
been there the moment before. He'd been buying his ticket here for years, on and off, and
there had only ever been the one door, and one way in. Only now there were two doors, side
by side. The woman pushed at the second door and it swung open before her, revealing only
darkness.

And all through the car park, and perhaps all through the world, everything stopped. The
noise of the town and the rain was suddenly gone, as though someone had just thrown a
switch. The silence was so complete that Toby could hear his breathing and his heartbeat. The
rain was stopped, every drop suspended in mid-air, glistening and shining with a strange inner
light. It seemed as though nothing was moving in the whole damned world but Toby and the



woman before him. The air was full of anticipation, of imminence, of something vitally
important balanced on the edge of becoming. There was a feeling deep in Toby's bones and in
his water that, perhaps for the first time in his life, what he did next mattered.

The woman walked through the door that shouldn't be there, disappearing into the darkness
beyond, and the door slowly began to close behind her. Toby ran forward, desperate not to
lose his chance with her, and plunged through the narrowing doorway. The door closed
behind him with a loud, definite sound, and in that moment, everything changed.

For ever.

Toby stepped through the door and found himself standing in the car park again, with the
station building behind him. He stopped dead, and blinked a few times. The feeling that the
world was holding its breath was gone, but something new and rather more frightening had
taken its place. The car park looked just as it had done before, and the distant sounds of the
town had returned, but it was no longer raining. It was bright and sunny, with a clear blue sky
and not even a trace of dampness on the ground. Everything looked just as it normally did,
but everything felt different. And the woman with the perfect mouth was standing right in
front of him, studying him silently with an unreadable expression on her face.

"You really shouldn't have done that,' she said finally, and her voice was everything he
could have hoped for: deep, warm, music to the ears.

'‘Done what?' said Toby. 'l mean . .. what just happened here? Where are we?'

'In the magical world. It's all around you, all the time, but most people choose not to see it,
for the sake of a sane and simple life. But sometimes people from the everyday world find
their way here by accident. Go where they shouldn't, follow someone they shouldn't . . . and
then nothing can ever be the same again.' She looked at him almost sadly. "You now have a
foot in both worlds; in the real world of Veritie, and the magical world of Mysterie. And it's a
dangerous thing, to be a mortal man in a world of magic'

'OK,' said Toby. 'Hold everything. Let's start with some basics. I'm Toby Dexter. Who are
you?'

'I'm Gayle. I should have noticed you were here, but | was . . . distracted. The weather was
supposed to be sunny all day. There wasn't even a chance of rain. And | am never wrong
about these things. But today something changed, in your world and in mine, and it worries
me that | can't see how or why such an impossible thing should happen. Why did you follow
me, Toby Dexter?"

‘I wanted to talk to you. Ask you if you'd like to go out, for dinner, or something . . .'

Gayle smiled and shook her head. 'I'm afraid that's quite impossible.’

'Oh," said Toby, disappointed but not incredibly surprised. 'Well; I suppose I'll see you
around.'

'Yes,' said Gayle. 'I'm rather afraid you will.'

She turned and walked off into the bright sunny evening, and didn't look back once. Toby

stood there, with his dripping umbrella, and there was no sign of rain anywhere at all.
TWO

THE REALITY EXPRESS

A ghost train is coming to Bradford-on-Avon, thundering down the tracks, puffing smoke and
steam. It is coming in the early hours of the morning, long before the dawn, in the hour of the



wolf; the hour when most babies are born and most people die, when no train is scheduled to
run.

A great black iron train, with hot steam raging in its boiler, avatar of a different age, it fills
the night air with dirty smoke and flying cinder flecks, pulling old-fashioned carriages that
bear names from companies long since vanished into the mists of history. The heavy black
iron of the train's body is scored all over with runes and sigils and names of power. The great
wheels are solid silver, striking singing sparks from the steel tracks. The smoke billowing
from the tall black stack smells of brimstone, and the whistle is the cry of a damned soul. The
train plunges headlong through the night, faster than any train has a right to go, ancient or
modern. The carriages shake and sway, rattling along behind, the windows illuminated with
the eerie blue glow of underwater grottos. The Reality Express is coming into town, right on
time.

Eager faces press against the shimmering glass of the carriage windows, desperate for a
first glance of their destination, excited and fearful at the same time. Not all the faces are
human. They have paid for their tickets with everything they had, or might have been, and it
is far too late now to change their minds. They are refugees from the magical world of
Mysterie, seeking asylum and safe harbour in the cold sanity of Veritie. The Reality Express
is a one-way trip, and only the desperate and the truly needy apply.

The great iron beast hammers down the tracks, as fast as misfortune and as implacable as
destiny, sounding its awful whistle as the town of Bradford-on-Avon draws near. And
standing quiet and calm in the shadows of the chimney stack on the station's waiting-room
roof is Jimmy Thunder, God For Hire, with his great hammer in its holster on his hip. The
only private eye in the magical realms raises his head and smiles as he hears the terrible cry
of the dark old train, and looks up the track, curious as to what the night will bring. The
product of gods and mortals, Jimmy Thunder has a foot in each world and a home in neither -
a dangerous man to both.

And somewhere in the dark, waiting for the train's arrival, two figures stand, scarier than
the Reality Express or a God For Hire could ever hope to be.

Jimmy Thunder stood on the sloping tiled roof of the station's waiting room, leaning casually
against the disused chimney stack. There was a cold wind blowing, but he didn't feel it. He'd
chosen the roof for his stake-out because in his experience, people rarely look up, even when
they're expecting unwanted interest. And the shadows were so very deep and comforting
tonight, almost as if they knew something. Jimmy pricked up his ears as he caught the exact
moment the Reality Express dropped out of Mysterie and into Veritie, its awful cry of the
damned dopplering down into nothing more than the rush of escaping steam. The train would
be here soon, disgorging its cargo of the lost and the wretched, and then he would see what he
would see.

Jimmy Thunder was a great bull of a man, with long red hair and a jutting red beard. He
had a chest like a barrel, muscled arms the size of most men's thighs, and shoulders so broad
he often had to turn sideways to pass through doors. He had legs that could run for miles, and
feet that never complained, despite all the standing around his job entailed. He wore black
leathers adorned with brightly gleaming chains and studs, and looked every inch what every
biker wants to be when he grows up. His eyes were as blue as the sea, and twice as deadly,
though he had a charming smile, when he could be bothered. Descended, at many, many
removes, from the Norse god Thor, Jimmy was fast and strong and disturbingly powerful -
when he put his mind to it. Long-lived, though by no means immortal, he was a god by
chance and a private eye by choice. His godliness was diluted by a hell of a lot of generations
of mortals, but the power of storms, of thunderclap and lightning strike, was still his. Not
many people worshipped him any more, for which he was quietly grateful. He'd always found



it rather embarrassing.

Also his was the ancient mystical hammer Mjolnir, a (mostly) unstoppable force that
(sometimes) came back when he threw it. The hammer had once been Thor's, and in its day
had changed the fate of men and nations. It was his only material inheritance. It stirred in its
sleep in its holster, snoring quietly. Mjolnir was a good weapon, but it was getting old and
forgetful. Forged from stone or crystal or metal at the dawn of Time, or perhaps from some
starstuff that no longer existed in the material world, Mjolnir was not what it once was. It was
created to be immortal, a weapon that would endure till Ragnarok or Judgement Day; but
nothing lasts for ever. Ask Thor, if you can find his body.

Jimmy Thunder was the only private eye in Bradford-on-Avon, in reality or otherwise, and
he had a reputation for getting things done, whatever the cost. During his long life he'd
investigated many cases, both mundane and bizarre, and his unwavering pursuit of the truth
had seen to it that a lot of not very nice people had good reasons for wanting him dead. Just
as well he was a god, really. Even if he did have to chase after his hammer sometimes. He
poured the last of the hot sweet tea out of his Thermos and into the plastic cup, and sipped at
it carefully. It was still pleasantly warming, but not nearly bracing enough for the early hours
of a very cold morning, so he goosed it up a bit with a tiny lightning bolt from his index
finger. The wind had no damn business being so disturbingly cold this deep into summer, but
then the weather had been strange of late; whimsical, almost wilful. Jimmy was quietly
hoping someone would hire him to look into that.

Not that he was complaining about the cold, or the early hour of the morning. Jimmy liked
stake-outs, especially when there was a fair chance of a little hurly-burly in the offing.
Smiting the ungodly was right up there on his list of favourite things. He lived to the hilt the
role he had chosen, and the more he played it, the less like play it was. A god became a
private eye, and an old myth became a new. Jimmy believed in progress. It's always the
legends which cannot or will not change that wither and fade away. Faced with being just
another minor deity in a long line of godlings, with no fixed role or future in the modern
world, Jimmy had cheerfully embraced a different destiny. The first time he saw a private
investigator at the cinema,
solving impossible crimes and pursuing awful villains, while surrounded by dizzy dames and
femmes fatales, he knew that that was what he wanted to be. It helped that his long life gave
him plenty of time to learn from his mistakes, while his divine abilities kept him alive while
he learned.

Jimmy liked to know things, and had an insatiable hunger for the truth. Especially things
other people didn't want him to know. He had no time for subterfuge, always preferring to
meet things head-on. He had a fondness for the underdog, and a real weakness for damsels in
distress, and if he had a fault it was his constant determination to follow a case through to the
bitter end, revealing every last truth or secret, come what may. He never could bring himself
to accept that while his clients always said they wanted to know the truth, the whole truth and
nothing but the truth, they didn't always mean it. Not when lies or evasions can be so much
more comforting.

Jimmy always got to the bottom of a case, but he wasn't always thanked for his trouble.

Sometimes cases ended messily. As in the case of Count Dracula’'s mandolin, where no one
got what they wanted, and everyone got hurt - even him. And sometimes Jimmy went into
cases knowing from the start that it was all going to end in tears. The Lord of Thorns still
hadn't forgiven Jimmy for proving his fiancee was a golem. But if he'd made enemies, he'd
made friends too. Even the Vatican owed him a favour.

(A few years back, Jimmy had been called in by the Pope to investigate a curious case
where all the statues in the Vatican had spontaneously started bleeding from vivid stigmata.
They'd had to close everything down, and run superhuman damage control to keep it out of



the media. All the top-rank exorcists did their best, with gallons of holy water and top-class
cross action, and got absolutely nowhere. So Jimmy got the call, on the grounds that while the
Vatican certainly wasn't prepared to accept that he was a god, he could at least be relied on to
bring a whole new perspective to the problem. Jimmy had expressed surprise that the Vatican
had even heard of him. The Holy Father had smiled and said, 'The Vatican has heard of
everybody, Mister Thunder.'

(Jimmy had sorted it out, mostly by asking questions and knowing when he was being lied
to. It turned out that the Pope had forgotten someone’s birthday. As a reward, Jimmy was
allowed access to the Vatican's secret library for a whole afternoon and an evening, to browse
where he pleased. The really dangerous books were kept under lock and key and were
chained to the shelves, or in extreme cases immersed in holy water or kept in a vacuum inside
a sealed vault, but he still managed to turn up some interesting stuff. Not necessarily useful,
but interesting. The Gospel According to Judas Iscariot was a real eye-opener, though the
Fourth Prophecy of Fatima turned out to be just what everyone thought it was.

(The one story Jimmy was really interested in remained stubbornly elusive. There were no
records, and no one would talk to him about it. Which only convinced him all the more that
there had to be something to it. It was common knowledge that Vatican scientists had been
experimenting with computers and Artificial Intelligence for over fifty years, though they
kept their achievements to themselves. No one would admit that there had been any success
in creating an Al, but it was said that deep in the heart of the Vatican there was a room where
no one went, where the door was always locked. And that if you could find your way to that
abandoned room, and put your ear to that locked door, you would hear the sound of
something crying . . .

(There are many mysteries inside the Vatican, and only some of them have anything to do
with Christianity.)

Jimmy drank the last of the very hot sweet tea, flicked the cup a few times to empty it and
then screwed it back onto the Thermos. He'd only half filled the Thermos, anyway. Bad idea
to drink too much on a stake-out, especially when you didn't know how long you'd have to
hold your ground. He put the Thermos down on the roof beside him and leaned back against
the chimney stack, which shifted slightly under his great weight. Stretched out before him lay
the sleeping town, still and quiet now, just an army of street lights pushing back the darkness.
There was the tower and spire of Trinity Church, and beyond it row upon row of terraced
houses and cottages, ascending the steep hills that enclosed the town - ordinary people
sleeping in their ordinary town, all's quiet, all's well. But that was just in Veritie.

In the magical world, every bit as clear to Jimmy Thunder's semi-divine eyes, the town was
never quiet. Bradford-on-Avon was an old, old locality, littered with all the remnants of the
past. The very old creature that lived Under the Hill stirred restlessly, as though it could feel
the thunder god's gaze, and deeper still, things and shapes and presences out of times past
slept and dreamed down among the bones of the town. On the last day, when the earth gives
up its dead for judgement, many of those buried in Bradford-on-Avon's cemeteries will be
surprised to find out who some of their neighbours have been.

Old buildings flickered in and out of sight, ghosts of the town that was. Pale figures sat
glumly at the base of the old gallows in the Bull Pit, swapping hard-luck stories and old, old
claims of innocence, while in the park next to Westbury House, old soldiers guarded the war
memorial, and made rude comments about the new pale green Millennium Statue in the
gardens opposite. From the River Avon came undine songs of unbearable melancholy,
sometimes drowned out by the terrible cry of the Howling Thing, still imprisoned in the
Chapel on the Bridge. Powers and Dominations sat at feast in the ghostly remembrance of
what had once been a seventeenth-century eating place, The Three Gables, sharing secrets in
loud, carrying voices and deciding men's fates with a laugh and a shrug and a careless quip.



King Moab still held sway in the town centre, as men and women long dead rioted over the
changing fortunes of the cloth trade. And all across the town there were flaring lights and
voices in the earth, and unnatural creatures flying on the night winds.

Business as usual, in Bradford-on-Avon, in Mysterie.

Jimmy Thunder looked up at the full moon, and nodded hello. He'd always been on good
terms with the Moon, unlike some of his predecessors, though her skittish ways made her
difficult to understand and dangerous to know. But you never knew when you might need a
friend. The town was jumping tonight, and the Reality Express was fast bearing down on the
station. Jimmy let his sight slip out of Mysterie and back into Veritie, as the big black train
came roaring in, right on time.

The Waking Beauty had hired Jimmy Thunder to investigate the matter of the Reality
Express, and Jimmy had nodded politely and said of course he would, no problem, because
no one said no to the Waking Beauty if they knew what was good for them; not even a god.
She hadn't offered to pay, and he'd known better than to ask. He was just building up credit
that he might some day need to redeem. The Waking Beauty was older than the town, and the
town was very old indeed. She hadn't volunteered why she was suddenly interested in the
Reality Express, or what he was supposed to be looking for. A lot of people disapproved of it,
for all kinds of reasons, but as yet no one had actually got around to doing anything about it.
The trade in refugees between the two worlds wasn't exactly illegal, but it did tend to
undermine the status quo. And a lot of people had a great deal invested in maintaining the
status quo. No one had any idea who owned or operated the Reality Express, and those
foolish enough to go looking for answers tended not to come back. So it was just there, a
service for those who needed it.

Jimmy didn't even know who drove the damned train.

It irked him that he was working for nothing. Normally he charged all that the traffic could
bear, on the grounds that, after all, even gods had to eat; and because he lived in horror of
some day being required to get a proper job. His few remaining worshippers would have been
only too happy to provide him with everything he might need or desire, but that was a
dangerous road to start down. He didn't want to become dependent on his worshippers. It
would have given them a measure of control over him, and Jimmy Thunder took pride in
being his own man. Or god.

With a roar and a cry and a blast of escaping steam, the great black train finally slowed to a
halt beside the opposite platform. Jimmy stood very still in the deepest of the shadows, but
his eyes missed nothing. Steam billowed out onto the narrow platform like low fog, as doors
began opening down the length of the carriages, their slamming sounding loudly on the night
like a long roll of applause. People stepped slowly down onto the platform, looking
confusedly about them, unsettled to be suddenly only human. They clung together in little
groups, all wide eyes and chattering mouths, finding what comfort they could in the familiar
proximity of old friends or enemies.

The magical world is like an overlay on the real world, and though the real cannot see the
magical, it can sometimes still be affected by it. But there has always been traffic between the
two, mostly from Mysterie to Veritie, as beings of various kinds exchange the gaudier joys of
magic for the more secure bedrock of reality. And there have always been those with a foot in
both worlds, like Jimmy Thunder and the Waking Beauty. Many apparently ordinary people
and things cast powerful shadows in Mysterie, and, of course, vice versa.

There are always those willing to leave magic behind so that they might live out normal,
finite lives in Veritie. Some come to be free of their responsibilities, some to escape the
obligations of their particular natures. But just lately there had been whispers that Something
Bad was coming to Mysterie. Something awful and unstoppable, that would put an end to the
old familiar dance of magic and reality. Jimmy had heard the rumours, and mostly discounted



them. There were always rumours. But still people packed the carriages of the Reality
Express and paid their fare with gold and gems, magical artefacts and personal power. They
all had their reasons: vampires and werewolves who wanted to be freed from the demands of
their curses, or undead who craved to know the sensual pleasures of the living, or just to
know the simple joy of daylight. In Veritie, they could be mortal men and women, free from
fate or duty or geas. The price was always more than they expected. Some of the newcomers
were already shaking and shuddering on the platform, shocked at how much smaller they
seemed here, how much more diminished and vulnerable the human condition really was.

Some of them had never even been cold before.

Two figures appeared suddenly out of nowhere to welcome the newcomers, and Jimmy
leaned forward just a little for a better look. He was surprised, bordering on astonished, that
they'd actually been able to arrive at the station without his noticing. And then he saw who
the two were, and understood much. The man in charge of this small welcoming committee,
speaking so calmly and graciously and comfortingly to the uncertain refugees, was Nicholas
Hob, the Serpent's Son. Very old, very powerful, and irredeemably evil. Jimmy hadn't known
Hob was back in town. To the best of his knowledge, no one had. It had been a hundred years
and more since Nicholas Hob had gifted the town with his poisonous presence.

As always, he looked utterly perfect, in style and manners and everything that counted. He
was handsome, elegant, apparently in his late twenties, in great shape and dashing with it.
Blond, blue-eyed and almost overpoweringly masculine, Hitler would have loved him on
sight. (And probably had, if some of the rumours were true. There were a lot of rumours
about Hob.) His suit was of the very latest cut, and quite clearly the most expensive money
could buy. Gold and silver gleamed all over his person, and he was charm personified as he
welcomed one and all to their new lives in Veritie. He might have been a politician, a
successful businessman or a film star, and had been all of those and more, in his time. But
they were only the faces he hid behind, the masks he wore for other people. He was the
Serpent's Son, cunning and vicious, potent and foul, who walked through lives and destroyed
them, just for the hell of it. No one had ever been known to stand against him and live. He
was his father's son, and he could shine like the sun when he chose.

(It was said that flowers and women withered when he smiled on them, and that he left a
trail of blood and suffering wherever he walked. Jimmy Thunder was quite prepared to
believe it.)

Hob's companion looked like a woman, but was actually Angel. In her own disturbing way,
she was just as powerful and terrifying as Hob. Incredibly tall, impossibly pale and slender,
she dressed in black tatters held together with safety pins and lengths of barbed wire. The
pins pierced her flesh, and the wire broke it, but she didn't seem to care. She wore her jet-
black hair cropped brutally close to her skull, and her face was coarsely good-looking,
sensual rather than beautiful. Her skin was as pale as death, and her mouth and eyes were the
same deep, vivid red. She smiled meaninglessly at the new arrivals, and her hands curled
impatiently at her sides, as though impatient to be hurting or breaking things. At her belt hung
a rosary made from human flngerbones, and a clutch of supernaturally white feathers that
came from no material wings. The newcomers avoided her gaze, as though the very sight of
her was painful to them. They all knew her name was more than just a name.

She really had been an angel once, descended now from the immaterial to the material
world, and though she was much diminished from what she had once been, she was still a
force almost beyond reckoning. No one knew what kind of angel she'd been, from Above or
from Below, and whether she fell or was pushed, or what terrible, unforgivable thing she'd
done, to be sentenced to the mortal miseries of flesh and blood and bone. No one asked; no
one dared. She was Angel, and that was all anyone needed to know.

Jimmy hadn't known she'd allied herself with the Serpent's Son. And he hadn't known that



either of them were involved in running the Reality Express. It couldn't help but make him
wonder what else was going on, on his own doorstep, that he didn't know about.

Hob's calm voice and presence was finally having a soothing effect on the uneasy crowd of
the newly human, as long as they didn't look at Angel, and he was soon bustling among them,
smiling and shaking hands and checking names and numbers against a list on his laptop. He'd
clearly done this before. At his murmured suggestion, Angel had moved away to lean against
the station-house wall, and was idly digging out long curls of mortar from between the stones
with a bored fingernail, clearly uninterested in the proceedings. Presumably she was just there
to ride shotgun. Jimmy realised with a start that Hob and Angel were the reasons why he was
there. The Waking Beauty had wanted their presence confirmed. The train and its passengers
were largely irrelevant.

Jimmy studied Angel from the darkest and most concealing shadows he could find on the
waiting-room roof. A line from an old song ran through his head, subtly altered: Did you ever
see a nightmare walking? I did . . . Just standing there, with her pale arms now crossed over
her small high breasts, she looked as dangerous and malignant as all hell. She hadn't been in
town long, and everyone had been wondering which way she would jump. When God wanted
a city levelled, or all the first-born slaughtered in one night, he sent an angel. They were
Heaven's stormtroopers. Angel's very presence in Bradford-on-Avon was enough to unsettle
any sensible person, man or god.

(Only one other angel had been reduced from the immaterial to the material in present
times, and that had been voluntary - supposedly. But the old city of Maggedon was no more,
and the angel was still chained to his rock in the cold dark heart of the earth, with nails
through his wings. A little humanity can be a dangerous thing.)

Jimmy Thunder let his hand fall to the great hammer at his side. It had been a long time
since he had been genuinely frightened.

Perhaps he made a noise, or he'd moved too suddenly; either way, Angel's head snapped
round, and she looked up and glared right at him with her blood-red eyes, seeing him clearly
through the concealing shadows of the chimney stack. She shouted a warning to Hob and ran
forward, the crowd scattering before her. She jumped from the platform, across the tracks and
up onto the waiting-room roof in one impossible bound, as though borne aloft on invisible
wings. Roof slates cracked and exploded under her bare feet as she landed, her long legs
barely flexing as they absorbed the impact. She held her hands like claws, and her wide smile
could just as easily have been a snarl. Jimmy Thunder drew his hammer from its holster and
moved reluctantly forward to face her.

Down below, on the far platform, the newly arrived refugees were panicking. Everyone
was shouting and milling about, and trying to get back into the carriages, but the doors
wouldn't open for them. There was pushing and shoving, and some fell to the ground and
were trampled underfoot. Hob moved quickly among them, trying to calm them with his
voice and his presence, but no one was listening. Newly human, no longer protected by their
old natures or powers, the refugees were naked and vulnerable and they knew it. This was a
perfect time for old enemies to strike, and pay off old scores and blood feuds. The crowd
suddenly seized on the notion of escape, and headed en masse for the only exit, the black iron
gate beside the station house. Hob was yelling now at the top of his voice, but no one gave a
damn.

Up on the waiting-room roof there was neither time nor space for subtlety. Jimmy and
Angel slammed together head-on, like two crashing trains. They exchanged blows that would
have killed ordinary mortals, and took no hurt at all. Jimmy ducked one punch, and Angel's
fist went on to shatter the chimney stack behind him. It all but exploded, showering bricks
and rubble down the sloping roof and onto the platform below. The two fighters circled each
other silently. They had nothing to say. More slates cracked and shattered under their feet as



they threw themselves forward again. Jimmy made no attempt to block Angel's blow, taking
it unflinchingly as he raised Mjolnir above his head and brought it down with all his strength.
But Angel was still too fast for him. She leaped aside and the hammer came rushing down to
strike the sloping roof, which broke open under the impact. The entire roof collapsed,
plunging down into the waiting room below, and Jimmy and Angel went down with it, in a
roar of disintegrating masonry.

Smoke and debris blew out the waiting room's windows, while the large oblong room filled
with rubble and dust. Jimmy and Angel hit the floor hard, but were immediately back on their
feet again, not even out of breath from their fall. They saw each other through the dust-
choked air, and surged forward once again. Angel caught Jimmy in the chest with a powerful
blow, and he was thrown backwards, knocking a hole through the wall behind him with his
semi-divine body. It wasn't enough to damage him, but it still hurt like hell. And in the
moment it took him to shrug off the hurt and rise out of the collapsed wall, Angel seized the
advantage and went for his throat. Mjolnir leaped to Jimmy's defence, and lashed out to strike
Angel a vicious blow on the right temple. Her head snapped right round under the impact, her
neck bones squealing, but her neck held and her skull didn't break. Jimmy was frankly
astonished, but that didn't stop him lashing out with his other hand, driving her back while she
was still off balance. He charged forward, broken masonry falling off him like raindrops,
wound up and threw Mjolnir at Angel with all his strength, sure that even a descended angel
couldn't stand against the power and momentum of the legendary hammer that had split
mountains in its time. Perhaps Angel wasn't sure either, and at the very last moment she
ducked, and the hammer sailed harmlessly over her head to punch a hole through the wall
behind her. Jimmy yelled for the hammer to return to him, but nothing happened. Bloody
thing was getting senile. He lurched forward and Angel came to meet him, and for a long time
they stood toe to toe, giving and receiving blows of terrible force that could normally shatter
anything the mortal world had to offer. Neither of them would give an inch, and they fought
on remorselessly as the last of the waiting room collapsed around them.

Hob was still trying to keep his panicking refugees under control, barking orders now in a
cold, authoritative voice that as a rule would never be ignored, but no one was listening to
him. They'd pressed themselves into a tightly packed crowd before the narrow exit gate, and
were all but fighting each other in their need to get away. A few had made it out into the car
park, and were running wildly in all directions. Hob lost his temper.

He took his ancient aspect upon him, glorious and terrible, and glowed; bright as the sun,
brilliant and blinding. A wave of impossible heat blazed out from him, boiling along the
platform, and engulfed all the refugees in one moment, even those running in the car park.
Men and women burned alive and were gone, their bodies utterly consumed by an unbearable
heat. They didn't even have time to scream before they were nothing more than a few ashes
drifting on the night air.

Hob yelled to Angel, and she reluctantly turned away from the stunned thunder god, and
vaulted back across the tracks to join her partner. They both disappeared into the car park,
and a slow, sullen silence fell across what was left of the deserted railway station.

Jimmy Thunder kicked his way through the rubble of what had once been a waiting room,
emerged out onto the platform and looked about him. The Reality Express was gone, returned
to whatever place or state it called home. There was nothing left of the refugees but a few
dark scorch marks on the station-house walls. For a moment it had been as though the sun
itself had reached out and touched the earth, but it was Hob's power, and it touched only what
he chose to touch.

Jimmy looked back at the building he and Angel had destroyed during their fight, and swore
briefly in Old Norse. Early hour of the morning or not, someone had to have heard the noise.
He'd better leave before someone official turned up to investigate. Doubtless they'd come up



with some real-world explanation; a gas explosion, probably. He stared up the empty tracks,
still and silent now. He doubted there'd be any more runs on the Reality Express for the time
being. No one would accept Hob's promises of a new and better life in Veritie any more; not
after he'd roasted his last lot of customers.

Jimmy wondered briefly how he was going to explain all this to the Waking Beauty. It
really hadn't been one of his better showings. He sighed, and started searching through the
rubble of the destroyed waiting room for his lost hammer, calling to it as to a deaf and rather
dim dog.

THREE

DEAD MAN WALKING

Leo Morn was having a quiet drink in the Dandy Lion when the dead man walked in. Leo put
down his glass and glanced quickly about him, but no one else seemed to have noticed. This
was Veritie, after all, and in the real world there was no magic, no enchantments, and
definitely no walking dead men.

It was ten thirty on a Saturday, a quiet morning in a quiet country town. Bradford-on-
Avon's narrow streets and lanes were full of shoppers and tourists and running children,
making the most of a warm summer's day. Steady traffic rolled up and down the steep hill of
Market Street, while harried motorists fought savagely over the limited parking space in
adjoining Church Street. Just another Saturday morning, really, and Leo Morn was taking his
ease at his favourite watering hole. The Dandy Lion was a very pleasant public house right in
the centre of town, in an old, old building that had been many things in its time, and known
many names, but these days it was a warm and cosy resting place, with wood-panelled walls,
raftered ceilings, good booze and better food, where the lighting was kept just dim enough to
be easy on the eyes. It was a good place to put your feet up, quench your thirst and soothe the
inner man.

Leo was sitting with the arty set, local writers, musicians and artists who liked to get
together of a morning, to exchange hard-luck stories about how harshly today's commercial
world treated the suffering artist, steal each other's ideas and indulge in as much mean-spirited
gossip as possible. The company was always good, and the conversation could be sparkling
and acerbic by turns. Coffee was usually the order of the day, in all its more dramatic forms,
dispensed by a loud shuddering thing of steel and steam that squatted darkly at the end of the
long wooden bar. Leo didn't actually care much for coffee, with or without whipped foam or
chocolate sprinkles. He much preferred Dry Blackthorn, a locally produced cider that would
bite your head right off if you weren't careful.

Leo considered his half-empty glass, but he couldn't blame the booze this time. He knew a
walking dead man when he saw one. Not least because he'd been to this one's funeral only
two weeks before. Reed Smith had been one of his few friends. A fortnight underground
hadn't affected Reed much. He was still wearing the good suit he'd been buried in, and his
slack face was pale under the last remnants of the undertaker's make-up. He held his head at
an angle, where the motorcycle crash had broken his neck. His eyes were open, but barely
focused, and his mouth was still held closed by the tiny stitches the undertaker had put in, so
that there wouldn't be any unfortunate expressions on the dead man's face during the viewing.
His hands hung limply at his sides, as though he'd forgotten they were there. Leo had a brief



vision of those hands scrabbling at the underside of a closed coffin lid, and quickly pushed
the thought aside. There was a lot to be said for cremation, especially in a town like this. Reed
stood very still, just inside the swing doors of the pub, looking slowly about him as though
trying to remember why he'd come in.

There was no disputing Reed was dead. One look was all it took. He didn't breathe, his
chest didn't move and he had no body language at all. Everything about him shouted his
unnatural condition to all the world. In Mysterie, everyone would have known what he was
the moment he walked in. But this was the real world, where such things just didn't happen;
S0 no one noticed anything.

Leo always drank with the arty crowd on a Saturday morning. So had Reed. They were
currently tucked away in their favourite corner, where the table was set right next to the big
bay window looking out onto Market Street. It was semi-private, a comfortable distance away
from the damned jukebox and its fixation with minor seventies hits, and the window meant
that when the conversation flagged, they could always look out at the world going by. People
and traffic were always going up and down, back and forth, as they had for centuries past.
Though the traffic these days moved a hell of a lot faster. Familiar faces were forever passing
by the window, to be greeted with a wave and a smile, and perhaps a pointed comment it was
just as well they couldn't hear. And there was always the primitive drama of Church Street, as
motorists tried to squeeze cars into parking spaces manifestly too small for them. There was a
lot of lurching back and forth, revving of engines and jockeying for position. Conflicts here
started with road rage and then escalated to open hysteria and bloodlust, happily viewed by
those around. The arty set were currently ignoring the dead man in favour of laying bets on
whether the poor fool in the Rover Rio Grande was going to be able to back his car into the
space he'd chosen without first cutting a few inches off both ends. He was on his twelfth
attempt now, and a small crowd had gathered, sensing trouble. The arty set were fascinated.

'He'll never get that in there.'

'Or if he does, he'll never get it out again.'

'‘Not without a crowbar.'

'Maybe we should just go down and offer to smear his bumpers with Vaseline.'

"It always comes back to sex with you, doesn't it?"

'‘Not nearly as often as I'd like.'

There was general laughter, and mouths and nose tips acquired layers of foam as everyone
drank their frothy coffee. Leo liked to hear them in full flow. He'd been there the day they
invented gut-barging, the English answer to sumo wrestling. He still couldn't believe it had
actually caught on.

Leo Morn was a tall, slender, almost Gothic figure, all pale and interesting, who looked as
if he should have been starring in a Tim Burton film. He wore black cords and a black T-shirt
under a black leather jacket, and was so thin a breath of fresh air might have blown him away.
In his early twenties, with a misleadingly amiable face under a permanent bad hair day, Leo
played bass guitar in a punk-folk band, whose name kept changing so that promoters would
book them more than once. He was currently resting between engagements. The band did a
lot of resting. Leo mostly kept himself busy giving guitar lessons to teenagers who had more
ambition than ability.

He was also prone to gambling with money he didn't have, making promises he had no
intention of keeping, and having brief but torrid affairs with married women whose husbands
understood them only too well. As a result, he had also become very proficient at pulling off a
disappearing act at very short notice when it all inevitably came crashing down around his
head. Leo had heard of responsibility, but wanted nothing to do with it. He did try to be a nice
guy, when he remembered, but mostly he just didn't have the knack.

Meanwhile, the arty set's conversation had moved on, to discussing the overnight



destruction of the railway station's waiting room. Theories were flying thick and fast. The
current official explanation, of a possible gas leak, had been dismissed out of hand, on the
unanswerable grounds of being both unlikely and boring. Much more exciting was the
possibility of a terrorist bomb. A lot of Ministry of Defence people lived in Bradford-on-
Avon, commuting in to the MOD centres at Bath and Bristol. As to which terrorists - take
your pick these days.

Leo listened, but kept his mouth firmly shut. He knew the Reality Express had been
running last night. He'd heard its unholy whistle sounding in the still of the night, and the roar
of silver wheels hammering down the steel tracks into town. Leo was a half-breed: a magical
father and a real mother, which meant he had a foot in both worlds and a home in neither. He
lived in the real world by choice, but sometimes his father's legacy sang in his veins, and the
secrets of Mysterie paraded themselves before him whether he wished it or not. He'd walked
by the railway station on his way to the town centre and paused a while to watch the police
studying the mess from a safe distance. There was so much magic hanging on the air that Leo
could smell it, even in Veritie. Some heavy hitters had clearly gone at it hammer and tongs
somewhen in the night, and not for the first time one of Mysterie's little wars had spilled over
into reality. Leo had sniffed loudly and moved on. He didn't approve of the Reality Express.
In his experience, Veritie and Mysterie worked best when they were kept strictly separate, an
opinion for which his own existence was one of the best arguments. Love might conquer all,
but it can be hell on the offspring.

He drank his cider, kept a watchful eye on the dead man and listened with half an ear as
Jason Grant, a local author, complained loudly to the rest of the arty set about his latest
project.

'Crop circles! Bloody crop circles! | ask you, who cares about that rubbish any more? Well,
all right, somebody must, or the publishers wouldn't be paying me good money to write the
bloody thing. It's a part-work; twenty-four monthly issues guaranteed to build up into an
unsightly mess in your living room, until you're so far behind you give up and throw the lot
out.'

'So why are you doing it?' said Malcolm Cragg, an artist who specialised in portraits of
people's pets, constructed from pressed flower petals.

"They found my weak spot/ Grant said glumly. 'They offered me money.'

"The unfeeling bastards!"

'Right. So: it's put a bag over its head and do it for the money, one more time. Write
interesting comments to accompany the hundreds of glossy colour photos that are the real
selling point. I mean, there just aren't that many ways to say We don't know what it is either,
or what might be causing it, but isn 't it pretty? And/or impressive? Heaven forfend we might
even hint that we wouldn't be at all surprised if it turned out to be nothing more than half a
dozen pissheads with planks on their feet, shuffling about in the corn in the early hours of the
morning, going, Hee hee, I'm a Martian. God, The X-Files has a lot to answer for . . .'

'Oh, 1 like that Gillian Anderson,' said Cragg immediately. "You've got to admire a woman
who can spout reams of scientific dialogue every week, and still make it sound as though
she's talking dirty.'

"True,' said Grant. 'And it has to be said, if it wasn't for unauthorised X-Files tie-ins, |
wouldn't be able to pay the rent some months. But crop circles have to be a new low, even for
me. You can't just say, Look at the pretty pictures, you have to talk knowledgeably about
UFO landings and wind vortices, and how there are always these strange molecular changes
in the ffattened corn ... | swear, much more of this and my brains are going to start dribbling
outof myears. ..

‘It's your own fault,’ Cragg said unfeelingly. "They only hire you because you can make it
sound convincing, no matter what crap you're writing about this week. Do you believe any of



it?

'Hell no! | might be an old hippy, but the only time I ever saw a UFO was when | scored
some dodgy blotting paper in London, back in the seventies. There are no UFOs, no ghosts
and no secret conspiracies. And | should know because I've written about all of them, at one
time or another.' He smiled suddenly, and brightened up a little. 'Hey; | had a great idea for a
new Crow film the other day! Princess Diana comes back from the dead, with an Uzi in each
hand, and hunts down French paparazzi! Easy enough to find a good lookalike and put her in
The Crow make-up . . . You're looking at me strangely again.'

The arty set started talking determinedly about the hippy commune that'd recently taken

over the old Manor Farm on the edge of town. There were supposed to be a dozen of them,

six men and six women, but so far they'd outraged local gossip by keeping themselves

strictly to themselves. They'd come down from some dark corner of London, according to a

girl who worked at the estate agents' who handled the sale, looking for peace and quiet and

inner calm. Leo quietly wished them the best of luck in a town like Bradford-on-Avon,
where the barriers between fact and fantasy had been rubbed a little thinner than most
people were comfortable with.

What made the hippies so fascinating was that all details of the purchase of Manor Farm
had been handled strictly by post. Not even a telephone call had been made. The commune
had arrived en masse one morning, rumbling through the town in a converted double-decker
London bus, and had settled into their new home without any help from anyone. And no one
had seen hide nor hair of them since. The few things they needed were ordered by mail, and
delivered by curious locals who found the money waiting for them on the doorstep. All the
farmhouse's windows had been boarded over, and there was neither sight nor sound anywhere
of the new occupants. There were rumours of drugs and orgies and dancing naked in the
moonlight, but no one knew anything for sure.

'Hippies should have stayed in the sixties, where they belonged,' said Grant, pushing his
empty coffee cup forward, in the hope that some kind soul might offer to refill it for him.
'‘Back with Love and Peace and Flower Power. It all seemed to make some kind of sense at
the time. These days we're all too cynical to believe in Brotherhood and "make love, not
war". Great music, though. There's never been any really good music since the Beatles split
up.'

'Oh come on,’ Leo said automatically. 'There's more kinds of popular music now than
there's ever been. Something for everybody.'

'‘Rubbish,’ said Grant. 'It's all white kids getting off on pretending to be gangstas, and girl
groups so young they're probably still doing homework. And most rap should have the letter
Cin front of it ... Oh God, listen to me. | sound so old. I hate kids' music and | can't stand the
fashions. | have become my parents."'

'‘Everybody does,' said Cragg. 'But the Manor Farm bunch do worry me. What have they
got to hide? What are they afraid of our finding out? Nothing good will come of this, mark
my words.'

"You always say that,’ said Grant.

'‘And I'm usually right. Another coffee?'

Everyone immediately pushed their empty cups at him, and he went over to the bar to order
more industrial-strength caffeine.

Grant scowled after him. 'He may be a gloomy bastard, but he has a point. | just hope they
don't turn out to be another of those bloody doomsday cults. End up drinking poisoned cider
and burying themselves in the back garden. Before you know it, the whole town will be
crawling with TV documentary crews, making programmes called Town of Terror, or The
Hippies from Hell. And I'll get called on to do another bloody part-work on them . . .!

Leo was looking at the dead man again. He'd been hoping against hope that his old friend



Reed might have gone away by now, or at least had the good manners to be just an illusion,
but no; it was looking more and more like Leo was going to have to Do Something. Reed had
made his slow way over to the long wooden bar, and was staring uncertainly at the rows of
spirits on the wall behind, as though sure they'd once meant something to him. People walked
by him unconcernedly, and even pushed past him to give their orders, but so far no one had
recognised him for who and what he was. On the rare occasions when the unnatural insisted
on pushing its way into the real world, people mostly tended to ignore it for as long as
possible. Leo sighed heavily and put down his glass. He wasn't thirsty any more.

The dead shouldn't be able to walk in Veritie. It took a lot of magical power to raise the
dead from their graves, and even more to keep control of them once they were up and about.
And there was no magic in the real world: that was the point. Leo, however, being a hybrid
derived from both worlds, could see more than most. In particular, he could see the magical
field currently surrounding the dead man, containing him like a soap bubble, insulating what
he was from the implacable laws of physics in the real world. Leo didn't even want to think
about how much power such a field would take up. Reality was not easily defied, and even
then not without terrible cost, for somebody. Leo knew most of the heavy-duty movers and
shakers in the magical world, but unfortunately far too many of them knew him. And they
certainly wouldn't take kindly to him pushing his nose in where it wasn't wanted.

Leo grinned suddenly. It was a wide, unpleasant, distinctly wolfish smile, and the people
sitting around him shrank back in their seats a little, giving him more room, in case he
decided to do something unpleasant. Leo tried to be a nice guy, but he wasn't at all averse to
being a complete bastard when necessary. This wasn't just any dead man. This was his friend,
Reed. Leo had many acquaintances, but few friends; even he knew that when someone drags
your friend up out of his grave, you're supposed to do something about it. Leo felt like doing
something very nasty. The more he considered the matter, the less he liked it. He didn't know
a lot about zombies, apart from what he'd seen in bad Italian horror movies, but he knew they
tended to come in two basic versions. One was just an empty shell, an untenanted body being
operated at some remove by someone else. Which was disrespectful, if nothing else. Leo felt
he could give someone a serious slapping for that. But there was an even worse alternative.
Reed's soul could still be trapped inside his decaying body, a helpless victim under someone
else's control. Endlessly suffering, denied his rightful rest, just because some heartless bastard
had a use for him. Leo's mouth widened, his lips thinning as his smile became a snarl. Around
him the arty set began getting to their feet and making noises like Well, look at the time, and /
really must be going. Leo didn't notice. His anger had escalated from hot to boiling to ice cold
in just a few seconds. Someone was going to pay for what had been done to Reed. No one
messed with a friend of Leo Morn and lived to boast of it.

Reed used to drink here, at the Dandy Lion. If he stood around long enough, people would
be forced to notice him. And some might even recognise him, and that was when the
screaming would start. Real people might like to titillate themselves with ghost stories and
crop circles and the like, but when faced with the unreal thing, they couldn't cope at all. It
destroyed their ideas about how the universe worked.

Leo decided it was time he talked with his Brother Under The Hill.

'‘Brother," he said, in his mind. 'l have a problem. The shit is in the air, and it's right on course for
the fan.'

It's your own fault, said the other voice in his mind. / told you she was never sixteen. Tell me you
used a condom at least.

'Get your mind out of the gutter. I'm sitting in the Dandy Lion . . .'

Now there's a surprise.

'Looking at a dead man walking.'

All right, you've got my attention. Go to Red Alert and buckle yourself in. What the hell is a dead



man doing in Veritie?

'l was going to ask you that.'

What's it doing, right now’

'For the moment, just standing around, looking confused '

Oh good For one horrible moment | thought you 'd wandered into a Lucio Fulci movie.

'‘Zombie Flesh-Eaters is a classic of the genre, and | won't hear a word said against it Any ideas as
to what | should do nexP"

Leo had no idea who or what his Brother actually was. He admitted to being extremely old
and not entirely human, and lived, if that was the right word, buried deep under one of the
hills surrounding the town The last time he saw light, the Roman Empire was busy declining
and falling. Leo inherited his Brother Under The Hill on his father's demise, and from that
moment on he and the Brother could talk to each other, mind to mind, no matter how great
the distance separating them Whoever or whatever the Brother was, he'd been doing it for
centuries. He liked to say he was raising Morns, and would keep at it till he got it right The
Brother saw, heard and knew everything that happened in the town below him, in Ventie and
Mystene, although he only existed now m the magical world The Morns were his only means
of communicating with the two worlds Leo was the first Morn who had chosen to live in the
real world, which had been the cause of a certain amount of friction between them.

But Leo was determined to be nothing like his father.

Keeping a dead man up and walking in the real world isn 't something your average necromancer
or dabbler in the dark arts could manage, mused the Brother. This has to be the work of one of the
major players.

'l had managed to work that out for myself," said Leo, just a little testily 'I've been running through
the usual suspects, but Jackie Schadenfreude is out of town at the moment, the Lord of Thorns is still
sulking in his tent after getting his fingers burned in the Cup of Tears fiasco, and Jessica Sorrow the
Unbeliever wouldn't bother herself with anything this trivial Damn, that woman scares me '

| told you not to sleep with her.

'She didn 't exactly give me a choice Look what do you think we should do about my dead friend?"

I love the 'we' bit Stuck as | am beneath this bloody hill, it s up to you to do something And do it
pretty damned quickly, before the mortals are forced to notice what's come visiting their fragile little
world The last thing we need is a panic in the town and intrusive media people.

'Can't you see who's behind this? | thought you were supposed to be all-knowing.'

Normally I am; but whoever did this is hidden from me. Which is worrying.

'Wonderful,' said Leo. 'Don't you have any suggestions? If 1 try to drag Reed out of here, that's
going to attract the very attention we 're trying to avoid. And | really don't see him listening to reason
-ohshit. ..

What? What?

"The Waking Beauty is glaring at me from her corner. If she's manifesting in the real world, the
situation must be even worse than we thought. From the way she's looking at me, it's clear she expects
me to do something pretty sharpish. Interfering old biddy. You are sure she can't hear us?'

Only you can hear me, Leo. Only you.

'Yeah, but this is the Waking Beauty we're talking about.'

True. She's the only creature in this town who's older than | am.

7 wish you were just a voice in my head. Life would be so much simpler if | was just crazy. Hold
everything: what was that?'

A communication had come and gone so quickly Leo couldn't overhear or track it, but the
dead man had heard and understood. He turned and walked unhurriedly out of the pub.
People got out of his way without knowing why. Leo scrambled up from behind his table,
realised for the first time that the arty set were all long gone, shrugged and set off after the
departing dead man. The mind voice hadn't lasted long, but it had still made one hell of an



impression, scoring through Leo's mind like a length of barbed wire.

Major player.

Leo emerged blinking into the bright sunshine outside the Dandy Lion and hurried after the
dead man, at what he hoped was a discreet distance. Reed strode firmly off down the hill,
people parting on either side to let him pass without seeing him. Leo tried hard to keep
thinking of his quarry as the dead man, an object rather than a person, but it wasn't easy.
Reed had been one of his few real friends. He'd gone to Reed's funeral, tried to say the right
things to the grieving relatives, had stood at the graveside and made his goodbyes; and now
Reed was up and about again, a pawn in someone else's dirty game. Leo's hands clenched into
fists at his sides. Someone was going to pay for this, and pay in blood. Leo's wolfish smile
flashed again as he considered the awful mess he was going to make of whoever had been
foolish enough to raise his anger. He didn't care how big or powerful or influential the bastard
might turn out to be. He never did. He was Leo Morn, and no one messed with him and his.
His mind filled with happy thoughts of broken bones and torn flesh and spurting blood, and
people moved aside to let him pass too.

The Brother Under The Hill maintained a neutral silence.

Leo followed the dead man through the centre of the town, and across the old bridge over
the River Avon. Green reeds poked up through the dark waters, while crowds of ducks
competed noisily for breadcrumbs thrown by tourists. A pair of pure white swans watched
disdainfully from a distance. The dead man passed the Chapel on the Bridge, a solid square of
ancient stonework jutting out over the river. It had been there so long no one now
remembered who built it, or why. Some said it had been a private chapel, others that it had
been an overnight lock-up for local drunks. There was one door, always locked, and small
barred windows. Even in Veritie, it was a squat, brooding presence. As the dead man passed
the Chapel, the Howling Thing stirred ominously.

Although it was a part of the magical world, for ever separated from reality, the Howling
Thing was still a powerful enough presence that its rage caused ripples in both worlds. People
passing the Chapel often crossed themselves, even if they didn't know why. The Howling
Thing reacted to the necromantic energies surrounding the dead man, and hurled itself
furiously at the locked door. It raged and beat against the four confining walls, old stone
sealed and consecrated by ancient sorceries, and fought to be free. Its awful voice rose and
fell, never-ending, promising revenge and retribution. It never stopped, never rested, but still
its cage held it, as it had for centuries past and would do so for centuries yet to come.

There were those who said the Howling Thing founded Bradford-on-Avon, long, long ago.
Others said it tried to destroy the town. And some claimed it was the town's spirit, and that if
it ever escaped or was released, the town would come to an end. The truth was, no one knew
anything for sure any more. But absolutely no one was prepared to risk setting the Thing free,
even if they knew how.

Leo padded on after the dead man, all through the town and out the other side. As buildings
gave way more and more to open countryside, Leo began to get a really bad feeling about
where they were going. And soon enough, all too soon, the open fields butted up against the
silent, dead trees of Blackacre. Reed walked unhesitatingly into the dead thickets, but Leo
paused for a moment, wondering if he really was that determined to avenge his friend.
Nothing good ever came out of Blackacre.

Even Leo Morn had enough sense to be scared of Blackacre.

But in the end, he plunged on into the thicket of dark, lifeless trees, if only because he
didn't want to. Leo had his pride. As he entered the woods he dropped suddenly out of the
real and into Mysterie, with a sharp shock that for a moment took his breath away. He'd never
known a place so strongly magical as to rip him out of one world and into the next, against
his will. His senses became sharper, more focused, as using his father's legacy he adapted to



the magical world, and with a slow sense of horror he realised that Blackacre no longer
existed in the real world. Only its shell remained in Veritie, an empty vision of what had once
been as real as earth and rock. Something, or more likely someone, had torn the guts out of
Blackacre and pinned them firmly in Mysterie. Blackacre was a wholly magical place now,
where dark, bad, magical things could be done.

Leo's pace slowed, almost despite himself. As his father's son, he was a powerful presence
himself in Mysterie; but he'd never cared for that. Legacies and destinies were for other
people. He preferred the simpler, subtler, more real pleasures of being just a man.

'Are you still with me, Brother?'

Of course. His Brother's voice was clear and sharp, with a much stronger sense of presence,
now that they were both in Mysterie. This is bad, Leo, really bad. Whoever gutted Blackacre to
make it his own has to be one of the Powers and Dominations. In which case, we are both well out of
our depth and sinking fast. It disturbs me that | sensed nothing of such a presence operating recently.
Or that | knew nothing of Blackacre's destruction in the real world. | should have known. Proceed
cautiously, Leo. These are deep, dark waters we find ourselves in.

Leo didn't need telling. Just walking through the dead woods was enough to put all his hair
on end. Blackacre felt like long fingernails scraping down his soul. The blackened trees bore
no leaves or blossom, and never would again. Thick black boles and stark black branches
were held utterly still, undisturbed by any trace of a breeze. Nothing moved in Blackacre, not
even the air. Nothing but Leo Morn, and a dead man. The ground was inches deep in ashes,
and Leo's every footstep made loud crunching sounds, for all his stealth, announcing his
presence. He let himself fall farther back, still keeping Reed in sight, as he glanced warily
about him. There were no animals, no insects, no birds. This was a dead place, where perhaps
even time stood still.

It was like walking on the moon. Life had come and gone, and nothing would ever thrive in
Blackacre again. Once, there had been a great fire here, some awful heat that had scoured all
life away and left only dead things behind. Which rather raised the question of where the
dead man was going, and who or what was waiting to receive him. Like the rest of the town,
Leo had heard rumours of a new owner of Blackacre Farm and its surrounding land, but he'd
assumed that was only in Veritie. Reed seemed to be heading straight for the deserted
farmhouse, and whatever occupied it now - something so powerful it could even hide itself
from The Brother Under The Hill.

Leo was breathing hard now, cold beads of sweat standing out on his forehead, but he
didn't slow his pace any further. He'd come this far. He wanted, needed, to know.

He could feel a pressure building on the still air, as he neared the centre of the dead woods
and the farmhouse. The air seemed to push back against him, until it was like walking
headlong into a harsh, relentless wind. He had to lean forward as he walked, digging his feet
into the ash-covered ground. Each step became an effort, and he grunted and growled deep in
his throat as he forced his way on. His eyes were narrowed and his teeth were showing. If
someone was determined to keep him out, there had to be something worth knowing about at
the end of it. He'd almost forgotten his earlier intention to avenge his friend Reed; this had
become personal now. No one kept Leo Morn out when he wanted in.

He could feel necromantic energies growing all around him now, crackling on his skin and
spitting sparks from his hair. He'd never encountered magical defences this strong before.
They would have stopped any normal man, and most magical creatures. But Leo was born of
both worlds, and his dual nature seemed to confuse the defences, so they couldn't get a firm
grip on him. He trudged on, stronger and more stubborn than any mindless defence could
ever be. And then suddenly the pressure broke, and he almost fell forward.

He stopped for a moment to get his breath back, glaring about him. There were dead trees
everywhere he looked, for as far as he could see, as though the Blackacre woods were now



much bigger on the inside than they appeared on the outside. As though Blackacre was
growing, expanding, under the influence of its new owner. Leo sniffed at the still air, but
there were no living scents Just the dry and dusty air, the kind you find in a room that's been
left locked up and abandoned for many years The silence was so complete now he'd stopped
moving that he could hear every sound he made, from his harsh breathing to the rustling of
his clothes to his own heartbeat.

Stand very still.

'Why?' Leo said quickly '"What's happening?'

I sense something It's hard for me to see anything in Blackacre, it's like trying to see things out of
the corner of your eye, but I think I'm getting the hang of it You 're not alone here, Leo | can sense ten,
maybe twelve, dead men in the woods with you Can you see them 7

Leo looked quickly about him, into the artificial gloom of the thick woods, but couldn't see
or hear or smell anything, except Reed, moving farther away from him, up ahead.

'All | can see are trees Are you sure about this?' What are these other dead men doing?"

Of course I'm sure I'm always sure Make it twenty dead men I'm finding more all the time As far as
I can tell, they're just standing in the woods Standing guard, presumably Don't get too close to any of
them Proximity probably triggers an alarm Proceed with extreme caution, Leo Are you sure you can't
see any of them’ You're right on top of half a dozen.

‘Great,' growled Leo. 'Just bloody great This gets better all the time No | can't see any bloody dead
guards You'll just have to guide me Steer me clear of the bastards Brother, who the hell are we up
against?' This is more than just some rogue necromancer’

Powers and Dominations, said his Brother Under The Hill Would | be wasting my time if |
suggested you make a strategic retreat, and not come back until you 've acquired a few more powerful
allies of your own’

'Yes.'

I thought so.

'Wouldyou shut up a minute and let me concentrate’l may not be a Power or a Domination, but |
can still be pretty damned sneaky when | put my mind to it'

Leo moved slowly forward, setting each foot down so carefully that the ashes burying the
ground accepted his weight without a murmur He swivelled his head slowly back and forth,
not even blinking his eyes, and at last he caught sight of one of the dead men, standing as still
as the dead trees Leo froze in place, and studied the dead man for a long time It wasn't
anyone he knew, and it seemed to be in a good state of preservation. The corpse's utter
stillness was quietly unnerving, inhuman; like some machine waiting for instructions. People
weren't supposed to look like that. Leo moved on, giving the dead man a wide berth.

Defensive spells formed on the air before him like static snowdrops, intricate and elegant,
shimmering with unearthly colours; magical anti-personnel mines. Invisible to ordinary eyes,
there were change spells and death spells, and a whole bunch of curses Leo didn't even
recognise. He slipped cautiously between them, bending at awkward angles to avoid touching
and activating them. He had no doubt that there were other, subtler defences too, so complex
even he couldn't hope to sense them in time, but he trusted to his dual nature to protect him,
and pressed on. He'd come too far to turn back now. Leo had few positive qualities, but
stubbornness was definitely one of them.

At last the dark trees fell away to reveal a great open clearing, with the farmhouse standing
at its centre, like the bait in a trap. It was a long two-storey building, in the old half-timbered
style, its mottled exterior filthy and corrupted, the victim of nature's relentless working and
long neglect. Leo crouched at the edge of the clearing, and just looking at the farmhouse
made him feel sick. There was a disturbing wrongness to it, as though it was both more and
less than just a house. The gaping black windows were like eyes, and the great front door a
mouth with concealed teeth. It wasn't a sane place, where sane and normal people might live.



The angles were all wrong, and the decaying features played tricks of perspective on him, as
though parts were rushing towards and retreating from him, at the same time. It was a
structure from another time and another place, where they did things differently. An alien
place, perhaps neither real nor magical, but something . . . worse.

The slumping rotten heart of Blackacre stood all alone, with no obvious defences. No dead
men on guard, no attack spells floating on the air, nobody watching from the empty windows.
It had to be a trap. Leo crouched where he was, considering his options, and then almost
jumped out of his skin as Reed walked out of the woods some ten feet away, and headed
straight for the farmhouse. Leo seized his chance. He padded quietly across the open clearing,
keeping close behind Reed, following in his footsteps. No one challenged him. Reed pushed
open the front door and went in, while Leo dropped to the ground beside it, struggling to
control his breathing and his heartbeat.

He pressed his back against the wall, and the moist surface gave disturbingly under the
pressure. The dead woods were still and quiet. Leo swallowed hard. Now that he'd got this
far, he wasn't absolutely sure what to do next. Just walking in the front door like Reed did not
strike him as a good idea, and he didn't even know if there was a back door. A light suddenly
appeared at one of the downstairs windows; a calm, golden light quite at odds with the rest of
the farmhouse. Leo slid along the wall, as quiet as a mouse in carpet slippers, until he was
right underneath the lit window. All he had to do now was rise up and peek in, but somehow
that didn't appeal to him at all. For all his stubbornness and curiosity, that last step seemed so
big as to be almost overwhelming. He didn't want to look in, for fear of what might look back
at him.

There were monsters in Mysterie. Things much nastier than a little half-breed like Leo
Morn.

And then he thought of Reed, his friend Reed, his dead friend Reed, walking helplessly
into this house at the call of whoever or whatever had summoned him up out of his grave, and
the chill in Leo's veins was driven out by a hot flush of anger. It wasn't courage, but it would
do to get him moving. He sucked in a deep breath, held it, turned slowly and carefully rose up
to look in at the glowing window.

At first, the glass was so filthy he couldn't see a damn thing. But as his eyes adjusted to the
glare of the light and the smeared fog on the window, his preternaturally keen gaze was able
to make out two distinct figures sitting at their ease in what had once been a parlour. Nicholas
Hob, the Serpent's Son, was having coffee with the woman Angel. Now that he saw them,
Leo couldn't say he was totally surprised. Shocked, scared and in urgent need of a toilet, but
not actually surprised. If Hob had returned, then raising the dead was just the kind of
unpleasantness you'd expect from the Serpent's Son. He was a Power and a Domination, and
more besides. Nicholas Scratch. Hob. Old names for the Devil, the Enemy of Man. And Hob
was all that.

Angel was more of an enigma. You couldn't really use terms like good and bad with her;
they were just too limiting. Brutal and vicious certainly, and capable of anything . . . but
applying morality to Angel was like ascribing motives to a force of nature. Angel was new to
the material plane, and couldn't be expected to understand minor concepts like right and
wrong. She was probably still working on life and death. Angel was dangerous precisely
because she was so unpredictable. If she had fallen under Hob's influence . . .

Now would be a really good time to leave.

' told you to shut up!" said Leo, in the mental equivalent of a shocked cry. 'That's Hob and
Angel in there!"

They can't hear us. | 've been probing their defences for some time, and they haven't even noticed.



'Now he tells me.'

You run for the trees. I'll cover you.

"Hell with that. I didn't nearly wet myself getting this far to turn back without finding out what the
hell is going on here. | didn 't know Hob was back. Did you know Hob was back?'

No. 1 can't see him. Or Angel. Usually. They're just too . . . different. Veritie and Mysterie mean
nothing to such as they.

'I really should have stayed in bed this morning, or maybe under it. Now shut up and let me
concentrate on what's going on in there.'

He pushed his face as close to the filthy window as he dared, straining his more than
natural senses to their limit. Hob and Angel were sitting on opposite sides of an ornate and
decorative coffee table, antique by the look of it, polished and gleaming and no doubt hid-
eously expensive. The delicate china coffee set they were using was practically a work of art,
but Hob treated it quite casually as he refilled Angel's cup. All around them, the parlour was
filthy and squalid and utterly vile. It was more than a century since anyone had actually lived
in the Blackacre farmhouse, and it showed. The bare walls were cracked and bulging and
pock-marked with huge craters, running with slow viscous damp like pus from leaking sores.
Thick clumps of bulbous white fungi filled the angles where the walls met floor and ceiling.
Leo could almost taste the stench of corruption that filled the room, even through the closed
window. The room was full of a golden light, but from no obvious source, as though the
parlour itself glowed with the unclean light of underground phosphorescence. No one with
human sensibilities could have lived in such a room, or even tolerated it for more than a few
moments, but then, Hob and Angel only looked human. They drank their coffee and talked
together, quite undisturbed by their surroundings, while outside Leo fought hard not to vomit.

He had come to a bad place, and just its proximity was enough to sicken him to his soul.

In the room, Angel looked at the steaming hot coffee in her cup, added four spoonfuls of
sugar, and then stirred the boiling-hot liquid with the tip of her finger, with no obvious
distress. Hob's aristocratic mouth moved briefly in a faint moue of distaste, but he had enough
sense not to say anything. Leo pressed his ear against the window pane, though his cheek
crawled and jumped at the contact, and listened as they spoke.

‘I understood you were banished from this town," said Angel. "Where have you been all
these years?'

Travelling the world, and walking up and down in it," Hob said easily. 'Dabbling in politics
and revolution, just for the hell of it. Mostly in parts of the world where politics and
revolution are the same thing. People will rape, torture and kill each other for the most
amusing reasons, if you know the right buttons to push. I always feel most alive when
everything else is dying all around me. And | was never banned. I chose to leave, to avoid . . .
unpleasantness. | hadn't thought of dear old Bradford-on-Avon in a long time, but my father
called me back, so here I am. One doesn't say no to the Serpent.’

Angel leaned forward in her chair, suddenly interested. "Your father. Have you ever seen
him? Do you know what he is?"

Hob frowned, and looked away, developing a sudden interest in his coffee cup. 'No. My
father is as much a mystery to me as anyone else. | don't think there's anyone now living who
knows for sure what the Serpent actually looks like. Except for dear Luna, of course. And
she's still crazy. That's what looking in the eyes of ultimate evil will do to you, even if you are
a Power or a Domination. Poor Luna. My father has never shown me his face, and | have
never been tempted to ask to see it. But sometimes he talks to me. | hear his voice, in my
mind.’

‘What does it sound like?' asked Angel, sipping coffee daintily with her little finger
crooked.

'He sounds like a sword cutting through flesh. Like the sounds of children dying. Like



everything we dream of in our worst nightmares. It is not a human voice, or even a living
voice, in any way that you or | could comprehend. Though since you were once of the
immaterial . . .'

Angel scowled, and put her cup down sharply. ‘I am material now, and much less than |
was. Any memories | might have had of things other than the material were taken from me.
That was part of my punishment. Or perhaps my reward. It's so hard to be sure.'

'‘Ah well/ said Hob. 'Easy come, easy go. All you need to know is that | follow my father's
wishes; and as long as we follow his plan, you and I will bring down both the worlds of
reality and magic, and watch as my father tramples them beneath his ancient spite. The
Serpent In The Sun will bring an end to Veritie and Mysterie, and you and I will have
ringside seats as our reward, and afterwards we shall frolic in the ruins and glory in the
damnation of our enemies.’

"You say the sweetest things,' said Angel. 'Just as long as I'm not bored. | do so hate to be
bored.'

They both looked round as the door behind them opened and Reed walked in. Hob checked
his Rolex and sniffed. 'About time you got back. Off you go and join the others in the woods.
Usual rules; if it moves and it isn't us, Kill it. And don't go wandering off again, or I'll cut you
off at the ankles.’

The dead man turned and left the room, shutting the door quietly behind him. Leo let out
his breath slowly. He'd been wondering if Reed would report being followed, but it seemed
his dual nature was still protecting him.

‘What was the little thunder god doing at the railway station this morning?' said Angel.
When she spoke, she sometimes put emphasis on unusual words, as though she was still
struggling to understand the subtler mechanisms of speech.

'‘Being a bloody nuisance, mostly," said Hob. 'l suspect the Waking Beauty's hand in his
presence. | can hide myself from most of the higher orders, but the Waking Beauty is
something else. Even I'm not sure what. Luckily, she's never been of an active nature. Much
prefers getting some other poor fool to do her dirty work. Don't you worry about Jimmy
Thunder, Loser For Hire. The divinity's running very thin in his bloodline. If he shows his
face again, I'll rip it right off.'

Tell me more about this Waking Beauty,' said Angel. 'Is she real, or magical?'

'‘Both. Neither. | don't think anyone knows. | have an uncomfortable suspicion that she's
above such things. She's very old, and she never sleeps, and she knows things. Disturbing
things. I met her once . . . and she wasn't frightened of me. Unusual, that.'

"Thanks to the godling's interference, the Reality Express is no more," said Angel. 'After
your little outburst, it will be a long time before any refugees will trust their safety to you
again. What will you do for the power you need, now that you can no longer bleed the
refugees dry?'

'l do hope I didn't detect a teeny note of criticism there, dear Angel,’ said Hob, smiling with
his mouth alone. 'Never forget, | am the one who makes the decisions here, because I am my
father's voice. | will do what it pleases me to do, and | will not be questioned. As I will, so
mote it be, as dear little Aleister and | used to say in my somewhat younger days. The loss of
the Reality Express is but a trifling thing. | can always raise more dead, and send them out to
murder the living. There's a lot of power to be gained from necromancy. And the dead do
make such excellent servants; they're completely obedient and they never talk back. Bit short
in the initiative department, but that's usually all to the good. I'll empty this town's cemeteries
and send the dear departed lurching through the streets in broad daylight, if I have to. Killing
a whole bunch of people always makes me feel better.'

'Yes,' said Angel, smiling for the first time. It was a disturbing sight. To Kill, to diminish
the spark of light, to destroy the Creator's work. Such things are food and drink to me. But



say the word, and I will set the town's streets awash with blood.'

Thanks for the offer,’ said Hob, tactfully. 'But my father's plans don't call for us to attract so
much attention just yet.'

'Perhaps you should have thought of that before you burned all those refugees,’ said Angel.

Hob looked at her, and there was something in his gaze that silenced her. "You forget,’ he
said softly. "You forget who and what | am, little Angel. I am the only son of The Serpent In
The Sun, and this whole world, real or magical, is mine by right. | could destroy you with a
thought, and then raise you from the dead to serve me again. Get down on your knees.'

'Please," said Angel. 'Don't.’

‘Down. On your knees. Now.'

Angel rose jerkily to her feet, leaving her cup on the table. She looked stonily at Hob, and
then knelt before him.

'Now kiss my foot, little Angel,' said Nicholas Hob.

And she did.

Hob looked down at Angel's bowed head, and slowly emptied his coffee cup over it. The
hot liquid ran down her face like dark brown tears, but Angel didn't move. Hob laughed
softly. 'Get up, Heaven's droppings.'

Angel rose slowly to her feet, and sat down in her chair again. She made no move to wipe
away the coffee still dripping from her chin.

'Now, my dear,’ said Hob. 'Is there anything else you feel you need to discuss with me?'

"The dead man," Angel said slowly. 'The one who went walking into town. Could any of the
others break free, like him?'

Hob frowned, and Angel could not meet his gaze. T was distracted,’ Hob said finally.
‘When | lost my temper, at the station. My mind wandered for a moment, and my
concentration lapsed. It took me a while to realise that one of my slaves had slipped his leash.
But it won't happen again. I've taken steps to see to that. And as you should know, I never
give up on anything that I have made mine.'

Perhaps Leo started at that, or made a noise. Either way, Hob and Angel turned sharply in
their chairs to look at the window, and for a moment Hob and Leo looked right into each
other's eyes. It was only the barest moment, and then Leo was off and running, bolting across
the open clearing as fast as his legs could carry him. He could hear Hob shouting something
behind him, and then he was in among the dead trees and running hard. He could feel the
magical defences snapping on and off around him, trying to get a fix on him, confused by his
hybrid nature. His Brother Under The Hill spoke urgently in his mind, giving him directions.

Dead men came lurching out from between the dead trees, looking for him with their cold
unblinking eyes, but he was too fast for them, racing through Blackacre Wood with puffs of
ashes flying up every time his feet hit the ground. One of the dead might have been Reed -he
didn't stop to look. More figures appeared ahead of him, closing together to block his way.
His Brother roared, filling the ether with mental static, and the corpses driven by Hob's will
were suddenly blind and uncertain. Leo raced right through them, and they couldn't even
touch him.

Leo grinned as he ran, moving quickly and confidently through the last of the dead trees.
Hob couldn't find him now, and the stalking dead men were too far behind to give him any
trouble. Just let him reach the open countryside beyond the woods, and cross back into
Veritie, and he'd defy Hob or anyone else to bring him down. And then there was thunder on
the air, high above him, and despite himself he looked back. Angel was coming for him,
walking on the air.

Some twenty feet above the ground, higher than some of the trees,

Angel strode across the sky, and the air shuddered like thunderclaps where her feet trod. She
was coming faster than her stride could carry her, sweeping through the air like a hawk with



fiery eyes. Leo ran at full pelt through the dead trees, dodging back and forth, heart and lungs
straining, and Angel closed remorselessly in on him, like an owl hunting a mouse. Leo
pushed himself to his limits, while his Brother yelled for him to make the change, and with
anyone else he might have, but even in his changed state he doubted he would have lasted
long against Angel. Veritie was his only hope.

He pushed himself even harder, crying out at the pain now as he forced his body past its
human limits, and then suddenly he was out of the trees, out of Blackacre, and reality crashed
down around him. Leo threw himself to the warm and living ground and lay there, panting for
breath. His muscles were trembling with the strain he'd put on them. After a while, he turned
slowly and looked back at the border of Blackacre, where Mysterie butted up against Veritie.

And there was Angel, standing quite normally on the ground, in Blackacre. They looked at
each other for a long while, Angel's face completely expressionless, and then she turned and
walked back into the dead woods, and Leo's heart started beating again. He lay on his back on
the good warm grass, looking up at the blue sky, and waited for his breathing to return to
something like normal.

‘Brother,’ he said finally.

Yes?

'We're going to have to talk to someone about this.'
FOUR

SOME THINGS ARE MEANT
TO BE

Toby Dexter woke up comparatively early on Saturday morning, without knowing why. He
rolled slowly over in bed and looked resentfully at the alarm clock on the bedside table.
Mickey Mouse's hands pointed unfeelingly at nine o'clock. The alarm was still silent. Toby
liked to lie in on a Saturday morning, preferably till ten or eleven or even later. One of the
joys of Saturday morning was knowing he wasn't going to be driven from his nice warm bed
by Mickey's shrill clamour at seven o'bloody clock. Toby lay back in his bed, vaguely
contemplating the ceiling. Something had woken him up. Almost as though someone had
called his name, in a voice that could not be ignored.

Saturday morning. He always looked forward to Saturdays, especially at the beginning of
the week, when the days and the hours and the minutes at work seemed just to crawl past,
stretching endlessly away before him, and Saturday might as well have been another planet.
But what did he actually do, when Saturday and the weekend finally came around? He'd sleep
in. Get up only when he absolutely had to (usually forced out of bed by bladder pressure), and
stagger downstairs in his dressing gown to watch kids' cartoons on television, usually while
eating a big bowl of whatever cereal he was currently addicted to. All the while grousing,
sometimes aloud, that today's cartoons weren't a patch on the cartoons of his youth. Scooby
Doo in particular had deteriorated dreadfully. He wouldn't even watch the ones that contained
Scrappy Doo. (Once voted by the readers of a leading men's magazine as the cartoon
character they'd most like to punch in the head repeatedly. Even more than Jar Jar Binks.)
And where did the two good-looking kids always disappear to, while Shaggy and Thelma
were busy being chased by men in monster masks? They'd probably found a bedroom and
were rutting like crazed weasels.



Come midday he'd get dressed and wander down into town for a drink, to see what was
happening and who was around. And it was always the same old faces, doing the same old
things. Which was sometimes comforting, but more often not. Then back home, to open a
packet and stick it in the oven, and that was lunch. Usually eaten straight from the plastic
container because that saved on washing-up. Then sit slumped in front of the television all
afternoon, watching the sports. Any sports - he wasn't fussy. And in the evening, call around
to see if anyone fancied a drink. And after drinking too much, in the company of people who
only counted as friends because he saw them every weekend, stagger home and try to get to
sleep with his bedroom revolving slowly around him.

Repeat on Sunday. Then back to work again. Not much of a life, really. Not much of a life
at all.

Toby tried really hard to get back to sleep again so he wouldn't have to think any more, but
his body was having none of it. His body felt decidedly restless. Like it needed to be up and
about, doing things . . . important things. Even though Toby had no idea what they might be.
He turned onto his side, pulling the blankets up around his neck, trying to get comfortable so
he could fool his body into dozing off, but the bed felt cold and hard and unwelcoming, as
though it knew he shouldn't be there. In the end, Toby swore briefly but feelingly, threw back
the covers and lurched out of bed. It was clearly going to be one of those days.

He pulled off his pyjamas and threw them roughly in the direction of the dirty laundry
basket, and got dressed. It didn't feel like a dressing-gown-and-cartoons day. He stomped
downstairs, yawning and scratching as the mood took him, collected the usual pile of junk
mail from his doormat and headed for the kitchen, trying to decide whether he could be
bothered to make himself a proper breakfast. One bowl of milky cereal and a compromise
glass of orange juice with added vitamin C later, he rinsed the bowl and glass under the hot
tap and put them on one side to dry. He sat down again at the kitchen table and considered the
morning's mail. Which turned out to be strange and weird enough to snap him fully awake.

A folded glossy pamphlet offered six foolproof ways to avoid elf-shot, proven cause of
most chills and fevers. The six ways included medicines and herbs he'd never heard of,
prayers to someone called Mannan Mac Lir, and a series of healthy exercises that made Toby
wince just to look at the illustrations. He turned the pamphlet over, to see if it was advertising
a book or a film, but there was just the usual form to fill in, and an address in Findhorn,
wherever that was. Toby blinked at the pamphlet a few times and then put it carefully to one
side.

Next up was a sober, businesslike letter from one of the big established pharmaceutical
companies, offering to supply him with the very latest in lust potions, suitable for all
occasions. Shouldn't that be love potions? Toby thought vaguely. He checked the small print
for mention of pheromones and the like, but the letter seemed entirely serious and
straightforward. There was even a money-back guarantee. The sliding scale of prices was
entirely reasonable, so Toby put that letter on one side too, for further thought.

Next: turn lead into gold! Crush coal into diamonds! Split the atom with a single blow!
Gain mastery over the material world with the Junior Alchemist's Set! A philosopher's stone
included with every Kit! (Subject to availability.) We take Visa and Mastercard. Parent or
guardian's signature required. Allow six moons for delivery. Toby blinked at that one for a
while, and put it on one side.

Finally: you may already be a Superhero! Send for the origin of your choice. Design your
own costume or choose from our wide range of cloaks, tights and masks. Rubber and leather
a speciality. Return this form before the end of the month and choose two extra powers, one
from Column A and one . . . Toby screwed that one into a ball and binned it with more than
necessary force. Someone was winding him up. Had to be.

He turned on the radio. The news was almost universally depressing, as usual, and he felt



on firmer ground again.

He pottered around the house for a while, wandering into rooms and out again, but he
couldn't settle. The feeling of restlessness was getting worse. More and more he felt he should
be somewhere else, doing something . . . important. That this Saturday, this morning, was
important. Which was odd, because he'd never thought of himself or his life as mattering a
damn to anyone, even him. He was just another faceless drone, a small cog in a small wheel
that kept other wheels turning because . . . well, wheels had to turn, or where would we all
be? The sudden bitterness in that thought surprised him; the teeling that he could have made
something of his life, but somehow never had.

He sniffed. That was what hitting your thirties did for you. It made you bloody morbid.

He fought the restlessness for another half an hour, but in the end it forced him out of the
house. He pulled on his new leather jacket, and slammed the front door behind him just a
little harder than was really necessary to make the lock catch. Truth be told, it was a bit warm
for the jacket, but he liked the creaking sounds it made as he moved. He looked around him.
It was a bright sunny day, but no one else seemed to be about. An impulse made him look up,
and he was astonished to see an absolutely huge rainbow glimmering against the deep blue
sky. The colours were almost painfully sharp and distinct, and the great arch seemed to fly up
into the sky for ever. The earth-fixed end seemed so close he felt as though he could walk
right up to it, and the whole thing was so damned beautiful his breath caught in his chest like
it would never let go. In all his life, he'd never seen a rainbow like it. In the end, he tore his
gaze away and walked off down the road, heading into town.

Something was calling him.

And as he walked through the town, everything was utterly familiar yet subtly different.
The streets and the houses and the sights were all the same as they had ever been, but it was
like seeing them afresh, as though he was recognising them again after many years away.
This was the same route he'd taken the night before, plodding home through the pouring rain,
but now he felt like a stranger in his own town. There was a charge, a tension, on the air,
something he could feel but could not put a name to. Home didn't feel like home any more. It
occurred to him that this was the kind of perfect summer day you usually only saw in films;
all bright and sharp and Technicolor dazzle, with every detail spot on. The birds were all
singing in tune, there was hardly any traffic on the road (unheard-of for a Saturday morning),
and the air ... had a charge to it, a feeling of anticipation. Toby was surprised to find that there
was actually a spring in his step as he headed for the town centre.

And yet he couldn't shake off the feeling that something was wrong . . . out of place. Some
of the houses he was passing didn't seem quite as he remembered them. There were too many
windows, or too few. Front doors were the wrong colour or even the wrong shape. Gabled
roofs he would have sworn were solar-panelled the day before. Gardens were full of tall
flowers, swaying in the gentle breeze, and trees were bright with blossom, when he was
almost sure ... He shrugged a few times, and increased his pace. Amazing what one good
night of rain could do.

He made his way down to the St Margaret's Street car park, and that was where he got his
first shock. Instead of the usual polite sign informing visitors to the town that cars could be
left for a maximum of two hours during the day (Get your ticket from the machine, have you
Paid & Displayed?), one wall was now covered with a large handwritten warning, painted in
what looked very like fresh blood, saying, Get it out of here by sundown or you'll never see it
again! Repeat offenders will be defenestrated!

Toby stopped at the top of the slope leading down into the car park and studied the new
sign for some time, before looking around to see if anyone else had noticed it. Everyone else
was bustling back and forth on their own business, paying the sign no attention at all. Toby
stood considering for a moment, making sure that defenestration meant what he thought it



did, and then frowned. His first thought was to dismiss it as graffiti, vandalism . . . and not
very funny at that. But somehow, he didn't think so. There was something horribly official
about the wording and the penmanship. Good thing he didn't own a car.

He started down the slope, threading his way through the tightly packed vehicles, and that
was when he got his second shock. There were cars all around him, filling the car park from
wall to wall, and every damn one of them looked as weird as hell. He passed what he was
pretty sure was a Model-T Ford; bright shining black and perfect, as though it had just rolled
off the production line. A replica, obviously, but ... as Toby slowed his pace and looked
around him with growing confusion, it seemed to him that he was surrounded by makes of car
from every period there ever was.

A great monster of a 1930s Bentley, in racing green and red, stood next to a powder-blue
Hillman Minx Superior from the fifties. A blatantly purple Delorean stood next to a silver-
grey Aston Martin DB 5 that looked like it had come straight from the set of a James Bond
film. And then ... It was long and sleek and gleaming, shining silver like a mediaeval church
chalice, streamlined to within an inch of its life, and impressively low slung; but if it was a
car, then where the hell were its wheels? Just looking at it, Toby knew it could go from 0 to
60 while you were still turning the ignition key. The car of the future, just like in all the
comics he'd read as a boy.

Toby walked slowly through the car park, his head swivelling back and forth, his arms
tucked in close at his sides, so he wouldn't accidentally touch anything. He had a horrid
suspicion that if he did, the car might pop like a soap bubble, and he didn't think he could
cope with that. Toby was beginning to feel very strange. He kept trying to tell himself there
must be a convention of rare and unusual cars in town, just for the day, that he'd managed to
avoid hearing about . . . but he didn't think so. Somehow, during the night, while he'd slept,
all the rules had been changed. He just knew it. Someone had yanked the rug out from under
the world he knew, and he was beginning to have a strong suspicion as to just who that was.

He left the car park, and crossed the new bridge. (New because it had only been constructed
in 1962, as opposed to the main town bridge, which was at least thirteenth-century, and
maybe older.) Halfway across, Toby heard something splashing loudly in the river down
below and automatically looked over the dark railings, only to look quickly away, shocked by
something he was sure he couldn't have seen correctly. It wasn't the bare flesh, or the bobbing
breasts, or the wicked smile on the pointed face; it was the long green gleam of a fish's tail ...
He refused absolutely to even think the m-word, but he couldn't deny what he'd seen. He
made himself look back over the railings again. Ducks. Swans. Swirling dark waters. Nothing
else. Of course there was nothing else! Toby walked on, looking straight ahead. Behind him,
someone was singing a song of great beauty in a warm, breathy contralto. He didn't look
back, even when the bridge was safely far behind him.

He walked on into Church Street and it seemed to him that there were a lot of people
around, even for a Saturday morning. What was more, quite a few of them seemed to be
looking at him strangely. Which was odd, because this was, after all, his home town, he a
Bradfordian born and bred, and he was, if nothing else, a familiar face to most people. He
checked himself unobtrusively, for spilled food or undone flies, but all seemed to be in order.
He lifted his chin a little and stared back, and everyone looked away again.

It occurred to him that he was a bit short of money, so he stopped at the cash machine in
the wall outside his bank. But even as he was fumbling in his coat pocket for his cash card
and mentally rehearsing his pin number, the cash machine suddenly spoke to him.

'Oh, you needn't bother with that, dear. It's only money. How much do you want?'

Toby froze with his hand still in his pocket, and then looked quickly about him. There was
no one else anywhere nearby. He looked reluctantly back at the glowing computer screen
before him. Instead of the usual green lettering, there were two yellow circles that might have



been eyes, and a wide curve for a smile. As he watched, the smile widened, and one of the
eyes winked at him. Toby cleared his throat.

‘Uh ... hello?

'Hello there! Isn't it a simply super morning?'

'Am | speaking to a machine ... or something?"

'Oh, something, dear, definitely something. You just tell me how much you need, and I will
shower you with largesse.'

'Is this some kind of joke?' said Toby, after a pause. 'One of those hidden camera jobs?
Because | never thought they were funny, even when | was just watching them.’

'‘No joke, sweetie,’ said the cash machine briskly. "You can have as much as you can carry
away, and do you know why? Because | like your face!

'‘Maybe I didn't get up this morning," Toby said wistfully. ‘Maybe I'm still in bed, and
dreaming all this. It would explain a lot.’

'Oh no, this isn't The Dreaming. That's next door but one.'

'And you . . . want to give me money?'

'Of course! Have as much as you want! I've got lots!'

And the cash machine sprayed banknotes into the air, tens and twenties shooting out in a
great stream of multicoloured paper, fluttering to the ground like so many leaves in autumn.
Toby stood there gaping. He'd never seen so much money in one place in his life, and there
seemed no end to it. He finally grabbed a few handfuls in self-defence, and then decided that
this was just too damned weird, and quite likely to get him arrested as well. He stuffed the
notes in his pocket without even looking at them, and hurried off down the street, not looking
back once. Behind him, banknotes slowly gathered in a pile on the pavement as the cash
machine sang mournfully to itself.

Toby decided very firmly that he needed a drink. In fact, he quite probably needed several

drinks, one after the other, and perhaps a swift slap to the side of the head while he was at

it. He hadn't been so confused since that gorgeous blonde in the wine bar turned out to have

a flat male chest under the padded bra. He headed straight for the Dandy Lion, in many

ways his second home. He waited agitatedly at the pedestrian crossing, and nearly lost it

again when a shocking-pink Rolls-Royce cruised past, and a strangely familiar aristocratic
female face looked out of the window and smiled sweetly at him. Toby averted his eyes.

Maybe if he just refused to accept all this weirdness, it would go away and bother someone

else.

He dived across the road at the first chance he got, and hurried into the pub. Once again,
everything looked the same, but the place was full of people he didn't recognise, many of
whom stopped talking to stare at him as he paused in the doorway. Toby squared his
shoulders and headed determinedly for the bar. This was getting ridiculous. People slowly
started talking again as he ordered his usual pint of bitter from the familiar face behind the
bar. For once, wonder of wonders, the jukebox was actually playing something worth
listening to. But as Toby listened, he felt the strangeness creeping over him again. It was
quite definitely a Beatles song, but not one he'd ever heard before. And Toby was a Beatles
fanatic. He had everything they'd ever done, including quite a few of the bootlegs. The hairs
on the back of his neck stood up as he realised that this was no early Hamburg tape; this was
Lennon and McCartney at the height of their songwriting powers. Singing a song he'd never
heard before . . .

His pint arrived. He paid for it automatically and took a good hard drink. And then he
stopped, considered, and took another, slower drink. It was good. Damn, it was good, the best
bitter beer he'd ever tasted. And most especially one hell of a lot better than the stuff he
usually drank. Must be a new brand. He was about to ask the barmaid when someone called
his name in a sharp, commanding voice.



He looked around and there was Carys Galloway, sitting tucked away in her usual corner,
underneath the stairs leading up to the restaurant floor. Toby smiled, relief washing over him.
It was good to see that some things hadn't changed, on this most unusual of days. Carys spent
more time in the Dandy Lion than he did. She was the foremost gossip of the whole town, a
title not easily gained, and if anyone knew why today was acting as if it had got its
medication mixed up, it would be Carys Galloway. She knew everything. Or at least, the few
things she didn't know weren't usually worth the knowing.

Toby hurried over to join her at her usual table, and for the first time ever it occurred to
him to wonder about Carys. It seemed as though she had always been around, sitting in her
gloomy corner, always ready to lend an ear, to sort out a problem, or just to swap gossip
about everyone and everything. There was no malice in Carys. She just liked to know things,
and she liked to share what she knew with people she felt she could trust. Always cheerful,
always smiling . . . That was it. Toby's pace slowed as he realised what it was that looked
different about Carys this morning. For the first time in all the years Toby had known her,
Carys wasn't smiling. In fact, Toby thought, as he sat gingerly down opposite her, Carys
looked very different today.

It was the same familiar face, with its sharp chin and prominent cheekbones, and more than
a hint of ethnic gypsy. Dark russet hair fell in thick ringlets to her shoulders and beyond, and
her eyes were so dark and huge you felt you could fall into them and drown for ever. Her
long bony hands, the fingers heavily knuckled, were weighed down with rings of gold and
silver set with unfamiliar gems. She had an unconventionally pretty face, that of a woman
who could have been anything from her twenties to her forties. She always wore traditional
Romany clothes, gypsy chic, complete with necklaces and bangles. Quite a romantic figure,
usually.

But today she looked . . . harsher. Brighter. More intense. Almost overpoweringly there, as
though she was the only thing, the only person that mattered in the whole place.

Toby tried to say something, but his mouth was suddenly dry. Up close, Carys actually
looked forbidding; like one of the Fates, the Norns of Scandinavian lore, the wise women
who measure out the threads of our lives and cut them off when they reach their end. But as
Toby settled himself opposite her, he realised suddenly that the restlessness, the pressure, the
need that had driven him from his bed and from his house, was gone. Finally he felt that he
was where he was supposed to be. Toby put his pint glass down on the table top with
unnecessary force and looked hard at Carys Galloway.

Even though he was quaking inside, because some part of him didn't want to hear what he
knew she was going to tell him.

‘All right, Carys; what's gone on? Why is everything in the town so ... different? The whole
place is like Bradford-on-Crack. And why is everybody looking at me? Am I paranoid, or did
the whole damned world change overnight while | was asleep?"

'‘No," said Carys, her voice only a little amused. "You aren't being paranoid.’

'Oh, shit," said Toby, slumping in his seat. 'l could have coped with being paranoid. OK; hit
me with it, whatever it is.'

"You have become part of the magical world," said Carys, her dark eyes holding his. "You
have left Veritie and now you are in Mysterie, a place of marvels and wonders, banes and
malignancies. You are living in a much larger world now, Toby Dexter, by your own choice,
and you must widen your mind to accept it.'

'Is everyone here magical?' said Toby. 'Are you?'

'I'm more than magical. I'm older than the town. They call me the Waking Beauty, because
I never sleep. Ever.'

'‘Ah. So ... am | magical now?'

Carys looked at him hard. 'No.'



Toby nodded glumly. 'l thought not.'

'‘But you're not entirely real any more, either.' Carys frowned. "You have a foot in both
worlds. You could stay human, by returning to Veritie, or you could stay here and become
magical. You must make your own choice. But beware; whatever choice you eventually make
will have consequences: for you, for everyone. For all the worlds that be. You have become
important, you poor bastard! You met someone yesterday, someone of great significance.
Because of her, you are now aware of the magical world, and it is becoming aware of you.'

‘It was her,' said Toby. ‘Gayle. | should never have followed her through that door.'

'‘But you did, and that changed everything. You must pursue Gayle, for your destiny and
hers are now irrevocably linked. She won't like that any more than you, but destiny's often
funny that way. Gayle lives close by. I will give you directions. What happens next is up to
you.'

'l don't believe in destiny,' Toby said flatly.

"Tough. It believes in you.'

'OK," said Toby. 'I'll go and talk to her. What's her other name?'

'She is only what she is, whatever name she might be using. Hers is a most singular nature.'

'Ah. Am | supposed to understand any of that?"

'‘Not yet.'

'‘Well, what makes her so important?* said Toby, almost desperately. 'And what on earth
makes you think I might be important? I've never mattered much to anyone, not even myself.'

'Self-pity suits you,' said Carys. 'But you'll have to put it aside. It's too small an emotion for
what you are now.'

‘What am 1?*

Carys leaned forward, fixing Toby with her dark, bottomless gaze. "You are a focal point,
Toby Dexter. The patterns of fate surround you. Your role in things has been decided where
everything that matters is decided, in the Courts of the Immaterial. And neither you nor
anyone else has any say in the matter. The decisions you make in the next few days will be
vital, for all of us ... though | cannot see what or when or why. Which is in itself almost
unprecedented. Whatever's coming must be momentous indeed, if it is hidden even from me.’

‘Is this . . . going to be dangerous? For me?'

‘Very.'

'And there's no way out of it?'

Carys leaned back in her chair, her face suddenly guarded. Her bangles made soft, eerie
clanking sounds as she crossed her arms. "You could try to walk away from your fate; insist
on your humanity, at the cost of everything else. Few things are set in stone. But to walk
away from the role chosen for you would mean walking away from Gayle. You could never
see her, never speak to her again. Only you can decide how much that matters.'

Toby nodded slowly. 'Give me the directions. I'll go and talk to her. And then I'll decide . . .
what I'll decide.'

Carys smiled. Gayle turned out to be living almost literally just around the corner from the
Dandy Lion. Somehow Toby wasn't entirely surprised. He got to his feet, looked briefly at his
pint glass and then left it standing on the table. At the thought of meeting Gayle again, his
stomach was suddenly full of butterflies. Dancing. With clogs on.

'One last word of advice," said Carys. "You be careful around Gayle. She's more than she
appears. Hell; she's more than anyone appears.'

'‘But you're not going to tell me what, said Toby. 'I'm getting really tired of mysteries,
Carys. It was only by accident that | followed Gayle through that magic door of hers last
evening.'

"There are no accidents,’ said Carys Galloway, the Waking Beauty.

‘Some things are just meant to be. Now get out of here, and let the rest of us drink in peace.'



Meanwhile, back in the real world, in Veritie, where she lived entirely by choice, Gayle was
reluctantly getting out of her very comfortable bed. Thank the good Lord for snooze alarms.
She could sleep through or ignore one alarm, but half a dozen in a row would have had
Lazarus himself stomping out of his tomb to complain about the noise. Gayle stood naked
before her full-length bedroom mirror and thought, not for the first time, that she looked
pretty good, all things considered. Bit of a tummy, and the breasts weren't everything they
once were, but you could say that about a lot of things these days. The world turns, and we all
get just that little bit older. She pulled on a white silk wraparound, made a few half-hearted
stabs at doing something with her hair, and then decided it was far too early for shit like that.
She padded downstairs, stifling a yawn behind one elegant hand, and picked up the post and
the morning papers from the welcome mat.

The post was the usual junk mail and a handful of bills. Didn't these people have anything
better to do than pester her for the few paltry sums she owed them? Wasn't there a law against
demanding money with menaces? She'd get round to them. Eventually. When she damned
well felt like it. And as for the entirely unsolicited junk mail: You may already have won a
major prize! How about: You may already have felled irreplaceable rain forests, just to make
the paper this crap is printed on, dickhead? God help you if the South American Indians ever
discover voodoo. Maybe she should send them a few useful instructional books on the subject
... They really liked the last one, on how to make explosives out of everyday Kkitchen
products. She still got letters. Gayle sighed, and dropped the lot into a nearby waste-basket.

She took a quick look at the main headlines in the morning papers. Gayle took The Times,
the Guardian, and the Independent, covering the main political positions. She had no use for
tabloids. She wanted information, not gossip. If she really wanted to know who was sleeping
with whom, she'd ask Carys Galloway. The headlines were surprisingly quiet for once. Most
of them were still wittering on about the continuing weird weather, that might or might not be
the result of disturbances on the sun's surface. Gayle folded the Independent and tucked it
under her arm, and laid the others on the side table for later.

First things first. She went into the downstairs toilet, undid her wrap and settled herself
comfortably on the porcelain throne. (One good thing about not living with a man; you didn't
have to keep checking whether he'd left the seat up.) She opened the newspaper to the
political pages, supported the weight of the paper on her thighs, and sighed contentedly as she
felt the first stirrings in her bowels. Ah . . . Quality Time.

Afterwards, she considered breakfast. Normally all her meals were lengthy affairs. Gayle
liked to cook and she liked to eat, and breakfast was, after all, one of the most important
meals of the day. Everyone said that. Maybe sausage, bacon and eggs; a cholesterol special.
But the more she thought about it, the more she thought she'd better get dressed first. She
wasn't expecting anyone, but she had a strong feeling company was coming.

So, back to the bedroom. Gayle chose a long, dark green dress with a white leather belt;
comfortable, but still presentable. Flat shoes, no tights. It was Saturday, after all. Slap on
some basic make-up (heavy make-up was for women with no faces of their own), and then
attack her hair with a hairbrush until it sulkily assumed some shape and sense. She looked in
the mirror. She looked good. In fact, for this early on a Saturday morning, she looked damned
good. Relaxed, informal, chic. Heartbreaker, even. She laughed, blew a kiss at the mirror and
went downstairs again, humming an old Jacobean protest song. Whoever was coming to see
her, they'd better be worth it. By her own choice, Gayle didn't get many visitors. If she needed
to see someone, she paid them a visit, whether they wanted to see her or not. Humming quite
loudly now, she floated around her kitchen putting together a hearty, organic, free-range
breakfast. She laid the table for two, using the good crockery, and remembered to put the
milk in the milk jug. She made a good strong pot of tea, and stirred it briskly with the end of a



spoon. (Stir with a knife, stir in strife.) She stood back to take a look, and the doorbell rang,
right on cue. Gayle went to answer the door. Whoever it was, they'd better have a really good
reason for needing to see her.

Outside the front door, Toby was in serious danger of hyperventilating. His heart was
hammering in his chest, his breathing was short and rapid, and the butterflies in his stomach
were kicking the hell out of each other. He just hoped he wasn't sweating as well. Toby
always found meeting new people socially rather difficult. Especially if they were women.
Really attractive women he'd only worked up the courage to talk to yesterday. It didn't help
that she was, apparently, a for-real magical creature of great significance to one and all, and
that he and she were destined or fated or cursed to become involved with each other. Toby
wasn't at all sure how he felt about that. His life might not be much, but he liked to believe he
was in charge of it. He'd stopped along the way to buy half a dozen long-stemmed roses, for a
frankly extortionate price, and hoped they'd serve as a peace offering, at least to show that his
heart was in the right place.

How much longer before she was going to answer the bell? It had taken him ages to work
up the courage to press the bloody thing, and now she was taking for ever to answer it. He
debated whether to ring the bell again, but decided against it. It might make him seem
impatient, even aggressive. Not a good first impression. There was always the chance she
wasn't in. Who said Carys had to be infallible? Toby was almost relieved at the thought that
Gayle might be out. Then he wouldn't have to go through with . . . this. But all he had to do
was remember all those times he'd sat opposite her on the train . . . and the thought of meeting
her again brought a daft, happy smile to his lips and a spring to his heart.

The door opened suddenly, and there she was, even more beautiful than ever. The more
casual look suited her. And her mouth was every bit the perfect thing he'd thought it was.
Unfortunately, her mouth wasn't smiling at him. In fact, she was looking at him as though
trying to figure out what he might be selling. Toby tried to say hi, but his breath was still
trapped in his throat, so he thrust the roses at her, to speak for him. Gayle accepted the roses,
carefully avoiding the thorns.

'Oh, how nice," she said. "You killed some flowers for me.'

Her tone wasn't exactly what he'd been hoping for. In fact, for a moment Toby was sure she
was going to throw the roses back in his face, but she just sighed and stepped back, indicating
for him to come in with a jerk of her head. Toby stepped quickly forward into the narrow hall,
just in case she might change her mind. Gayle pushed the front door shut, and then headed
back into the house, leaving Toby to follow her. He looked quickly about him as he hurried to
keep up, trying to get some sense of Gayle's character from how she chose to live. The walls
were decorated with pretty flowered wallpaper, the furnishings were basic but elegant and the
carpeting had a cosy, worn-
down look. An old-fashioned barometer hanging on the wall was stuck on changeable. Toby
tapped the glass with a knuckle, but the needle didn't even quiver. Gayle went into the
kitchen, and Toby hurried after her.

The kitchen was bright and airy, morning sunlight streaming through the open window.
The walls were painted in pale pastel colours, and there were lots of polished wood surfaces.
The fittings were elegant, some old enough to be classified as antiques. There were large
posters on the walls, mostly of dolphins, swimming and frolicking in the open sea, and one
very large poster from Greenpeace, with the word peace crossed out, and war written in
above it in a large feminine hand. There were thick coloured candles, hanging wind chimes,
and pots and pans and crockery all neatly arranged on shelves. Toby was impressed. His
kitchen usually looked as though a grenade had gone off in it.

Gayle ran some water in her gleaming, spotless sink and put the roses into it. Then she sat



down at the breakfast table and gestured briskly for Toby to sit opposite her. There was a lot
of food laid out, as though she'd known he was coming. It was good food, and smelled
delicious, but Toby was so nervous and on edge by now that he couldn't have eaten a forkful
even if she'd put a gun to his head. It didn't help that he still couldn't think of anything to say
that wouldn't sound trite or forced or just plain simple-minded, and Gayle was still looking at
him expectantly, waiting for him to explain himself. For a long while they just sat and stared
at each other.

She really was beautiful. Toby thought of telling her that, but decided she probably already
knew. She wasn't beautiful like a fashion model or a film star, with that artificial, high-gloss
look, all the little imperfections carefully removed by computer. Gayle looked . . . utterly
female. Womanly, lovely, warm. As if he could curl up with her and be safe and happy for
ever. As if she was the other half of his life, and could finally make him complete. Sexy, but
in a calm, unhurried way. Confident, as though she no longer felt she had to prove anything.
In fact, for first thing on a Saturday morning, she looked pretty damned amazing. All of
which made Toby feel even more scruffy. His leather jacket creaked loudly as he shifted in
his seat, and for one horrible moment he thought he'd farted. He quickly took the jacket oil
and draped it over the back of his chair.

"You came to me from the magical world," Gayle said suddenly.

'When you passed through my door, you were translated back into reality. | felt it. How are
you finding the magical world?"

'‘Confusing.’

‘Understandable. | have always preferred to live in the real world as much as possible. Also
I usually prefer to keep my own company, in my time off. How did you find me?'

'Carys Galloway told me where you live.' Toby felt a little easier now they were on neutral
ground. 'She said | was a focal point. That you and | were fated to be together.' Once he'd
started talking he couldn't stop, and he actually blushed as he heard himself say the bit about
fate. It sounded appallingly arrogant. 'Fated to meet, | mean. This morning. Here.'

'If the Waking Beauty sent you here, then there must be a purpose to this meeting.' Gayle
frowned. 'Damn it. | really didn't need more complications just now. And focal points are
always trouble. For everyone.'

Toby almost jumped out of his skin as something brushed against his leg. He looked down
and found that a large tabby cat was rubbing itself against him with sensual thoroughness. He
smiled and reached down to scratch its head, and it purred loudly, pushing up against his
hand. Toby looked round the kitchen, and suddenly it seemed that the whole room was full of
cats. There had to be at least a dozen of them, of varying types and colours, all of them
looking rather . . . well, battered, really. Knocked about by life. Gayle smiled at them all.

' collect strays. They turn up out of nowhere, the products of bad lives and worse luck, and
I haven't the heart to turn them away. They come and they go, but there are always more to
replace those who leave. | seem to attract strays.' She looked at Toby, but he didn't get the
point. She sighed quietly. 'What do you want from me, Toby?"

Love. Sex. Walking hand in hand for the rest of our days, under a perfect blue sky, with all the birds
singing . . .

That was what Toby wanted to say, but he couldn't, so he played for time by looking round
the kitchen again. He couldn't believe how clean it was. His kitchen always looked . . . lived-
in. He noticed abruptly that there was a lacy black bra lying crumpled beside the sink where
his flowers were, and he looked quickly away, obscurely embarrassed. Gayle sighed again,
and poured him a cup of tea. It smelled sharp and clean, with a hint of herbs he didn't
recognise. He reached out to take the cup she handed him and there was a definite spark as
their fingers touched. Toby saw Gayle's eyes widen just a little, and knew she'd felt it too.
Neither of them said anything. Gayle busied herself with her cup. Toby sipped cautiously at



the steaming tea. It was delicious; probably didn't dare be anything else in a perfect Kitchen
like this. Toby studied the delicate china of the cup and saucer. It was decorated with an
intricate design of owls made out of flowers.

"You seem vaguely familiar,’ Gayle said finally. 'Did we ever meet before last night?'

'We take the same train home from Bath every evening,' said Toby. 'I've seen you lots of
times.'

Gayle shook her head. 'Sorry. Doesn't ring any bells.’

Toby felt disappointed and a little crushed, even though he'd always gone to great lengths
to avoid being noticed as he watched her. He felt somehow that she should have known.

'So/ he said, for want of anything else to say. 'What do you do, in Bath? What's your job?'

'I work at a centre for children with problems. It's privately funded. It's part refuge, part
surgery, part school. We get all kinds. Kids that are deaf or blind, handicapped, traumatised . .
. survivors of sexual abuse. Some have AIDS, some ADS.'

'‘ADS?'

'Attention Deficit Syndrome, or whatever the hell they're calling it this week. Kids too
bright for the system, who can't or won't fit in. They play havoc with normal teaching
systems, and disrupt classrooms, and the usual practice is to drug them up to the eyeballs.
Turn them into obedient little zombies. Which is understandable, they can be right little
bastards. But we try to channel their energies into more productive, more sociable patterns.
It's slow, hard work, but it has its rewards. Do you like children?'

'Yes, but I couldn't eat a whole one." Gayle laughed at that, almost despite herself, and they
shared a smile. Toby hurried on. 'l like kids in the abstract, but I don't have much practical
experience of them. I don't know if I'd have your kind of patience. Do you have . . . children
of your own?'

Gayle smiled. 'l like to think they're all my children. I care for them, help where | can, and
do my best never to give up on them. What do you do for a living, Toby?'

'‘Ah," said Toby, thinking quickly. 'I'm connected with publishing. On the retail side.
Interesting work. Look; can we please talk about what's going on? All the weird shit I've seen
today? What really happened last night? Why does the town I've lived in most of my life
suddenly seem so different? And please don't use the word magic again. | don't believe in
magic, or any of that stuff. I've read everything from The Golden Bough to Chariots of the
Gods, and I've never been convinced by any of it. Have | crossed over into some kind of
alternative dimension? That at least sounds scientific'

'Science arises out of the real world,' said Gayle, almost sympathetically. That isn't all there
is. The universe is much bigger than that. You can't think in such limited terms any more,
Toby.'

‘Let's start with last night,’ Toby said doggedly. 'There was a door, where there wasn't a
door before. We walked through it. Everything changed. How?'

'‘We were in the real world last evening,’ Gayle said patiently. "You and I, on the train, on
the platform. Then in the car park. It was raining. | was . . . impatient. So | opened a door,
between the real world and the magical world. Between Veritie and Mysterie. | can do that. |
have powers, responsibilities. | decided it wasn't raining in Mysterie, and so it wasn't.'

"You made the door appear. | thought there was no magic in the real world?'

Gayle nodded approvingly. "You're starting to catch on. There are doors everywhere:
natural fault-lines, fractures, between the two worlds. People like me, and now you, with a
foot in both worlds, can see these doors, these openings, and can pass through them. Some-
times people fall through by accident. There are many stories of people disappearing
suddenly. Look them up if you want. Down the centuries people have blamed the
disappearances on everything from fairy rings to UFOs. Anyway, the point is, you followed
me through the door | opened, and into Mysterie. You are now part of, and aware of, the



magical world, and it is becoming aware of you.'

‘What . . . were you, originally?' said Toby slowly. 'Real, or magical?'

'I've always been both," said Gayle, smiling. 'It's part of my nature. But I prefer to live in
the real world; it keeps me grounded. Still; don't you go thinking that what you and | have
done is in any way normal or ordinary. Usually the worlds are strictly separate, and people
are discouraged from travelling back and forth. Science and magic are never supposed to
meet, or interact.' She frowned, choosing her words carefully. ‘Magic isn't illusion. Mysterie
is the reality beyond the reality you know, the world from which your world unfolds. Veritie,
the real world, is the subtler of the two realms.’

'So which came first?' said Toby. 'Veritie or Mysterie?"

'‘Which came first, you or your shadow?' said Gayle. 'They're just two aspects of the same
thing. Look, you're getting the Easy Readers version here. You're not ready to go wading too
deep into philosophical waters. People have been deliberating the nature of these and other
realms for countless centuries. There is no rule book, no instruction manual. We live in our
own worlds, and we learn by doing. I'm just trying to explain enough to keep you out of
trouble. Mysterie is a much more dangerous world than Veritie.'

She stopped, and looked at him silently with her dark, all-seeing eyes. Toby never once
considered looking away. Gayle sighed again.

Toby, | couldn't help but notice the way you've been looking at me, and I have to tell you,
it's not going to happen. You mustn't fall in love with me. Trust me on this. There are reasons
why not. Good reasons.'

Toby just grinned. 'Too late: I'm yours. | fell in love with you the first time | saw you, and
that was months ago. You might as well ask a salmon not to swim upstream, or a butterfly to
change back into a caterpillar. It's a done thing.'

'I'm just trying to prevent you from getting hurt. You don't know what you're getting into.'

‘I know all about being hurt,’ said Toby. 'I've been hurt by experts, and I'm still here. Sorry;
that sounded self-pitying, and | do try not to be. What | meant was, I'm not afraid of wading
into deep, dark emotional waters.'

"You don't understand, Toby.' Gayle steepled her fingers under her chin, and looked at him
almost sadly. 'Do you remember all those old folk tales and songs, about mortal men falling
for magical women and coming to sad, horrible ends? Those songs were written about
women like me as a warning, to save men from themselves. I'm much older than I look, Toby,
and there is more to me than you could ever hope to understand. Mortal must not love
immortal.’

'‘And vice versa?'

"You're determined not to listen, aren't you? Let me say this as plainly as | can, Toby
Dexter. You seem a nice enough sort, but I don't love you, I don't fancy you and I never will.
We can't even have enough in common to be friends. You should never have followed me
through that door. But now you're here, let's talk about why the Waking Beauty saw fit to
send you to me. | take that very seriously. Focal points can be dangerous to all concerned, if
they're not properly directed. In fact, that's the only reason | haven't kicked you out already.
You and your damned roses and your sweet, helpless smile. | have been here before, and it's
never ended well. Will you please stop smiling at me! | don't need a big clumsy puppy dog
getting under my feet and cluttering up my lifel’

'So you're not going to throw me out?' said Toby, blithely ignoring everything he didn't
want to hear.

Gayle had to smile. "You're a trier, aren't you? Forget that, and concentrate on what
matters. The Waking Beauty did say you were a focal point? You couldn't have been
mistaken?'

'‘No. It's one of the few things | am sure about.'



‘Damn. Focal points mean change. Often involving violent upheavals in the way the worlds
run. Whatever happens, you're not going to be popular, Toby.'

‘Well, who decided | was going to be a focal point?' demanded Toby, just a little
plaintively. 'No one asked me. I didn't get to vote on it. Isn't there anywhere we can go to ask
for a recount, or something?'

'‘Not if you like living,' said Gayle, thinking hard. 'We're dealing with the immaterial here .
. . the higher realities, the shimmering realms, the Courts of the Holy. You really don't want
to go there. Especially not with your attitude. No; it's up to us to try to figure out why you're
so important, or why you're going to be. Focal points can bring about change by their actions,
or inaction, or simply by interacting with others. The reasons usually only become clear in
retrospect, after everything's gone to hell in a handcart and we're all busy trying to pick up the
pieces.'

‘But. .. I'm just me!" Toby protested. 'l don't feel any different. I certainly don't feel at all
powerful.'

"That's the worst kind," said Gayle darkly. 'The subtle ones. You'd better come with me, and
meet some of the movers and shakers in this town. Maybe between us we can figure out what
you're supposed to do, or be, so we can either defuse you, or at least point you in the right
direction so you do the least possible damage. You're going to have to stick close to me for a
while.'

'Suits me," said Toby, trying not to grin too widely.

'Please don't smile like that. You don't have a single clue what's lying in wait for you.

There are forces in Mysterie who would quite cheerfully rip your guts out if they knew you

existed, just to keep you from upsetting their precious status quo. Come on; finish your tea.

We're going visiting. Try to make a good impression. You're going to need friends and

allies if you're to survive long enough to do whatever it is you're supposed to do.'

"This is Saturday,’ Toby said firmly. 'l am not putting on a suit and tie for anyone. Besides;
good impressions aren't exactly what | do best. With me, what you see is pretty much what
you get.'

'Oh hell, said Gayle. 'In that case, we're in real trouble.'

'‘Cheer up,' said Toby. 'l can pretend to be civilised, if | have to. What I can't take seriously
is the idea that anything I might do could possibly change the world. Worlds. Now don't look
at me like that; I am taking your warnings seriously. There are people out there who want to
kill me. Got it.'

'‘Not necessarily people,’ said Gayle.

'All right; that's scary. But it was my decision to follow you through the door, and |
wouldn't take it back if I could. I wanted to meet you, and be with you, and here I am. That's
all that matters. You really are rather special, you know.'

Trust me,' said Gayle. "You have no idea how special.' She stopped and looked at him
thoughtfully, appraisingly. ‘Toby . . . there are alternatives. You're only in danger as long as
you remain a focal point. And you can only be that here, in the magical world. I could make
you forget everything. | could send you back through the door into reality, into Veritie, back
to where you belong. You'd just wake up in your own bed, a little later than usual, and
remember none of this. You could resume your old life, an ordinary man in an ordinary
world. Safe from the burden of destiny, no longer a threat to the powers that be.'

'Go back to my old life?' said Toby. 'lI'd rather die. And it would mean forgetting you,
wouldn't it? | won't do that. You're the only special, beautiful thing that ever came into my
life; and I'd rather die than give that up. | didn't choose to fall in love with you; I just looked
at you one day on the train and that was it, done. I've never felt about anyone the way | feel
about you. And just when I was beginning to think that love was something that happened to
other people. Giving you up would be like giving up the only part of my life that matters.



You can't make me forget, can you? You need my consent. And | don't give it.'

"You do like the sound of your own voice, don't you?' said Gayle. 'I've never met a man that
didn't. I could warn you till I'm blue in the face, and you still wouldn't hear a damn thing you
didn't want to. Listen to me, Toby; please. You don't matter to me, except for the danger you
represent. | don't love you. I never will. But no, you're right. | can't make you forget. It would
be the safest, sanest thing to do, but there's no arguing with a man who thinks he's in love.
Just remember, when everything's gone to shit and I've had to abandon you to die horribly for
the sake of both worlds, | did offer.’

‘Why offer, if you don't care for me?'

'‘Because | am more than | seem. | have responsibilities. Even to complete idiots who won't
be told what's best for them.'

‘It's more than that,’ said Toby remorselessly. 'l can hear it in your voice.'

'All right!" Gayle threw her hands up in the air. 'l collect strays. It's a weakness of mine. But
in the end you mean no more to me than some sad old torn with fleas and a chewed-up ear.
You've got about as much sense. Why risk your life, your security, to be a focal point, when
you're incapable of understanding what that means, and what it's worth, if anything? There's
no guarantee that anything good will come of this, especially for you.'

"You're cute when you're angry,' said Toby. 'Don't hit me! Look; don't think this is entirely
about you. I've never been important before. Just once, | need to feel that I'm worth
something, that what | do matters. That's worth dying for. Hell; that's worth living for.'

‘Let me ask you a serious question,’ said Gayle. 'What value do you think one ordinary man
can have in a magical world? What can one mortal man bring to the affairs of immortals?'

'‘Beats me,' said Toby. 'Maybe whoever chose me to be a focal point knows the answer. Or
maybe we're supposed to work it out for ourselves.'

Gayle sighed heavily, and looked down into her empty teacup for a long time. Toby let her.
It meant he could adore her beauty uninterrupted, while at the same time concentrate on
ignoring the sinking feeling in his stomach. He felt more and more that he had just jumped in
at the deep end in lead-lined boots, and that someone had thrown a shark in after him. For all
his brave words, he wasn't at all sure he was doing the right thing. The thought that there were
people, and perhaps things not at all people, who would cheerfully kill him just for existing,
scared the crap out of him. Part of him wanted to go straight home, hide under the bed and not
come out until it was all safely over. But he'd meant what he said. Gayle mattered more to
him than his own safety, and perhaps even his life. Love could be a hard old bitch,
sometimes.

Love was supposed to come to you when you were a teenager, when both of you were
already half crazy anyway, driven out of your heads by raging hormones and ready to do six
irresponsible things before breakfast. When you had your best years still ahead of you, and
lots of time to learn from your mistakes. It shouldn't barge its way into your life when you're
well into your thirties, and used to the idea that you're always going to be alone. But this, all
of it, was what he'd dreamed of, prayed for, wanted so desperately for so many years: his
dreams come true. So; suck it in, square your shoulders, take a deep breath and get on with it.
Because anything was better than going back to his old, nothing, nowhere life.

And if he had to fall hard for someone, he was just glad it was someone as beautiful and
special as Gayle. It would be nice if she cared something for him, just a little bit. But then,
you couldn't have everything.

Tell me," Gayle said suddenly, fixing him with her gorgeous eyes so that his heart jumped
in his chest again. 'Have you ever had any kind of supernatural experience before? Seen
anything strange, encountered anything you couldn't explain in safe, rational terms?'

"You mean before today?'

'Of course before today.'



Toby thought hard. All kinds of people came into Gandalf's bookshop, looking for all kinds
of books, some of them so esoteric they had to be ordered specially from foreign publishers.
Some of the stranger tomes even came with little locks and keys. Toby had always been
willing to listen while these people talked, but he'd never taken any of it particularly
seriously. In all his life he'd never once seen a ghost, or had a strange feeling in an old
building. He'd never seen a UFO or a black helicopter, or one of those big feral cats that were
supposed to roam the countryside. He'd never got a message on a Ouija board, never
experienced deja vu, and never once been abducted by little grey aliens keen to play amateur
proctologist - even though there was practically an epidemic of those, according to what he
read in the papers. No: for Toby the world had always been a simple, sane and boringly
normal place.

Until now.

Since it obviously meant so much to Gayle, he tried hard to think of something to say.
There had been that time in Sally in the Wood, that long, winding road leading down a steep
hill through the great swathe of ancient forest on the Wiltshire and Somerset border. The area
had long been said to be haunted by the ghost of an old gypsy woman called Sally. There was
one particular sharp curve on the hill, where cars and lorries were always shooting out over
the edge and into the long drop, despite all the warning signs, crash barriers and its infamous
reputation. An accident black spot, said some. Sally, said others, usually in a hushed voice, as
though Someone might be listening.

And once, just once, coming back from a party in Bath in the early hours, in the back of
someone's car, Toby could have sworn he saw . . . something, standing in the trees at the side
of the road, in the woods, a tall dark shadow with eyes brighter than any eyes had a right to
be. Toby was drunk, and by the time he had roused himself to say something, the car had
swept past the corner and left it behind and the shape, or the shadow, or whatever it had been,
was gone.

Toby related all this to Gayle, and looked at her hopefully, but she was already shaking her
head. 'It's hardly the Blair Witch Project, is it? Much more likely you saw a deer. There are
still a few running wild around there, mostly because they've learned to stay out of the road
when there are cars around.' She sighed again and shook her head. Toby was getting really
tired of that sigh. She looked him straight in the eye and her expression softened. 'l know this
is hard for you, Toby, thrown in the deep end without warning, but you can't get away with
just treading water. There are bad things in the water with you. There are forces and
influences in the magical world, and it's best to tread softly so as not to wake them. Especially
in Bradford-on-Avon, a town with far too much past for its own good. | think we'd better start
our grand tour right now, while the Waking Beauty is the only one that's noticed you. in fact,
I think we'll start with her. Maybe she can talk some sense into you.'

She frowned suddenly, and her gaze turned inwards. 'I'd been planning to make the rounds
soon, anyway. There have been strange currents and dark undertows in the ether just recently.
Maybe you're the disturbance everyone has been sensing . . . Damn! Everything's such a
mess! Why did | give in to such a stupid impulse, to open a door between the worlds just to
get out of the rain? What was | thinking of? And how the hell did | manage to avoid seeing
you standing there? I'm always so careful . . .’

Toby shrugged happily. 'Carys said there are no accidents. That some things are meant to
be.'

Gayle looked at him. 'Now that really is bullshit.'
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They left the house together, after Gayle had spent a certain amount of time looking for her
good coat and her mobile phone, decided she didn't need either of them after all, checked her
appearance in two different mirrors and finally bustled out without looking back to see
whether Toby was following. She waited impatiently for him to step out of the front door, and
then slammed it hard, making sure the lock had caught properly. You can't be too careful
these days, she muttered, and Toby nodded solemnly. Determined as he was to keep in her
good graces, at that point he would have agreed to anything, up to and including his own
evisceration, provided it wasn't too imminent. He was also observing her closely, without
being too obvious about it. The door they'd just passed through was supposed to translate
them out of Veritie and back into Mysterie, though Toby couldn't honestly say he'd felt
anything, and he was curious to see if Gayle would look any different now, as Carys
Galloway had in the shadowy corner of the Dandy Lion. But no; she still looked exactly the
same: utterly magnificent. Gayle caught him looking at her, and smiled briefly.

'‘What were you expecting? That I'd suddenly sprout wings and a halo, or horns and a tail?
This is me, Toby, whatever world I'm in. I've put a lot of thought into my appearance, and it
hasn't changed for centuries.'

Toby raised an eyebrow. 'Centuries?'

"Yes. Now do you begin to understand why there can never be anything between us?'

'I've always preferred the more mature woman," Toby said calmly.

‘Especially when she looks as good as you. Tell me about these doors of yours, that allow us
to pass between the worlds. How does that work, exactly?'

‘It works because | want it to,' said Gayle. 'If only people could be so reliable. Now follow
me.'

"To the ends of the earth and back again, and all points in between. Where are we going?'
'First, to the Dandy Lion." Gayle glared at Toby. 'If only to find out why Carys Galloway
thought it necessary to inflict you on me. She'd better have a really good reason, or I'll hit her

with a rain of frogs again.'

'She was very insistent that we needed to meet,’ Toby said diffidently. 'l didn't have to bribe
her, or anything. She gave me the distinct impression that she knows something about what's
going on here.'

'Oh, Carys always knows what's going on,' said Gayle, setting off down the street at a fast
pace, her long legs striding away as though half hoping she could leave Toby behind. He
stuck close to her elbow, so she couldn't slip suddenly into a side alley and lose him. Gayle
scowled, looking straight ahead. "The problem with Carys is getting straight answers out of
her. She does so love to hint and tease, and play at being mysterious. | think she was an oracle
once, and she's never got over it. Well, she'll talk straight to me or I'll bounce her off the
nearest wall till her ears bleed. Don't dawdle, Toby. If you really are what you're supposed to
be, we're going to have to cover a lot of ground this morning, and | don't want to miss my
soaps this afternoon.’

With Gayle striding away as if she was in a race, and Toby hurrying to keep up with her, it
didn't take them long to reach the Dandy Lion. Gayle barged straight through the swing doors
and then stopped so abruptly it was all Toby could do to keep from bumping into her. He
peered over her shoulder to see what the hold-up was, and was astonished to see that



everyone in the now silent pub was staring openly at Gayle. As Toby watched, they all fell to
one knee and bowed their heads to her. She could have been their love, their queen, their
goddess. None of them looked afraid. Most looked radiantly happy, eyes filling with tears of
joy. Some were actually wringing their hands. Gayle slowly shook her head and moved
forward into the bar.

There was awe and wonder on every face as she approached them,
open joy that she should be gracing them with her presence. A few were actually weeping, as
though they'd never thought to see such a day. It occurred to Toby that he should feel jealous,
but the emotions beating on the air in the crowded bar were just too big, too overwhelming to
be any threat to the simple everyday feelings in his heart. Everyone here clearly loved her,
but as they'd love a Pope, or a saint. They worshipped what she was, rather than who, and
Toby had to wonder if perhaps he would worship her too, once he finally found out what
Gayle really was.

It wasn't a comfortable thought.

Gayle advanced slowly, with Toby all but forgotten behind her, and people came forward
to greet her in quiet, reverential tones. Some tried to kiss her hand, or the hem of her dress,
but she wouldn't let them. She was polite but firm, and no one tried to argue with her. Some
looked curiously at Toby, obviously wondering what the hell a scruff like him was doing with
someone like her, but no one said anything. Which was just as well, as right then Toby was
damned if he could have justified his presence. It felt a bit like he'd wandered into a urinal at
the Vatican, and looked round to find the Pope splashing his boots beside him. Whoever or
whatever Gayle might be, Toby just knew he was well out of his depth.

But then, that was true with most women, where Toby was concerned, and especially with
Gayle. It was a bit like finding out that your blind date was actually Madonna.

Finally Gayle shooed away the last of her admirers, and drew up a chair opposite Carys
Galloway, still sitting in her dark corner under the stairs. Toby pulled up another chair, and
sat down beside Gayle. She didn't look at him. Behind them, the buzz of conversation in the
bar slowly started up again.

"This is why | prefer to stay real,’ said Gayle. 'l love them, of course, I care for them all; but
I do hate it when they get so clingy. Carys, talk to me. Why did you presume to send love's
young dream here to see me? What's going on that | don't know about? And why am | so
absolutely sure that I'm not going to like the answers you're about to give me?'

‘We can't all bury our heads in the sand,’ said Carys, utterly unmoved by Gayle's presence
or the roughness of her manner. ‘Some of us take our responsibilities seriously. I've never
understood why you limit yourself to being human, when you could be so much more. When
you could be doing so much more. It's perverse. If | had your power, your capacities . . .'

"You'd interfere far too much," Gayle said flatly. 'It's a human world now, so let the
humans run it. | have abdicated.' She looked sharply at Toby, and he almost jumped in his
seat. Her voice was calm and cool as she spoke to him, as though he was a stranger. 'The
trouble with the Waking Beauty is that she could have been so much more, but she never
had the nerve. Could have been a repository for a whole people's history, but settled for
being a gossip and an agony aunt. Even | don't know how old she really is. Certainly she's
been around far longer than any human has a right to be. She lives here, in Bradford-on-
Avon, because more ley lines cross in this place than in any other part of the British Isles.
She subsists on the tiny amount of energy she's able to draw from the lines of power, like a
happy little parasite.’

‘Ley lines," Toby said tentatively. 'I've heard of those. Invisible lines of force that criss-
cross Britain, following the ancient roads?'

"The roads follow the ley lines," said Carys. The lines are older than man, older than any
civilisation. They were here before us, and they'll still be here when we are all gone. And



the power they carry dwarfs anything your modern science could produce. It's because so
many lines converge on this town that it's so special. Such power and possibilities attract
magical beings of all ranks and station. Things are possible here that are only dreamed of in
the great cities of the world. And that's why | stay here. Why travel, when all the wisdom
and wonders of the world will come to me?'

'If these lines are invisible," Toby said cunningly, 'how can you be sure they're really
there at all?'

Gayle turned to him, her face suddenly cold and expressionless. ‘Do you want to see
them?'

‘No!' Carys said urgently. "You mustn't do this! He isn't ready! He's only human, damn
you!'

'He wants to see them,' said Gayle. 'He needs to know what he's getting into. Take your
first step into a larger world, Toby.'

Her left hand slammed down on top of Toby's right, where it rested on the table, and before
he even had a chance to enjoy the contact, ta sudden force tore through him, swift and
merciless. His back straightened with a snap, his head jerked up and his breath caught in his
chest between inhale and exhale. A horrid relentless pressure built behind his eyes, as though
trying to force them forward out of their sockets. Toby cried out in shock and hurt, but
couldn't even hear his own voice. He tried to pull his hand away, but Gayle, implacable, held
it in place. His whole body was rigid now, his muscles stretched so tight they screamed. He
felt a sudden helpless horror, of something huge and unendurable bearing down on him. His
teeth were chattering, his mouth stretched in a mirthless grin, and still the pressure built
behind his eyes, until finally it swept forward, through his eyes, and Toby saw what had been
hidden from him.

The lines of light were everywhere, great beams of shimmering blue-white, blasting
through buildings and furniture and people, unseen and unnoticed, burning with so much
naked energy they were almost impossible to look at directly. Never beginning, never-ending,
criss-crossing in a lattice of unworldly energies, it was like looking at the building blocks of
the world, the lines on God's architectural plans. Beautiful and terrifying and utterly alien, the
light was so bright Toby could almost hear it, the lines so powerfully present he could almost
feel them. It was light to make the stars seem dim, beautiful enough to make the rainbow
nothing more than a gaudy smudge. And they burned him, inside and out, like a moth held in
a flame.

Ley lines.

Gayle took her hand away, and the lines were gone. The everyday world crashed back in
upon Toby, and he slumped in his chair, shuddering all over. He slowly turned his head and
looked at Gayle. Sweat ran down his face and dripped from his chin.

'How could you do that to me?' he said, his voice rough with shock and pain. "You didn't
have to do that to me.'

'Yes | did,’ said Gayle, meeting his gaze unflinchingly. "You only think you know what
you're getting into; what just being around me can cost you.'

‘I won't leave,' said Toby. 'No matter how much you hurt me.'

‘Wonderful,' said Gayle. "You know, if I'd wanted a stalker, I'd have advertised. Toby; |
collect stray cats, not puppy dogs. I'm sorry you were hurt, but I'll hurt you again if you stay.
It's inevitable. I'm just trying to spare you further suffering.'

'I've been alone most of my life,’ said Toby. "You don't know a damn thing about suffering.
Don't you care about my feelings at all?'

'‘No,' said Gayle. 'l told you; I hate it when they get all clingy.'

She looked back at Carys, whose scow! had deepened. "You are cruel,’ said the Waking
Beauty.



‘Cruel to be kind," said Gayle. 'Be grateful you only got a glimpse of the lines, Toby. You
have seen what links the material and the immaterial worlds, what holds existence together.
It is said that if you could see the source and origin of those lines, see from where and what
they draw their power, the sight alone would blast the reason from your mind.' She
hesitated, and then offered Toby a neatly folded handkerchief. 'Here. Wipe your face. It's
wet.'

‘I know." Toby mopped clumsily at his sweat-covered face with an unsteady hand, and
then gave back the hanky. 'So; have you ever seen the source of the ley lines?"

‘No, she hasn't,' said Carys. ‘Neither have I. I don't know anyone of the material planes
who has, and survived it. Some mysteries are hidden even from the greatest of us, and it's
best we don't ask why, for our own protection and peace of mind.'

'‘We don't know everything,' said Gayle. 'Which is just as well, really. Think how boring
life would be, if there were no more surprises.’

‘Some surprises | can do without,' Toby said darkly. 'From now on, keep your hands to
yourself. Though I never thought I'd hear myself saying that. My eyes feel like they've been
scoured with wire wool.'

‘Very well,' said Gayle. 'Let's get back to business. You've been very free with your
advice just lately, Carys Galloway. Why don't you tell Toby all about yourself. Who and
what you are, and why your words are worth listening to. And maybe along the way I'll
remember some reason why | shouldn't make you rue your distant birth, for interfering in
my affairs. Pay attention, Toby. It's a cautionary tale.'

'I'm older than I look," Carys said to Toby, ignoring Gayle with admirable thoroughness.
'I'm older than the town, older than the races that have lived in it; so old the very language |
spoke as a child no longer exists. Britons, Romans, Celts, Saxons and Normans have come
and gone, and | was here before and after all of them. But I have paid a terrible price for my
longevity. | cannot sleep. Cannot, dare not, sleep or dream or really rest. | don't sleep because
something is waiting for me in my sleep. It waits for me, on the other side of consciousness,
and ¢ if ever | weaken and allow myself to sleep or doze even for a moment, it will be there,
and it will take me at last.'

‘What is it that's waiting for you?' said Toby. 'Death?'

Carys laughed briefly. 'If it were just death, | wouldn't be half as scared. No, it's something

worse than death. Something from my ancient past, old and awful and unrelenting. My

longevity must be paid for and promises must be kept. I'm always tired, Toby. Always.

Weary, even to my bones. | can't remember what it was like to be able to sit down and

relax, to close my eyes and rest. | must always be alert, ready, prepared.’

"Then die, said Gayle. 'l can help you, if you like. One time pays for all. And material
contracts have no power in the immaterial realms.’

‘I can't die yet,' Carys said immediately. 'Not when there's still so much left to see.' She
smiled at Toby, suddenly seeming a lot younger. "When you've been around as long as | have,
you can't help hearing things, interesting things. Bradford-on-Avon is an open book to me,
and has been for centuries. | know all its history, the light and the dark, the official records
and the secret deals, the sacred and the profane. I've seen a lot of it first-hand. Because of who
and what | am, | can exist in both worlds, the real and the magical. Everyone in Veritie just
accepts my presence, and never even thinks to question it; though generations of families
have known my company down the years. I'm here because I've always been here, and no one
ever thinks beyond that point. It's part of my nature. Luckily I don't show up on recording
devices. | think I'm too weird for them.

"There have always been people here, and | have seen them come and go. Go back two and
a half thousand years, and there were people living here. Before there was a town, there was
an Iron Age settlement; five centuries before the Christ was born, to save or damn the world.



A dark and ugly kind they were; savage and brutal and tenacious, maintaining a community
in defiance of all that the elements could throw at them. | was there. | remember them. | saw
them dance and sacrifice to things best forgotten, in the name of survival.

"The Romans wiped out such unhealthy worship when they finally arrived, though they had
their secrets too. No one in the city of Bath now remembers why the old spa baths were
originally built, but I do. It's still down there somewhere, sleeping. | remember when the
Saxon armies drove the last Celtic forces out of this area, and named this town bradanford, or
broad ford. They kept the old Celtic word for river, though: afon.

‘I have seen men butcher each other on the hills surrounding this town, seen the river run

red with blood, for good reasons and bad. But | have seen wonders and miracles too, as the

town has grown down the centuries, acquiring grace and hope and civilisation. | have seen

it all ... but never been part of it. For all my longevity, | have never been a force or a

power. Never been able to fight the shadows or embrace the light, protect the innocent or

punish the wicked. | watch and | remember, and | forget nothing - it is my blessing and my
curse. For every joy and every pain | ever knew is as fresh to me now as the first time |
experienced it. | am the town, its history and its legend. So when | tell you Something Bad
is coming, you listen, Gayle.'

'‘Something bad is always coming,' said Gayle. 'But the world goes on turning. Are you the
oldest human being, Carys?'

The Waking Beauty frowned. 'l don't know . . . there's always Tommy Squarefoot.'

'Yes, but he's a Neanderthal.'

'‘Don't try to distract me!" snapped Carys. "You came here to talk to me, so listen! I don't
normally pay much attention to the future or the past. | try to concentrate on the present.
Otherwise I'd lose my focus and be twice as crazy as | already am. And for all my fascination
with gossip, | usually keep important information 