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DRI NKI NG M DNI GHT W NE
SI MON R GREEN

Bradf ord-on-Avon is a real town, with a real history.
Most of the places described in this book really exist,
as does much of the history.

Anyt hi ng el se..

There is a world beyond the world; a place of magics and nysteries, evils and enchant nments,
marvel s and wonders. And you are never nore than a breath away fromall of it. Open the right
door, wal k down the wong street, and you can find waiting for you every dream you ever had,
including all the bad ones. Secrets and nysteries will open thenselves to you, if sonmething nore
or less than human doesn't find you first. Magic is real, and so are gods and nonsters.

There is a world beyond the world. But sone things never change.

ONE

VWHEN LI VES COLLI DE

Br adf ord-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 Engl and, many ki nds of people have lived in Bradford-on-Avon down the centuries, and sone 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 officia
histories. In this small county town, far and far fromthe seat of those who Iike to think they
run things, the fate of two worlds will be decided, by one ordinary nan who dares to | ove a wonman
who is so nuch nore than she seens.

She was there on the train again that evening, in her usual seat - the woman with the nost perfect
mouth in the world. Not too wide and not too snmall, not too thin and not full with the artificial
pl unpness of injected collagen or surgically inplanted tissues fromcows' buttocks. Just a
wonderful ly warm and inviting mouth, exactly the right shade of deep red that nade the fuller
lower lip |look soft and tender and touchable. Toby Dexter wasn't usually preoccupi ed with nouths,
as opposed to the nore prom nent curves of a worman's body, but there was sonething special about
this one, and he liked to ook at it and wonder what it nmight sound like, if he ever worked up the
courage to introduce hinself and start up a conversation.

Toby was travelling hone fromwork on the 18.05 train, heading back to Bradford-on-Avon after a
hard day's work in the fanmobus Georgian city of Bath. It was a tribute to that city's relentless
public relations nachine that he always added the prefix Georgi an whenever he thought of Bath,
though the city was of course much ol der. The Ronmans built their fanpbus baths there, that stil
stand today. They did other things there too, sone of themquite appalling, in the nane of the
Serpent's Son; but you won't hear about those fromthe tourist board. CGeorgian society nade
visiting the baths the very height of fashion, and that was what people preferred to renmenber now.
The past is what we nake it, if we know what's good for us. Now, at the begi nning of the twenty-
first century, Bath is a busy, bustling, prosperous nodern city, and Toby was al ways 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 comuters home to Freshford, Avoncliff, Bradford-on-Avon and Trowbridge. Packed
shoul der to shoul der, perched on hard seats or |eaning against the closed automatic doors, men and
wonen forced into physical proximty concentrated on reading their books and magazi nes and eveni ng
papers, so they wouldn't have to talk to each other. The seats were fiendi shly unconfortabl e:
there was no roomto stretch your |egs, and anyone who felt |ike swinging a cat would have cl ubbed
hal f a dozen people to death before he'd even nanaged a decent wind-up. It was a hot and sweaty
sunmmrer evening, and the interior of the long carriage was |like a steam bath. Toby didn't think
he'd nention it to G eat Western Railways. They'd just call it a design feature, and charge him
extra for the privil ege.

Toby was pretending to read an unauthorised X-Files tie-in edition of dubious veracity and
unconceal ed paranoia, while secretly studying the wonman with the perfect nouth 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 al nost enough to lull himto sleep,
safe in the arnms of the train, but he fought it off. Dozing on a train always left himwth a
stiff neck and a dry nouth, and there was al ways the danger he'd sleep past his stop. And you
couldn't rely on any of this bunch to wake you up. Toby | ooked briefly around himat the neat mnen
in their neat suits, with bulging briefcases and tightly knotted ties, no doubt listlessly
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consi dering another endl ess day of shuffling papers fromone pile to another... and soneti nes back
again. Deadly dull people |leading deadly dull lives... Toby envied all of them because at | east
they had some ki nd of purpose.

Toby worked at Gandal f'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 ot her assistants were pleasant conpany, and the shop itself was
full of interesting nooks and crannies and intriguing out-of-print treasures. CGandal f's consisted
of four sprawling floors, connected by old, twi sting stairways and the occasi onal hi dden passage
It was an old building, possibly even Georgian, with many unexpected draughts, and floors that
creaked loudly as you wal ked on them despite the thick carpeting. And everywhere you went, there
was the conforting snell of books; of paper and glue and nusky | eather bindings, of history and
dreams conpressed into handy vol unes.

Every wall was covered with shelves, packed tightly with books on every subject under the sun, and
a few best not nentioned in polite conpany. There were standi ng displays and dunp bins and
revolving wire stands, filled with nore know edge, entertai nment and general weird shit than any
man could read in one lifetine. Gandalf's prided itself on catering for every taste and interest,
fromthe | atest paperback best-sellers to obscure philosophical discourses bound in goatskin. From
science to nysticism Gothic romances to celebrity biographies, fromaronmatherapy to creative
knitting to erotic feng shui, you could be sure of finding something unexpected in every genre, on
any subj ect.

Gandal f' s had books on everything, including a fewit shouldn't. The shop's owner was fearless,
and woul d stock anyt hing he thought people wanted. There'd been a certain anbunt of controversial
publicity just recently, when the owner refused to stop stocking the new English translation of

t he i nfamous Necronom con, 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 Necronomnicon, just out of curiosity, but found the dry prose style
unreadabl e and the illustrations frankly baffling. People were still paying twenty quid a copy

t hough, 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 nuch nore taken with The Joy of Frogs, a sex nmanua
where all the illustrations featured cartoon frogs going at it in unusual and inventive ways. Sone
custonmer had ordered the book over the phone, but so far hadn't worked up enough courage to cone
in and pick it up. Just as well, really - the shop's staff had pretty rmuch worn the book out

bet ween them One had even nade notes. The real noney still came fromthe never-endi ng turnover of
brand- name best-sellers: Stephen King, Terry Pratchett, J. K Rowing and whoever the hell it was
who wote those marvel |l ous children's fantasies about Bruin Bear and the Sea Coat.

The only thing Toby really disliked about his current occupation was having to get up so damed
early in the norning. He lived alone, in a characterl ess seni -detached he'd inherited from an
uncl e, and nost nornings his bed felt like a wonb. He'd had to put his alarmclock 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 bow of Al-Bran (notto: eat our cereal and the world wll
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 m ght be
up and about, but the brain still wasn't ready to commt itself.

Though he'd never admit it, Toby quite |liked wal king through the town first thing in the norning
Down the seemingly endl ess Trow bridge Road, with its ranks of terraced houses with their bul gi ng
bay wi ndows and gabl ed roofs on one side and old stone houses on the other, each one al nost
bursting with proud individuality. The street was nostly enpty that early in the day, and there
was hardly any traffic as yet. The town was still waking up, and only early risers |ike Toby
Dexter got to see her with a cigarette in the corner of her nouth and no rmake-up on. Down the hill
and turn sharp left, past the old al nshouses, and there was the railway station, supposedly

desi gned by |sanbard Ki ngdom Brunei hinself, on a day when he clearly had a | ot of other things on
his mnd. So far it had successfully resisted all attenpts at nodernisation, and the snmall nonitor
screens offering up-to-date train information had been carefully tucked away in corners so as not
to detract fromthe building' s anbi ence. The occasional deadly dull lives... Toby envied all of
them because at | east they had some kind of purpose.

Toby worked at Gandal f'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 ot her assistants were pleasant conpany, and the shop itself was
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full of interesting nooks and crannies and intriguing out-of-print treasures. Gandal f's consisted
of four sprawling floors, connected by old, twi sting stairways and the occasi onal hi dden passage
It was an old building, possibly even Georgian, with many unexpected draughts, and floors that
creaked loudly as you wal ked on them despite the thick carpeting. And everywhere you went, there
was the conforting snell of books; of paper and glue and nusky | eather bindings, of history and
dreams conpressed into handy vol unes.

Every wall was covered with shelves, packed tightly with books on every subject under the sun, and
a few best not nentioned in polite conpany. There were standi ng displays and dunp bins and
revolving wire stands, filled with nore know edge, entertai nment and general weird shit than any
man could read in one lifetine. Gandalf's prided itself on catering for every taste and interest,
fromthe | atest paperback best-sellers to obscure philosophical discourses bound in goatskin. From
science to nysticism Gothic romances to celebrity biographies, fromaromatherapy to creative
knitting to erotic feng shui, you could be sure of finding something unexpected in every genre, on
any subject.

The station's general el egance and snug solidity was entirely | ost on Toby, who tended to stand on
the platformlike one of George Ronero's zonbies, all dull-eyed and listless. Mst nornings he had
to be nudged awake to get on the train when it arrived, sonetimes on time, and sonetimes not. It
al |l depended on how the train conpany felt about it. And if you didn't like it, you were of course
free to take your customto sone other train conpany. Except that there wasn't another train
conpany.

By the time the train lurched into Bath, the city was al ready wi de awake and bustling wth eager

i mpati ent people hurrying to their jobs, positively radiating notivation and can-do. Toby tried
not to look at them He found them depressi ng beyond words. The streets were crowded, and the
roads were packed bunper to bunper with snarling, cursing conmuter traffic. At this time of the
day, the air was so thick with pollution that even the pigeons were coughing, and the noise |eve
was appal | i ng. Head down, shoul ders hunched, Toby trudged through the din, wearing his best get-
out-of -ny-way-or-1"11-kill-you | ook

Toby didn't care for cities. They had far too nmuch personality, like a bully forever punching you
on the armto 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 froma heavily armed UN
peacekeepi ng force. Lacking the funds necessary to reach the nore civilised areas of London, Toby
endured three very long years to get his BA (English Literature and Phil osophy, Joint Honours) and
then ran back to his hone town at the first opportunity. Cties cranmed too many peopl e together
in too confined a space, and then the powers that be wondered why peopl e fought each other all the
time. Toby thought cities were |ike natural disasters; enjoyable only if viewed froma safe

di stance. Bath, for exanple, had interesting places to |ook at |ike a dog has fleas, but for the
nmost 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 noving 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 custonmers, so
the other staff usually provided himw th useful, mnindless activities to occupy himuntil he was
fully conscious. 'Carry these boxes down into the cellar. Carry these boxes up fromthe 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
i ked dealing with custoners, even the ones who cane in ten nminutes before closing tine |ooking
for a book, but couldn't renmenber the title or the author's name, though they were al nost sure
they coul d describe the cover... But at the end of each and every day he was still just a shop
assi stant; another facel ess drone in the great hive of the city, doing the sane things over and
over, achieving nothing, creating nothing. Every day was just |ike every other day, and al ways
woul d be, world w thout end, anmen, anen.

Toby had just turned thirty-three, and he resented it deeply. He didn't feel old, far fromit; but
his youth, supposedly the nost promising part of his life, was now officially over. Wien he was
younger, he'd always thought he'd have his life sorted out by the tinme he was thirty, that all the
i mportant decisions would be made by then. He'd have a chosen career, a wife and kids and a
nortgage, just |like everyone else. He'd have worked out who he was, and what he wanted out of

life. But thirty canme round as just another year, just another birthday, and brought no specia
wisdomwith it. He'd had jobs, but none of them nmeant anything; and girlfriends, but none of them
came to anything. He had anbition, but no focus; dreans, but no vocation. He drifted through his
days, and years, and didn't realise how nuch tinme had passed until he | ooked back and wondered
where it had all gone.
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Most of his contenporaries were married, usually for all the wong reasons: conpani onship, regular
sex, baby on the way. Peer pressure, fears of growing old, alone. There were remarkably few great

| oves or passions that Toby coul d detect. Some had al ready divorced, and were on their second or
even third nmarriage. Sonetines Toby felt like a |ate developer. But in his own quiet way he was
stubbornly romantic, and was damed if he'd marry just for the sake of getting married. It hel ped
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

pur pose and neani ng. He didn't know what he needed, only what he didn't want, and so he drifted
through his life, sonetines enpl oyed and soneti mes not achi evi ng not hi ng, goi ng nowhere. Know ng
that his life was slipping away |i ke sand through his fingers, but sonmehow unable to do anything
about it.

Toby | ooked at his own reflection in the carriage wi ndow, and saw only a pale face under dark
hair, with no obvious virtues; just another face in the crowd, really. He wore a runpled jacket
over T-shirt and jeans, the official uniformof the anonynmous, and even his T-shirt had nothing to
say.

He | ooked through the carriage wi ndow at the passing countryside, stretched lazily out under the
dull amber glow of the |owering sun. Sumer was nostly over now, and heading into autumm, and

al ready the countryside was unhurriedly shutting up shop for winter. But still, it was hone, and
Toby found its fam liar sights conforting. There were wi de 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

studi ously ignored the crowds of chattering ducks, raucous and uncouth, darting back and forth on
urgent errands of no inportance to anyone except thenselves, and perhaps not even to them Ducks
just liked to keep busy. Every now and again a rowing teamwould conme sculling up the river, the

| ong wooden oars swi ngi ng back and forth Iike slow notion w ngs, and the swans and the ducks would
nmove ungraciously aside to | et them pass. The rowers never |ooked up. Heads down, arms and | ungs
heaving; all effort and concentration and perspiration, too preoccupied with healthy exercise and
beating their own times to notice the cal mbeauty and heart's-ease of their surroundings.

There were animals in the fields. Cows and sheep and soneti mes horses, and, if you | ooked cl osely,
rabbits too. And the occasional fox, of course. Gving birth, living, dying, over and over and
over; Nature's ancient order continuing on as it had for countless centuries. Seasons changed, the
worl d turned and everything old was nmade new again, in spring. And everywhere you | ooked, 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 nmake ships and towns and hones, or just
to clear the land for crops and |livestock. But still nmany trees survived, in woods and copses, or
sl ender |ines of w ndbreaks; tall dark shapes, glowering on the horizon, standing out starkly

agai nst the last |ight of day.

A single magpie, jet of black and pure of white, hopped across a field, and Toby tugged
automatically at his forelock and nuttered, 'Evening, M Magpie', an old charm to ward off bad

| uck. Everyone knew the old rhyne: 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 nore than four nmgpies at once. Toby watched the countryside pass, and found what little peace
of mind he ever knew in contenplating the [and's never-ending cycle. The trees and the fields and
the animals had all been there before him and would still be there |Iong after he was gone; and
sonme day they'd lay himto rest under the good green grass, and he'd becone 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 platformwth stern Do
Not Alight Here signs at both ends, just in case you were too dimto 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 | ong now, alnost hone. He felt tired and heavy and sweaty, and his feet ached inside
his cheap shoes, already on their second set of heels. He | ooked out of the wi ndow, and there, on
the very edge of town, was Bl ackacre. An old nane and not a pleasant one, for a seventeenth-
century farnmhouse and surrounding |lands, all set within an ancient circle of dark trees, cutting
Bl ackacre off fromthe rest of the world - dead | and, and dead trees.

A long tine ago, somrething happened in that place, but few now remenbered what or when or why. The
ol d farnmhouse stood enpty and abandoned, in the centre of a wide circle of dead ground, on which
not hing grew and i n which nothing could thrive. The deep thickets of spiky trees were all dead
too, never knowi ng | eaves or bloom scorched |ong ago by sone 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
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their way to avoid flying over Blackacre. Local gossip had it that the house and the |and had a
new owner, the |latest of many, probably full of big-city ideas on howto reclaimthe | and and make
it prosper again, to succeed where so many others had failed. Toby smiled tiredly. Sone things
should be I eft alone as a bad job. Watever poor fool had been conned into buying the place would
soon di scover the truth the hard way. Blackacre was a noney pit, a bottom ess well you threw noney
into. Dead was dead, and best |eft undisturbed.

Sonetimes 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 fromfather to son, not as entertainment but as a
war ni ng. Bad things happened to those who dared disturb Blackacre's sullen rest.

Which nade it all the nore surprising when Toby suddenly realised that there were lights in sone
of the wi ndows of Blackacre Farm He pressed his face close to the carriage wi ndow, and wat ched
intently as a dull yellow gl ow noved steadily from one upper-floor wi ndow to the next. Some damed
fool must actually be staying there, in a rotten old building without power or heat or water. Toby
shivered for a nonent, though he couldn't have said why. A dark figure appeared against a lit

wi ndow. 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 Bl ackacre 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 unconfortably hard seat. He would soon be at his stop, and he wanted one last | ook at the
worman sitting opposite him She was reading The Tines with great concentration, the broadsheet
newspaper spread wide to put a barrier between herself and the world. In all the tine they'd
travell ed on the sanme train, Toby had never seen the woman speak to anyone. Most of The Tines'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 | ean forward.
Apparently of late a series of solar flares had been detected | eaping out fromthe sun's surface;
the | argest and nost powerful flares since records began. There seened no end to these flares,

whi ch were al ready pl aying havoc with the world's weather and conmmuni cati ons systens. Toby sm | ed.
If the flares hadn't been screwi ng 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 themon the

ar se.

He | ooked away, and surreptitiously studied the wonman's face, reflected in the carriage w ndow
besi de her. She was frowning slightly as she read, her perfect nouth slightly pursed. Not for the
time first, Toby thought she was the nost beautiful wonan 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
wel | past her shoul ders. Her eyes were dark too, under heavy eyebrows, and her nose was j ust

promi nent enough to give character to her face wi thout being distracting. For all her serious
expression, there was still a smile tucked in one corner of her perfect nouth, alnobst in spite of
hersel f.

She wore a pale blue suit, expertly cut but just short of power dressing, with the kind of quiet

el egance that just shrieks noney. 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 worman rather than a girl, and there was sonethi ng about her eyes that suggested she'd seen
a thing or two in her tine. Her fingers were long and slender, crinkling the edges of her
newspaper where she held it firmy. Toby wondered what it would feel like, to be held firmy by

t hose hands.

She changed her outfits regularly, and never |ooked | ess than stunning. But no one ever hit on
her. No one ever tried to chat her up, or inpress her with their charmand style, the kind of
stuff attractive wonmen always had to put up with, even if they wore a |arge sign saying, 'Go away;
| have Aids, leprosy and the Venusian dick rot, and besides |I'ma lesbian'. Men would al ways try
it on. Except no one ever did, with her. Toby could understand that. He'd been secretly admring
her for nmonths, and still hadn't worked up the courage to talk to her

Soneti nmes he thought of her as the Ice Queen, fromthe old children's story. In the fairy tale, a
boy | ooked at the distant and beautiful Ice Queen, and a sliver of her ice flewinto his eye. And
fromthat nonent on, he had no choice but to love her with all his heart, conme what may. Toby was
pretty sure the story ended badly for both the boy and the Ice Queen, but he preferred not to

thi nk about that. What mattered was that he and she were fated to be together. He was sure of it -
nmostly. He turned away to | ook 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. Wat she did for a |iving;, where she went when she left the
rail way station at Bradford-on-Avon, and why he never saw her anywhere else in town. Wether there
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was soneone else in her life... To stop hinmself thinking about things |like that, Toby often

i ndul ged hinmself with harmess little fantasies. On leaving the station she'd be accosted by sone
mugger, and he would bravely see the villain off and confort her afterwards. Or maybe she'd
stunbl e and break the heel on her shoe, and she'd have to | ean on himas he escorted her hone. Al
the fantasies ended in the same way, of course, with the two of them having amazi ng sex on sone
huge, |uxurious bed. Al ways 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 nost distressing way possible - there was no way you could be this annoying wi thout practice
Finally the train stopped, and everyone surged to their feet. Toby waited until the wonan with the
perfect nouth had cl osed 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 streaned out onto the narrow platform Toby let the
flow carry himalong, as the cromd 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 cl osed
at midday.) The air was suddenly cool and bracing as they filed out into the car park beyond, and
Toby | ooked up to see the last of the sumrer sunshine swept away by dark, |owering clouds. At once
the rain fell heavily, as though someone up above had just pulled out a plug, and the comuters
ran for waiting cars and buses with shocked cries of surprise.

Toby tucked hinsel f away under a convenient railway arch, and struggled with his stubbornly
awkward unbrella. No waiting wife or famly for him The unbrella 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 nmade a dash for one of the waiting |ocal buses, but unfortunately he
was supposed to be on a diet. Eat |ess and exercise nore - he didn't know whi ch one he detested
nmost. Either way, his waistline was still expanding, so he had no choice but to wal k hone,

regardl ess of the weather. If he started allowi ng hinself to nake excuses, he'd never get any
exerci se. He knew hinself 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 | ocal buses
were revving their engines inpatiently as the last few commuters clinbed aboard, filling the wet
air with heavy exhaust funmes. It was Friday, the beginning of the weekend, and everyone was eager
to start celebrating finishing the worki ng 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 prom sing thenselves. O perhaps they just wanted to get hone, bury
thensel ves in the bosomof their fanmly and batten down the hatches for two preci ous days of snall
donestic things. Toby had no plans. He was tired of pubs, of the sane conversations with the sane
peopl e, and no one invited nen |like Toby to dinner parties. There were no clubs or parties on the
hori zon, and no one at hone to care whether he was in or not. Toby often felt that |ife was
passi ng himby, while he reached out with desperate fingers for sonmeone to throw hima lifeline.
Soon enough all the cars and buses were gone, and a bl essed peace fell over the car park as a
smal | scatter of pedestrians trudged off honmewards through the increasingly heavy downpour. There

was an unseasonal chill now to the early-evening air, and overhead the sky was al nost pitch-bl ack
Toby fought his unbrella and the unbrella fought back, just to spite him But Toby was dogged and
deternm ned and quite prepared to beat the unbrella 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 drumred loudly on the stretched black cloth over his head. The wal k honme was tedi ous enough
wit hout having to do it soaking wet. And it was only then that he noticed he wasn't al one.
The woman with the nost perfect nouth in the world was standing not ten feet away from him
hol di ng her fol ded paper above her head, and gl aring about her as though the rain was a persona

affront. Her light blue suit was no match for a downpour, for all its expensive el egance, and it
was cl ear 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 unbrella! Al he had to do

was wal k over to her, casually offer to share his unbrella, and they could just wal k off together
It woul d be perfectly natural for themto get talking, and nmaybe agree to neet later, so she
could... thank himproperly. He nmight even finally find out her name. If he could just bring
hinmself to cross the gapi ng abyss of the ten feet that separated them

Toby stepped forward into the rain, and then watched in utter anmazenent as the wonan gl anced at
the station house, not even seeing him and snapped her fingers inperiously. The sound seened to
hang on the air, inmpossibly |loud and distinct against the din of the driving rain, as she strode
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towards a door in the station-house wall that Toby was sure as hell hadn't been there the nonent
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 wonan 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 noi se of
the town and the rain was suddenly gone, as though soneone had just thrown a switch. The silence
was so conplete that Toby coul d hear his breathing and his heartbeat. The rain was stopped, every
drop suspended in nmid-air, glistening and shining with a strange inner light. It seened as though
not hi ng was noving in the whol e dammed worl d but Toby and the woman before him The air was ful

of anticipation, of inmnence, of sonething vitally inmportant bal anced on the edge of beconi ng
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 wonan wal ked t hrough the door that shouldn't be there, disappearing into the darkness beyond,
and the door slowy began to cl ose behind her. Toby ran forward, desperate not to | ose his chance
with her, and plunged through the narrow ng doorway. The door closed behind himwith a | oud,
definite sound, and in that nonent, everything changed.

For ever.

Toby stepped through the door and found hinself standing in the car park again, with the station
bui | di ng behind him He stopped dead, and blinked a fewtinmes. The feeling that the world was
holding its breath was gone, but sonething new and rather nmore frightening had taken its pl ace.
The car park |l ooked 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 danpness on the ground. Everything | ooked just as it nornmally did, but everything felt
different. And the woman with the perfect nouth was standing right in front of him studying him
silently with an unreadabl e 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 mnusic to the ears.

‘' Done what?' said Toby. 'l nean... what just happened here? Wiere are we?'

"In the magical world. It's all around you, all the tine, but nost people choose not to see it,
for the sake of a sane and sinple life. But sometines people fromthe everyday world find their
way here by accident. Go where they shouldn't, follow soneone they shouldn't... and then nothing
can ever be the sane again.' She |ooked at himal nost sadly. 'You now have a foot in both worlds;
inthe real world of Veritie, and the nagical world of Mysterie. And it's a dangerous thing, to be
a nortal man in a world of nagic’

"CK,' said Toby. 'Hold everything. Let's start with sone basics. |I'm Toby Dexter. Wwo are you?'
"I"'m Gayle. | should have noticed you were here, but | was... distracted. The weat her was supposed
to be sunny all day. There wasn't even a chance of rain. And | am never wong about these things.
But today sonething changed, in your world and in nine, and it worries me that | can't see how or
why such an inpossible thing should happen. Wiy did you follow nme, Toby Dexter?

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

Gayl e smiled and shook her head. 'I'mafraid that's quite inpossible.'
"Ch,' said Toby, disappointed but not incredibly surprised. 'Well; | suppose I'll see you around.
"Yes,' said Gayle. 'I'mrather afraid you will.'

She turned and wal ked off into the bright sunny evening, and didn't | ook back once. Toby stood
there, with his dripping unbrella, and there was no sign of rain anywhere at all.

TWD

THE REALITY EXPRESS

A ghost train is coming to Bradford-on-Avon, thundering down the tracks, puffing smoke and steam
It is comng inthe early hours of the norning, |ong before the dawn, in the hour of the wolf; the
hour when nost babies are born and nost people die, when no train is scheduled to run

A great black iron train, with hot steamraging in its boiler, avatar of a different age, it fills
the night air with dirty smoke and flying cinder flecks, pulling ol d-fashioned carriages that bear
names from conpani es |ong 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 nanmes of power. The great wheels are
solid silver, striking singing sparks fromthe steel tracks. The snoke billowi ng fromthe tal

bl ack stack snells of brinstone, and the whistle is the cry of a dammed soul. The train plunges
headl ong through the night, faster than any train has a right to go, ancient or nodern. The
carriages shake and sway, rattling along behind, the windows illuninated with the eerie blue glow
of underwater grottos. The Reality Express is conmng into town, right on tine.

Eager faces press against the shinmering glass of the carriage wi ndows, desperate for a first
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gl ance of their destination, excited and fearful at the same tine. Not all the faces are human
They have paid for their tickets with everything they had, or night have been, and it is far too
|l ate now to change their m nds. They are refugees fromthe magical world of Mysterie, seeking
asyl um 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 inplacable 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 chimey stack on the station's waiting-roomroof is Jimry Thunder, God For
Hre, with his great hammer in its holster on his hip. The only private eye in the magical real nms
rai ses his head and smles as he hears the terrible cry of the dark old train, and | ooks up the
track, curious as to what the night will bring. The product of gods and nortals, Jimry Thunder has
a foot in each world and a hone in neither - a dangerous nan to both.

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

Ji nmy Thunder stood on the sloping tiled roof of the station's waiting room |eaning casually

agai nst the disused chimey stack. There was a cold wind blowi ng, but he didn't feel it. He'd
chosen the roof for his stake-out because in his experience, people rarely | ook up, even when
they're expecting unwanted interest. And the shadows were so very deep and conforting tonight,
alnmost as if they knew sonething. Jimry pricked up his ears as he caught the exact nonent the

Real ity Express dropped out of Mysterie and into Veritie, its awful cry of the dammed doppl ering
down into nothing nore than the rush of escaping steam The train would be here soon, disgorging
its cargo of the lost and the wetched, and then he would see what he woul d see.

Ji my Thunder was a great bull of a man, with long red hair and a jutting red beard. He had a
chest like a barrel, nuscled arnms the size of nmpbst nen's thighs, and shoul ders so broad he often
had to turn sideways to pass through doors. He had legs that could run for mles, and feet that
never conpl ained, despite all the standing around his job entailed. He wore bl ack | eathers adorned
with brightly gleam ng chains and studs, and | ooked every inch what every biker wants to be when
he grows up. H's eyes were as blue as the sea, and tw ce as deadly, though he had a charning
smile, when he could be bothered. Descended, at many, nany renoves, fromthe Norse god Thor, Jinmmy
was fast and strong and di sturbingly powerful - when he put his nind to it. Long-lived, though by
no neans imortal, he was a god by chance and a private eye by choice. H's godliness was dil uted
by a hell of a lot of generations of nortals, but the power of storms, of thunderclap and
lightning strike, was still his. Not many peopl e worshi pped himany nore, for which he was quietly
grateful. He'd always found it rather enbarrassing.

Al so his was the ancient nystical hamer Molnir, a (nostly) unstoppable force that (sonetimnmes)
came back when he threw it. The hamer had once been Thor's, and in its day had changed the fate
of nmen and nations. It was his only material inheritance. It stirred in its sleep in its holster
snoring quietly. Molnir was a good weapon, but it was getting old and forgetful. Forged from
stone or crystal or netal at the dawn of Tine, or perhaps fromsone starstuff that no | onger
existed in the material world, Molnir was not what it once was. It was created to be inmortal, a
weapon that would endure till Ragnarok or Judgenent Day; but nothing lasts for ever. Ask Thor, if
you can find his body.

Ji mmy Thunder was the only private eye in Bradford-on-Avon, in reality or otherw se, and he had a
reputation for getting things done, whatever the cost. During his long life he'd investigated many
cases, both nundane and bizarre, and his unwavering pursuit of the truth had seen to it that a | ot
of not very nice people had good reasons for wanting himdead. Just as well he was a god, really.
Even if he did have to chase after his hamer sometines. He poured the |ast of the hot sweet tea
out of his Thernps and into the plastic cup, and sipped at it carefully. It was still pleasantly
war m ng, but not nearly bracing enough for the early hours of a very cold norning, so he goosed it
up a bit with atiny lightning bolt fromhis index finger. The wind had no damm busi ness being so
di sturbingly cold this deep into summer, but then the weat her had been strange of |ate; whinsical
alnost wilful. Jimy was quietly hoping soneone would hire himto look into that.

Not that he was conpl ai ni ng about the cold, or the early hour of the norning. Jinmy |iked stake-
outs, especially when there was a fair chance of a little hurly-burly in the offing. Smting the
ungodly was right up there on his list of favourite things. He lived to the hilt the role he had
chosen, and the nore he played it, the less like play it was. A god becane a private eye, and an
old nyth becanme a new. Jimy believed in progress. It's always the | egends whi ch cannot or wll

not change that wither and fade away. Faced with being just another mnor deity in a long line of
godlings, with no fixed role or future in the nodern world, Jimry had cheerfully enbraced a
different destiny. The first tine he saw a private investigator at the cinens,
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sol ving inpossible crinmes and pursuing awful villains, while surrounded by dizzy danmes and fenmes
fatal es, he knew that that was what he wanted to be. It helped that his long |ife gave himplenty
of time to learn fromhis nistakes, while his divine abilities kept himalive while he |earned.
Jinmmy liked to know things, and had an insatiable hunger for the truth. Especially things other
people didn't want himto know. He had no tinme for subterfuge, always preferring to meet things
head-on. He had a fondness for the underdog, and a real weakness for dansels in distress, and if
he had a fault it was his constant determination to follow a case through to the bitter end,
reveal ing every last truth or secret, cone what may. He never could bring hinself 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 nean it. Not when lies or evasions can be so rmuch nore conforting.

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

Soneti mes cases ended nmessily. As in the case of Count Dracul a's mandolin, where no one got what
they wanted, and everyone got hurt - even him And sonetinmes Jimy went into cases knowi ng from
the start that it was all going to end in tears. The Lord of Thorns still hadn't forgiven Jinmy
for proving his fiancee was a golem But if he'd nade enenies, he'd nmade friends too. Even the
Vati can owed hima favour

(A few years back, Jimry had been called in by the Pope to investigate a curious case where al

the statues in the Vatican had spontaneously started bleeding fromvivid stigmata. They'd had to
cl ose everything down, and run superhurman damage control to keep it out of the nedia. All the top-
rank exorcists did their best, with gallons of holy water and top-class cross action, and got
absol utely nowhere. So Jimy 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 Jinmy had expressed surprise that the Vatican had even heard of him
The Holy Father had smiled and said, 'The Vatican has heard of everybody, M ster Thunder.'

(Jimmry had sorted it out, nostly by asking questions and know ng when he was being lied to. It
turned out that the Pope had forgotten sonmeone's birthday. As a reward, Jimy was all owed access
to the Vatican's secret library for a whole afternoon and an evening, to browse where he pl eased
The real ly dangerous books were kept under |ock and key and were chained to the shelves, or in
extreme cases inmmersed in holy water or kept in a vacuuminside a sealed vault, but he stil
managed to turn up sone interesting stuff. Not necessarily useful, but interesting. The Gospe
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 Jinmy was really interested in remai ned stubbornly elusive. There were no records,
and no one would talk to himabout it. Which only convinced himall the nore that there had to be
sonething to it. It was common know edge that Vatican scientists had been experimenting with
computers and Artificial Intelligence for over fifty years, though they kept their achi evenents to
thensel ves. 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

al ways | ocked. And that if you could find your way to that abandoned room and put your ear to
that | ocked door, you would hear the sound of sonething crying..

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

Jimmy drank the | ast of the very hot sweet tea, flicked the cup a fewtines to enpty it and then
screwed it back onto the Thernbs. He'd only half filled the Thernos, anyway. Bad idea to drink too
much on a stake-out, especially when you didn't know how | ong you'd have to hold your ground. He
put the Thernos down on the roof beside himand | eaned back agai nst the chi mey stack, which
shifted slightly under his great weight. Stretched out before himlay the sleeping town, still and
qui et now, just an arny of street |ights 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 magi cal world, every bit as clear to Jimy Thunder's seni-divine eyes, the town was never

qui et. Bradford-on-Avon was an old, old locality, littered with all the remmants of the past. The
very old creature that lived Under the Hill stirred restlessly, as though it could feel the
t hunder god's gaze, and deeper still, things and shapes and presences out of times past slept and

dreanmed down anong the bones of the town. On the | ast day, when the earth gives up its dead for

j udgenent, many of those buried in Bradford-on-Avon's ceneteries will be surprised to find out who
some of their nei ghbours have been

ad buildings flickered in and out of sight, ghosts of the town that was. Pale figures sat glumy
at the base of the old gallows in the Bull Pit, swapping hard-luck stories and old, old clains of
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i nnocence, while in the park next to Westbury House, old soldiers guarded the war nenorial, and
made rude coments about the new pale green MIIlennium Statue in the gardens opposite. Fromthe

Ri ver Avon cane undi ne songs of unbearable nel ancholy, sonetinmes drowned out by the terrible cry
of the Howing Thing, still inprisoned in the Chapel on the Bridge. Powers and Dom nations sat at
feast in the ghostly renenbrance of what had once been a seventeenth-century eating place, The
Three Gabl es, sharing secrets in loud, carrying voices and deciding nen's fates with a |l augh and a
shrug and a careless quip. King Mb still held sway in the town centre, as men and wonen | ong 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 w nds.

Busi ness as usual, in Bradford-on-Avon, in Mysterie.

Ji my Thunder | ooked up at the full noon, and nodded hello. He'd al ways been on good terns with
the Moon, unlike sonme of his predecessors, though her skittish ways nmade her difficult to

under stand and dangerous to know. But you never knew when you mi ght need a friend. The town was
junping tonight, and the Reality Express was fast bearing down on the station. Jimy let his sight
slip out of Mysterie and back into Veritie, as the big black train canme roaring in, right on tinme.
The Waki ng Beauty had hired Jimy Thunder to investigate the matter of the Reality Express, and

Ji my had nodded politely and said of course he would, no problem because no one said no to the
Waki ng 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 mght sonme day need to
redeem The WAki ng Beauty was ol der than the town, and the town was very old indeed. She hadn't
vol unt eered why she was suddenly interested in the Reality Express, or what he was supposed to be
|l ooking for. A lot of people disapproved of it, for all kinds of reasons, but as yet no one had
actual ly got around to doing anything about it. The trade in refugees between the two worlds
wasn't exactly illegal, but it did tend to undernine the status quo. And a | ot of people had a
great deal invested in nmaintaining the status quo. No one had any i dea who owned or operated the
Real ity Express, and those foolish enough to go | ooking 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 dammed train.

It irked himthat 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 sone day
being required to get a proper job. H's few renmai ni ng worshi ppers woul d have been only too happy
to provide himw th everything he nmight need or desire, but that was a dangerous road to start
down. He didn't want to becone dependent on his worshippers. It would have given them a measure of
control over him and Ji mry Thunder took pride in being his owmn man. O god.

Wth a roar and a cry and a bl ast of escaping steam the great black train finally slowed to a
halt beside the opposite platform Jimy stood very still in the deepest of the shadows, but his
eyes missed nothing. Steambillowed out onto the narrow platformlike | ow fog, as doors began
openi ng down the length of the carriages, their slanm ng sounding loudly on the night Iike a |long
roll of applause. People stepped slowy down onto the platform | ooking confusedly about them
unsettled to be suddenly only human. They clung together in little groups, all w de eyes and
chattering nouths, finding what confort they could in the famliar proximty of old friends or
eneni es.

The magical world is like an overlay on the real world, and though the real cannot see the

magi cal, it can sonetimes still be affected by it. But there has always been traffic between the
two, nostly from Mysterie to Veritie, as beings of various kinds exchange the gaudier joys of
magi ¢ for the nore secure bedrock of reality. And there have al ways been those with a foot in both
wor | ds, like Jimry Thunder and the Waki ng Beauty. Many apparently ordinary people and things cast
power ful shadows in Mysterie, and, of course, vice versa.

There are always those willing to | eave magi ¢ behind so that they mght live out normal, finite
lives in Veritie. Some come to be free of their responsibilities, sone to escape the obligations
of their particular natures. But just lately there had been whispers that Sonethi ng Bad was comi ng
to Mysterie. Sonething awful and unstoppable, that would put an end to the old famliar dance of
magi ¢ and reality. Jimry had heard the runours, and nostly discounted them There were al ways
runours. But still people packed the carriages of the Reality Express and paid their fare with
gold and gens, nmgical artefacts and personal power. They all had their reasons: vanpires and

wer ewol ves who wanted to be freed fromthe demands of their curses, or undead who craved to know
the sensual pleasures of the living, or just to knowthe sinple joy of daylight. In Veritie, they
could be nortal men and wonen, free fromfate or duty or geas. The price was al ways nore than they
expected. Sone of the newconers were already shaki ng and shuddering on the platform shocked at
how much snall er they seened here, how nuch nore di m ni shed and vul nerabl e the human condition
really was.
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Some of them had never even been col d before.

Two figures appeared suddenly out of nowhere to wel cone the newconers, and Jimy | eaned forward
just alittle for a better |ook. 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
under st ood nmuch. The man in charge of this small welcom ng conmittee, speaking so calmy and
graciously and confortingly to the uncertain refugees, was N cholas Hob, the Serpent's Son. Very
old, very powerful, and irredeemably evil. Jimy hadn't known Hob was back in town. To the best of
hi s know edge, no one had. It had been a hundred years and nore since Ni cholas Hob had gifted the
town with his poi sonous presence.

As al ways, he | ooked utterly perfect, in style and manners and everything that counted. He was
handsone, el egant, apparently in his late twenties, in great shape and dashing with it. Bl ond,

bl ue-eyed and al nost overpoweringly masculine, Hitler would have I oved himon sight. (And probably
had, if sone of the rumours were true. There were a lot of rumpurs about Hob.) His suit was of the
very latest cut, and quite clearly the npst expensive noney could buy. Gold and silver gleaned al
over his person, and he was charm personified as he wel coned one and all to their newlives in
Veritie. He m ght have been a politician, a successful businessman or a filmstar, and had been
all of those and nore, in his tinme. But they were only the faces he hid behind, the nasks he wore
for other people. He was the Serpent's Son, cunning and vicious, potent and foul, who wal ked
through lives and destroyed them just for the hell of it. No one had ever been known to stand
against himand live. He was his father's son, and he could shine |ike the sun when he chose.

(It was said that flowers and wonmen w thered when he smiled on them and that he left a trail of
bl ood and suffering wherever he wal ked. Ji my Thunder was quite prepared to believe it.)

Hob' s conpani on | ooked |i ke a worman, but was actually Angel. In her own disturbing way, she was
just as powerful and terrifying as Hob. Incredibly tall, inpossibly pale and sl ender, she dressed
in black tatters held together with safety pins and | engths of barbed wire. The pins pierced her
flesh, and the wire broke it, but she didn't seemto care. She wore her jet-black hair cropped
brutally close to her skull, and her face was coarsely good-I|ooking, sensual rather than
beautiful. Her skin was as pal e as death, and her nouth and eyes were the sane deep, vivid red.
She snil ed nmeani ngl essly at the new arrivals, and her hands curled inpatiently at her sides, as
though inmpatient to be hurting or breaking things. At her belt hung a rosary nmade from hunan

fl ngerbones, and a clutch of supernaturally white feathers that came fromno material w ngs. The
newconers avoi ded her gaze, as though the very sight of her was painful to them They all knew her
nane was nore than just a nane.

She really had been an angel once, descended now fromthe immterial to the material world, and

t hough she was nuch di m ni shed fromwhat she had once been, she was still a force al nbst beyond
reckoni ng. No one knew what kind of angel she'd been, from Above or from Bel ow, and whet her she
fell or was pushed, or what terrible, unforgivable thing she'd done, to be sentenced to the norta
nmseries of flesh and bl ood 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
themwere involved in running the Reality Express. It couldn't help but nmake hi m wonder what el se
was going on, on his own doorstep, that he didn't know about.

Hob's cal m voi ce and presence was finally having a soothing effect on the uneasy crowd of the
newl y human, as long as they didn't | ook at Angel, and he was soon bustling anong them smiling
and shaki ng hands and checki ng names and nunbers against a list on his laptop. He'd clearly done
this before. At his nurnured suggestion, Angel had noved away to | ean agai nst the station-house
wal |, and was idly digging out long curls of nortar from between the stones with a bored
fingernail, clearly uninterested in the proceedings. Presumably she was just there to ride
shotgun. Jimy realised with a start that Hob and Angel were the reasons why he was there. The
Waki ng Beauty had wanted their presence confirmed. The train and its passengers were largely

irrel evant.

Ji mmy studied Angel fromthe darkest and nost conceal i ng shadows he could find on the waiting-room
roof. Aline froman old song ran through his head, subtly altered: Did you ever see a nightmare
wal king? | did... Just standing there, with her pale arms now crossed over her small high breasts,
she | ooked as dangerous and nalignant as all hell. She hadn't been in town |ong, and everyone had
been wonderi ng whi ch way she would junp. When God wanted a city levelled, or all the first-born

sl aughtered in one night, he sent an angel. They were Heaven's storntroopers. 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 fromthe inmaterial to the material in present tines, and
that had been voluntary - supposedly. But the old city of Maggedon was no nore, and the angel was
still chained to his rock in the cold dark heart of the earth, with nails through his wings. A
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little humanity can be a dangerous thing.)

Jimy Thunder let his hand fall to the great hamer at his side. It had been a long tine since he
had been genuinely frightened.

Per haps he nade a noise, or he'd noved too suddenly; either way, Angel's head snapped round, and
she | ooked up and glared right at himw th her blood-red eyes, seeing himclearly through the
conceal i ng shadows of the chi nmmey stack. She shouted a warning to Hob and ran forward, the crowd
scattering before her. She junped fromthe platform across the tracks and up onto the waiting-
room roof in one inpossible bound, as though borne aloft on invisible wings. Roof slates cracked
and expl oded under her bare feet as she |l anded, her long legs barely flexing as they absorbed the
i mpact. She held her hands |ike claws, and her wide snile could just as easily have been a snarl
Ji my Thunder drew his hammer fromits hol ster and noved reluctantly forward to face her

Down bel ow, on the far platform the newy arrived refugees were pani cki ng. Everyone was shouting
and mlling 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 tranpl ed underfoot. Hob
moved qui ckly anpbng them trying to calmthemw th his voice and his presence, but no one was
listening. Newly human, no |onger protected by their old natures or powers, the refugees were
naked and vul nerable and they knew it. This was a perfect tine for old enenies to strike, and pay
of f old scores and bl ood 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 dam.

Up on the waiting-roomroof there was neither time nor space for subtlety. Jimy and Angel sl anmed
toget her head-on, |like two crashing trains. They exchanged bl ows that woul d have killed ordinary
nortals, and took no hurt at all. Jimy ducked one punch, and Angel's fist went on to shatter the
chi mey stack behind him It all but exploded, showering bricks and rubble down the sl oping roof
and onto the platformbelow The two fighters circled each other silently. They had nothing to
say. More slates cracked and shattered under their feet as they threw thensel ves forward again.
Jimy nmade no attenpt to block Angel's blow, taking it unflinchingly as he raised Mol nir above
his head and brought it down with all his strength. But Angel was still too fast for him She

| eaped aside and the hamer canme rushing down to strike the sloping roof, which broke open under
the inmpact. The entire roof collapsed, plunging down into the waiting roombelow, and Jimy and
Angel went down with it, in a roar of disintegrating nasonry.

Smoke and debris blew out the waiting room s wi ndows, while the [arge oblong roomfilled with
rubble and dust. Jinmy and Angel hit the floor hard, but were inmedi ately back on their feet
again, not even out of breath fromtheir fall. They saw each other through the dust-choked air
and surged forward once again. Angel caught Jimry in the chest with a powerful blow, and he was

t hrown backwards, knocking a hole through the wall behind himwi th his seni-divine body. It wasn't
enough to damage him but it still hurt Iike hell. And in the nonent it took himto shrug off the
hurt and rise out of the collapsed wall, Angel seized the advantage and went for his throat.
Molnir | eaped to Jimmy's defence, and | ashed out to strike Angel a vicious blow on the right
tenpl e. Her head snapped right round under the inpact, her neck bones squealing, but her neck held
and her skull didn't break. Jimmy was frankly astonished, but that didn't stop himlashing out
with his other hand, driving her back while she was still off

bal ance. He charged forward, broken masonry falling off himlike raindrops, wound up and threw
Molnir at Angel with all his strength, sure that even a descended angel couldn't stand agai nst
the power and nonentum of the | egendary hanmmrer that had split mountains in its tine. Perhaps Ange
wasn't sure either, and at the very |ast noment she ducked, and the hamrer sail ed harm essly over
her head to punch a hole through the wall behind her. Jimy yelled for the hanmer to return to
him but nothing happened. Bl oody thing was getting senile. He lurched forward and Angel canme to
meet him and for a long tine they stood toe to toe, giving and receiving blows of terrible force
that could nornmally shatter anything the nortal world had to offer. Neither of themwould give an
inch, and they fought on renorselessly as the |ast of the waiting room coll apsed around t hem

Hob was still trying to keep his panicking refugees under control, barking orders nowin a cold,
authoritative voice that as a rule would never be ignored, but no one was listening to him They'd
pressed thenselves 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 nmade it out into the car park, and were
running wildly in all directions. Hob lost his tenper.

He took his ancient aspect upon him glorious and terrible, and gl owed; bright as the sun
brilliant and blinding. A wave of inpossible heat blazed out fromhim boiling along the platform
and engul fed all the refugees in one nonent, even those running in the car park. Men and wonen
burned alive and were gone, their bodies utterly consuned by an unbearabl e heat. They didn't even
have tine to scream before they were nothing nore than a few ashes drifting on the night air.
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Hob yelled to Angel, and she reluctantly turned away fromthe stunned thunder god, and vaulted
back across the tracks to join her partner. They both di sappeared into the car park, and a slow,
sullen silence fell across what was |left of the deserted railway station.

Ji my Thunder ki cked his way through the rubble of what had once been a waiting room energed out
onto the platform and | ooked about him The Reality Express was gone, returned to whatever place
or state it called hone. There was nothing left of the refugees but a few dark scorch marks on the
station-house walls. For a monent 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

Jimy | ooked back at the building he and Angel had destroyed during their fight, and swore briefly
in Add Norse. Early hour of the norning or not, soneone had to have heard the noise. He'd better

| eave before sonmeone official turned up to investigate. Doubtless they'd come up with sone real -
wor| d expl anation; a gas expl osion, probably. He stared up the enpty tracks, still and silent now.
He doubted there'd be any nore runs on the Reality Express for the tinme being. No one woul d accept
Hob's prom ses of a new and better life in Veritie any nore; not after he'd roasted his last |ot
of customers.

Ji my wondered briefly how he was going to explain all this to the Waking Beauty. It really hadn't
been one of his better show ngs. He sighed, and started searching through the rubble of the
destroyed waiting roomfor his |lost hamrer, calling to it as to a deaf and rather di mdog.

THREE

DEAD MAN WALKI NG

Leo Morn was having a quiet drink in the Dandy Lion when the dead nan wal ked in. Leo put down his
gl ass and gl anced qui ckly about him but no one el se seemed to have noticed. This was Veritie,
after all, and in the real world there was no magi ¢, no enchantnents, and definitely no wal ki ng
dead men.

It was ten thirty on a Saturday, a quiet norning in a quiet country town. Bradford-on-Avon's
narrow streets and |l anes were full of shoppers and tourists and running children, naking the nost
of a warm sumrer's day. Steady traffic rolled up and down the steep hill of Market Street, while
harried nmotorists fought savagely over the limted parking space in adjoining Church Street. Just
anot her Saturday nmorning, really, and Leo Morn was taking his ease at his favourite watering hol e.
The Dandy Lion was a very pleasant public house right in the centre of town, in an old, old

buil ding that had been many things in its time, and known many nanes, 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 dimenough to be easy on the eyes. It was a good place to put
your feet up, quench your thirst and soothe the inner nan.

Leo was sitting with the arty set, local witers, nusicians and artists who liked to get together
of a norning, to exchange hard-luck stories about how harshly today's comercial world treated the
suffering artist, steal each other's ideas and indulge in as nmuch nean-spirited gossip as
possi bl e. The conpany was al ways good, and the conversation could be sparkling and acerbic by
turns. Coffee was usually the order of the day, in all its nore dramatic forns, dispensed by a

| oud shuddering thing of steel and steamthat squatted darkly at the end of the |ong wooden bar
Leo didn't actually care nuch for coffee, with or w thout whi pped foam or chocol ate sprinkles. He
much preferred Dry Bl ackthorn, a locally produced cider that would bite your head right off if you
weren't careful

Leo considered his half-enpty glass, but he couldn't blame the booze this tinme. He knew a wal ki ng
dead man when he saw one. Not |east because he'd been to this one's funeral only two weeks before.
Reed Snmith had been one of his few friends. A fortnight underground hadn't affected Reed nmuch. He

was still wearing the good suit he'd been buried in, and his slack face was pal e under the | ast
remmants of the undertaker's make-up. He held his head at an angle, where the notorcycle crash had
broken his neck. H's eyes were open, but barely focused, and his nouth 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. H's hands hung linply 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 ot to be said for crenmation
especially in a town like this. Reed stood very still, just inside the swing doors of the pub

| ooki ng slowy about himas though trying to renmenber why he'd cone in.

There was no disputing Reed was dead. One |look was all it took. He didn't breathe, his chest
didn't nove and he had no body | anguage at all. Everything about him shouted his unnatura
condition to all the world. In Mysterie, everyone would have known what he was the noment he

wal ked in. But this was the real world, where such things just didn't happen; so no one noticed
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anyt hi ng.

Leo al ways drank with the arty crowd on a Saturday norning. So had Reed. They were currently
tucked away in their favourite corner, where the table was set right next to the big bay w ndow

| ooki ng out onto Market Street. It was seni-private, a confortable distance away fromthe damed
jukebox and its fixation with nminor seventies hits, and the wi ndow neant that when the
conversation flagged, they could always | ook out at the world going by. People and traffic were

al ways going up and down, back and forth, as they had for centuries past. Though the traffic these
days nmoved a hell of a lot faster. Fanmliar faces were forever passing by the wi ndow, to be
greeted with a wave and a snile, and perhaps a pointed comment it was just as well they couldn't
hear. And there was always the primtive drama of Church Street, as notorists tried to squeeze
cars into parking spaces manifestly too small for them There was a | ot of |urching back and
forth, revving of engines and jockeying for position. Conflicts here started with road rage and
then escal ated to open hysteria and bl oodl ust, happily viewed by those around. The arty set were
currently ignoring the dead man in favour of |aying bets on whether the poor fool in the Rover R o
Grande was going to be able to back his car into the space he'd chosen without first cutting a few
i nches off both ends. He was on his twelfth attenpt now, and a snall crowd had gat hered, sensing
trouble. The arty set were fascinated.

"He'l |l never get that in there.'

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

"Not without a crowbar.

' Maybe we shoul d just go down and offer to snmear his bunpers with Vaseline.

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

"Not nearly as often as I'd like.'

There was general |aughter, and nouths and nose tips acquired | ayers of foam as everyone drank
their frothy coffee. Leo liked to hear themin full flow He'd been there the day they invented

gut - bargi ng, the English answer to sunb westling. He still couldn't believe it had actually
caught on.
Leo Morn was a tall, slender, alnbst Gothic figure, all pale and interesting, who | ooked as if he

shoul d have been starring in a TimBurton film He wore black cords and a black T-shirt under a

bl ack | eather jacket, and was so thin a breath of fresh air m ght have blown himaway. In his
early twenties, with a m sleadingly am abl e face under a permanent bad hair day, Leo played bass
guitar in a punk-fol k band, whose nanme kept changing so that pronoters would book them nore than
once. He was currently resting between engagenents. The band did a |lot of resting. Leo nostly kept
hi msel f busy giving guitar | essons to teenagers who had nore anbition than ability.

He was al so prone to ganbling with noney he didn't have, making prom ses he had no intention of
keepi ng, and having brief but torrid affairs with marri ed wonen whose husbands understood them
only too well. As a result, he had al so becone very proficient at pulling off a disappearing act
at very short notice when it all inevitably cane 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 renenbered,
but nostly he just didn't have the knack

Meanwhil e, the arty set's conversation had noved on, to discussing the overni ght destruction of
the railway station's waiting room Theories were flying thick and fast. The current official

expl anation, of a possible gas |eak, had been dismissed out of hand, on the unanswerabl e grounds
of being both unlikely and boring. Miuch nore exciting was the possibility of a terrorist bomb. A
ot of Mnistry of Defence people lived in Bradford-on-Avon, conmuting in to the MOD centres at
Bath and Bristol. As to which terrorists - take your pick these days.

Leo listened, but kept his nouth firmy shut. He knew the Reality Express had been running | ast
night. He'd heard its unholy whistle sounding in the still of the night, and the roar of silver
wheel s hamering down the steel tracks into town. Leo was a hal f-breed: a magical father and a
real nother, which neant he had a foot in both worlds and a horme in neither. He lived in the real
worl d by choice, but sonetinmes his father's |legacy sang in his veins, and the secrets of Msterie
paraded t hensel ves before hi mwhether he wished it or not. He'd wal ked by the railway station on
his way to the town centre and paused a while to watch the police studying the ness froma safe

di stance. There was so nuch magi ¢ hanging on the air that Leo could snell it, even in Veritie.
Sone heavy hitters had clearly gone at it hamrer and tongs sonmewhen in the night, and not for the
first time one of Mysterie's little wars had spilled over into reality. Leo had sniffed | oudly 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 exi stence was one of the
best argunents. Love m ght conquer all, but it can be hell on the of fspring.

He drank his cider, kept a watchful eye on the dead nman and listened with half an ear as Jason
Gant, a local author, conplained loudly to the rest of the arty set about his |atest project.
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"Crop circles! Bloody crop circles! | ask you, who cares about that rubbish any nore? Well, al
right, somebody nust, or the publishers wouldn't be paying me good noney to wite the bl oody
thing. It's a part-work; twenty-four nmonthly 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 fl ower petals.

"They found ny weak spot!' Grant said gluny. 'They offered ne noney.'

" The unfeeling bastards!

"Right. So: it's put a bag over its head and do it for the noney, one nore tine. Wite interesting
comrents to acconpany the hundreds of glossy colour photos that are the real selling point. |

mean, there just aren't that many ways to say W don't know what it is either, or what m ght be
causing it, but isn 't it pretty? And/or inpressive? Heaven forfend we might even hint that we
woul dn't be at all surprised if it turned out to be nothing nore than half a dozen pissheads with
pl anks on their feet, shuffling about in the corn in the early hours of the norning, going, Hee

hee, I'ma Martian. God, The X-Files has a lot to answer for...

"Ch, | like that Gllian Anderson,' said Cragg i mediately. 'You' ve got to adnire a woman who can
spout reanms of scientific dialogue every week, and still nake it sound as though she's talking
dirty.’

"True,' said Gant. "And it has to be said, if it wasn't for unauthorised X-Files tie-ins, |

woul dn't be able to pay the rent sone nonths. But crop circles have to be a new | ow, even for ne.
You can't just say, Look at the pretty pictures, you have to tal k know edgeably about UFO | andi ngs
and wi nd vortices, and how there are always these strange nol ecul ar changes in the flattened
corn... | swear, much nore of this and nmy brains are going to start dribbling out of my ears...'
"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 witing about this week. Do you believe any of it?

"Hell no! | might be an old hippy, but the only tinme | ever saw a UFO was when | scored sone dodgy
bl otting paper in London, back in the seventies. There are no UFGs, no ghosts and no secret
conspiracies. And | should know because |'ve witten about all of them at one tine or another.'
He smiled suddenly, and brightened up a little. "Hey; | had a great idea for a new Crow filmthe
ot her day! Princess Diana comes back fromthe dead, with an Uzi in each hand, and hunts down
French paparazzi! Easy enough to find a good | ookalike and put her in The Crow make-up... You're
| ooki ng at me strangely again.'

The arty set started tal king deternmi nedly about the hippy commune that'd recently taken over the
old Manor Farmon the edge of town. There were supposed to be a dozen of them six nmen and six
worren, but so far they'd outraged | ocal gossip by keeping thenselves strictly to thensel ves.
They' d cone down from sonme dark corner of London, according to a girl who worked at the estate
agents' who handl ed the sale, |ooking for peace and quiet and inner calm Leo quietly wi shed them
the best of luck in a town |ike Bradford-on-Avon, where the barriers between fact and fantasy had
been rubbed a little thinner than nost people were confortable wth.

What nade the hippies so fascinating was that all details of the purchase of Manor Farm had been
handl ed strictly by post. Not even a tel ephone call had been made. The conmune had arrived en
masse one norning, runbling through the town in a converted doubl e-decker London bus, and had
settled into their new hone wi thout 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 |ocals who
found the noney waiting for themon the doorstep. Al the farnmhouse's wi ndows had been boarded
over, and there was neither sight nor sound anywhere of the new occupants. There were runours of
drugs and orgi es and danci ng naked in the noonlight, but no one knew anything for sure.

" Hi ppi es should have stayed in the sixties, where they bel onged,' said Gant, pushing his enpty
coffee cup forward, in the hope that sonme kind soul might offer to refill it for him 'Back with
Love and Peace and Flower Power. It all seermed to nmake sone kind of sense at the time. These days
we're all too cynical to believe in Brotherhood and "nake | ove, not war". Geat nusic, though
There's never been any really good nusic since the Beatles split up.'

"Ch come on,' Leo said automatically. 'There's nore kinds of popular music now than there's ever
been. Sonething 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 honmework. And nost rap should have the letter Cin
front of it... Ch God, listen to me. | sound so old. | hate kids' nusic and | can't stand the
fashi ons. | have becone ny parents.'

' Everybody does,' said Cragg. 'But the Manor Farm bunch do worry me. Wat have they got to hide?
What are they afraid of our finding out? Nothing good will cone of this, mark ny words.
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'You always say that,' said Gant.

"And I'musually right. Another coffee?

Everyone i medi ately pushed their enpty cups at him and he went over to the bar to order nore

i ndustrial -strength caffeine.

G ant scow ed after him 'He may be a gl oony bastard, but he has a point. | just hope they don't
turn out to be another of those bl oody doonsday cults. End up drinking poisoned cider and burying
thensel ves in the back garden. Before you knowit, the whole town will be crawling with TV
docunentary crews, nmking progranmes called Town of Terror, or The Hippies fromHell. And I'lIl get
called on to do another bloody part-work on them..'

Leo was | ooking at the dead nman again. He'd been hopi ng agai nst hope that his old friend Reed

m ght have gone away by now, or at |east had the good manners to be just an illusion, but no; it
was | ooking nore and nore |ike Leo was going to have to Do Sonet hi ng. Reed had nmade his sl ow way
over to the long wooden bar, and was staring uncertainly at the rows of spirits on the wall

behi nd, as though sure they'd once neant sonething to him People wal ked by hi munconcernedly, and
even pushed past himto give their orders, but so far no one had recogni sed himfor who and what
he was. On the rare occasions when the unnatural insisted on pushing its way into the real world,
peopl e nostly tended to ignore it for as Iong as possible. Leo sighed heavily and put down his
glass. He wasn't thirsty any nore.

The dead shouldn't be able to walk in Veritie. It took a |ot of nagical power to raise the dead
fromtheir graves, and even nore to keep control of themonce they were up and about. And there
was no magic in the real world: that was the point. Leo, however, being a hybrid derived fromboth
worl ds, could see nore than nost. In particular, he could see the nagical field currently
surroundi ng the dead man, containing himlike a soap bubble, insulating what he was fromthe

i npl acabl e | aws of physics in the real world. Leo didn't even want to think about how rmuch power
such a field would take up. Reality was not easily defied, and even then not without terrible
cost, for sonebody. Leo knew nobst of the heavy-duty novers and shakers in the nmagical world, but
unfortunately far too many of themknew 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 wi de, unpleasant, distinctly wolfish snile, and the people sitting
around hi m shrank back in their seats a little, giving himnore room in case he decided to do
sonet hi ng unpl easant. Leo tried to be a nice guy, but he wasn't at all averse to being a conplete
bastard when necessary. This wasn't just any dead nman. This was his friend, Reed. Leo had nany
acquai ntances, but few friends; even he knew that when sonmeone drags your friend up out of his
grave, you're supposed to do sonething about it. Leo felt like doing something very nasty. The
nore he considered the matter, the less he liked it. He didn't know a | ot about zonbies, apart
fromwhat he'd seen in bad Italian horror novies, but he knew they tended to come in two basic

versions. One was just an enpty shell, an untenanted body being operated at sone renpve by someone
el se. Which was disrespectful, if nothing else. Leo felt he could give soneone a serious slapping
for that. But there was an even worse alternative. Reed's soul could still be trapped inside his

decayi ng body, a hel pless victimunder sonmeone el se's control. Endlessly suffering, denied his
rightful rest, just because sone heartless bastard had a use for him Leo's nouth w dened, his
lips thinning as his snile became a snarl. Around himthe arty set began getting to their feet and
meki ng noises like Wll, look at the tine, and | really must be going. Leo didn't notice. H's
anger had escalated fromhot to boiling to ice cold in just a few seconds. Soneone was going to
pay for what had been done to Reed. No one nessed 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 | ong enough, people would be forced
to notice him And some night even recognise him and that was when the scream ng would start.

Real people nmight Iike to titillate thenselves with ghost stories and crop circles and the |iKke,
but when faced with the unreal thing, they couldn't cope at all. It destroyed their ideas about
how t he uni verse worked.

Leo decided it was tine 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 mnd. | told you she was never sixteen. Tell ne
you used a condom at | east.

"CGet your mind out of the gutter. I'msitting in the Dandy Lion...'

Now there's a surprise
"Looki ng at a dead man wal ki ng.'
Al right, you' ve got ny attention. Go to Red Alert and buckle yourself in. Wat the hell is a
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dead man doing in Veritie?
'l was going to ask you that.'

What's it doing, right now7

"For the nmoment, just standing around, | ooking confused '

Ch good For one horrible nmonment | thought you 'd wandered into a Lucio Fulci novie.

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

Leo had no idea who or what his Brother actually was. He admitted to being extrenely old and not
entirely human, and lived, if that was the right word, buried deep under one of the hills
surroundi ng the town The last tine he saw |ight, the Roman Enpire was busy declining and falling
Leo inherited his Brother Under The Hill on his father's denise, and fromthat nmoment on he and
the Brother could talk to each other, nmind to mind, no matter how great the di stance separating

t hem Whoever or whatever the Brother was, he'd been doing it for centuries. He liked to say he was
rai sing 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 mthe nmagical world The Morns were his only neans of comunicating 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
anount of friction between them

But Leo was determined to be nothing like his father

Keeping a dead nman up and walking in the real world isn 't sonmething your average necronmancer or
dabbler in the dark arts could manage, nmused the Brother. This has to be the work of one of the
maj or pl ayers.

"l had managed to work that out for myself,' said Leo, just a little testily 'lI've been running
t hrough the usual suspects, but Jackie Schadenfreude is out of town at the nonment, 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 Damm, that
wonman scares ne

| told you not to sleep with her

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

I love the 'we' bit Stuck as | am beneath this bloody hill, it's up to you to do sonething And do
it pretty dammed quickly, before the nortals are forced to notice what's cone visiting their
fragile little world The last thing we need is a panic in the town and intrusive nedia peopl e.
"Can't you see who's behind this? | thought you were supposed to be all-know ng.'

Normal ly | am but whoever did this is hidden fromnme. Which is worrying.

"Wonderful ,' said Leo. 'Don't you have any suggestions? If | 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 himlistening
to reason - oh shit...'

What ? What ?

' The Waking Beauty is glaring at ne fromher corner. If she's manifesting in the real world, the
situation nust be even worse than we thought. Fromthe way she's looking at ne, it's clear she
expects me to do sonmething 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 Waki ng Beauty we're tal king about."'

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

7 wish you were just a voice in ny head. Life would be so nuch sinpler if | was just crazy. Hold
everything: what was that?

A conmmuni cati on had come and gone so quickly Leo couldn't overhear or track it, but the dead man
had heard and understood. He turned and wal ked unhurriedly out of the pub. People got out of his
way w t hout knowi ng why. Leo scranbled up frombehind his table, realised for the first tine that

the arty set were all |ong 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 inpression, scoring through Leo's nind
like a length of barbed wire.

Maj or pl ayer.

Leo enmerged 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 firmy off dow the hill, people

parting on either side to let himpass without seeing him Leo tried hard to keep thinking of his
quarry as the dead nman, an object rather than a person, but it wasn't easy. Reed had been one of
his fewreal friends. He'd gone to Reed's funeral, tried to say the right things to the grieving
relatives, had stood at the gravesi de and nmade his goodbyes; and now Reed was up and about agai n,
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a pawn in soneone else's dirty ganme. 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 nake of whoever had been foolish enough to raise his anger. He didn't
care how big or powerful or influential the bastard mght turn out to be. He never did. He was Leo
Morn, and no one nessed with himand his. Hs mnd filled with happy thoughts of broken bones and
torn flesh and spurting bl ood, and people noved aside to |l et him pass too.

The Brother Under The Hill maintained a neutral silence.

Leo foll owed 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 conpeted noisily for
breadcrunbs thrown by tourists. A pair of pure white swans watched disdainfully froma distance.
The dead nan passed the Chapel on the Bridge, a solid square of ancient stonework jutting out over
the river. It had been there so | ong no one now renenbered who built it, or why. Some said it had
been a private chapel, others that it had been an overnight |ock-up for |ocal drunks. There was
one door, always |ocked, and small barred wi ndows. Even in Veritie, it was a squat, brooding
presence. As the dead man passed the Chapel, the Howling Thing stirred om nously.

Although it was a part of the magical world, for ever separated fromreality, the How ing Thing
was still a powerful enough presence that its rage caused ripples in both worlds. People passing
the Chapel often crossed thenselves, even if they didn't know why. The Howl ing Thing reacted to
the necronmantic energi es surrounding the dead man, and hurled itself furiously at the | ocked door
It raged and beat against the four confining walls, old stone seal ed and consecrated by anci ent
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 cone.

There were those who said the How i ng Thing founded Bradford-on-Avon, |ong, |ong ago. Gthers said
it tried to destroy the town. And sone clained it was the town's spirit, and that if it ever
escaped or was rel eased, the town would come to an end. The truth was, no one knew anything for
sure any nore. But absolutely no one was prepared to risk setting the Thing free, even if they
knew how.

Leo padded on after the dead nman, all through the town and out the other side. As buildings gave
way nore and nore to open countryside, Leo began to get a really bad feeling about where they were
goi ng. And soon enough, all too soon, the open fields butted up against the silent, dead trees of
Bl ackacre. Reed wal ked unhesitatingly into the dead thickets, but Leo paused for a nonent,
wondering if he really was that deternmined to avenge his friend. Nothing good ever canme out of

Bl ackacr e.

Even Leo Morn had enough sense to be scared of Bl ackacre.

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 noment took his breath away. He'd never known a place so
strongly magical as to rip himout of one world and into the next, against his will. H's senses
becane sharper, nore focused, as using his father's | egacy he adapted to the magi cal world, and
with a slow sense of horror he realised that Bl ackacre no |longer existed in the real world. Only
its shell remained in Veritie, an enpty vision of what had once been as real as earth and rock
Sonet hi ng, or nore |likely sonmeone, had torn the guts out of Blackacre and pinned themfirmy in
Mysterie. Blackacre was a wholly magi cal place now, where dark, bad, nagical things could be done.
Leo's pace slowed, alnost despite hinself. As his father's son, he was a powerful presence hinself
in Mysterie; but he' d never cared for that. Legacies and destinies were for other people. He
preferred the sinpler, subtler, nore real pleasures of being just a nan

"Are you still with nme, Brother?

O course. Hi s Brother's voice was clear and sharp, with a nuch stronger sense of presence, now
that they were both in Mysterie. This is bad, Leo, really bad. Woever gutted Bl ackacre to nmake it
his own has to be one of the Powers and Domi nations. In which case, we are both well out of our
depth and sinking fast. It disturbs nme that | sensed nothing of such a presence operating
recently. O 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 wal king through the dead woods was enough to put all his hair on
end. Bl ackacre felt like long fingernails scraping down his soul. The bl ackened trees bore no

| eaves or bl ossom and never woul d again. Thick black boles and stark bl ack branches were held
utterly still, undisturbed by any trace of a breeze. Nothing noved in Blackacre, not even the air.
Not hi ng but Leo Mbrn, and a dead man. The ground was inches deep in ashes, and Leo's every
footstep nade | oud crunching sounds, for all his stealth, announcing his presence. He | et hinself
fall farther back, still keeping Reed in sight, as he glanced warily about him There were no
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animals, no insects, no birds. This was a dead place, where perhaps even time stood still.

It was |ike wal king on the noon. Life had cone and gone, and nothing would ever thrive in

Bl ackacre 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 nan was
goi ng, 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 Farmand its surrounding |and, but he'd assumed that was only
in Veritie. Reed seened 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 breat hing hard now, cold beads of sweat standing out on his forehead, but he didn't slow
his pace any further. He'd cone 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 seened to push back against him until it was |like wal king headlong into a
harsh, relentless wind. He had to lean forward as he wal ked, digging his feet into the ash-covered
ground. Each step becane an effort, and he grunted and grow ed deep in his throat as he forced his
way on. His eyes were narrowed and his teeth were showing. |If soneone was determned to keep him
out, there had to be sonething worth knowi ng about at the end of it. He'd al nbst forgotten his
earlier intention to avenge his friend Reed; this had becone personal now. No one kept Leo Mrn
out when he wanted in

He coul d feel necromantic energies growing all around himnow, crackling on his skin and spitting
sparks fromhis hair. He'd never encountered nagical defences this strong before. They woul d have
stopped any nornal man, and nost magical creatures. But Leo was born of both worlds, and his dua
nature seemed to confuse the defences, so they couldn't get a firmgrip on him He trudged on
stronger and nore stubborn than any m ndl ess defence could ever be. And then suddenly the pressure
broke, and he alnost fell forward.

He stopped for a nonent to get his breath back, glaring about him There were dead trees
everywhere he | ooked, for as far as he could see, as though the Bl ackacre woods were now much

bi gger on the inside than they appeared on the outside. As though Bl ackacre was grow ng,

expandi ng, 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 roomthat's been left |ocked up
and abandoned for nany years The silence was so conpl ete now he'd stopped noving that he could
hear every sound he nmade, fromhis harsh breathing to the rustling of his clothes to his own

heart beat .

Stand very still.

"Way?' Leo said quickly 'Wiat's happeni ng?'

| sense sonething 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 | think I'"mgetting the hang of it You 're not alone here, Leo
I can sense ten, nmaybe twelve, dead nen in the woods with you Can you see them?7

Leo | ooked quickly about him into the artificial gloomof the thick woods, but couldn't see or
hear or smell anything, except Reed, noving farther away fromhim up ahead.

"All | can see are trees Are you sure about this? Wat are these other dead nen doi ng?”
O course I'msure |'malways sure Make it twenty dead nen I'mfinding nore all the tine As far as
I can tell, they're just standing in the woods Standi ng guard, presumably Don't get too close to

any of them Proximty probably triggers an alarm Proceed with extrene caution, Leo Are you sure
you can't see any of then¥ You' re right on top of half a dozen
"Geat,' growed Leo. 'Just bloody great This gets better all the tine No | can't see any bl oody

dead guards You'll just have to guide nme Steer ne clear of the bastards Brother, who the hell are
we up against?' This is nore than just some rogue necromancer
Powers and Dominations, said his Brother Under The Hill Wuld | be wasting ny tine if | suggested

you make a strategic retreat, and not come back until you 've acquired a few nore powerful allies
of your own7

"Yes.'

I thought so.

"Woul d you shut up a mnute and |l et nme concentrate? | nmay not be a Power or a Dom nation, but I
can still be pretty damed sneaky when | put ny mind to it'

Leo noved slowy forward, setting each foot down so carefully that the ashes burying the ground
accepted his weight without a murrmur He swivelled his head slowy back and forth, not even

bl i nking his eyes, and at |ast 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 tinme It wasn't anyone he knew,
and it seened to be in a good state of preservation. The corpse's utter stillness was quietly
unnervi ng, inhuman; |ike sone nachine waiting for instructions. People weren't supposed to | ook
like that. Leo noved on, giving the dead nan a w de berth.
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Def ensive spells formed on the air before himlike static snowdrops, intricate and el egant,
shimering with unearthly col ours; magical anti-personnel mnes. Invisible to ordinary eyes, there
were change spells and death spells, and a whol e bunch of curses Leo didn't even recogni se. He

sli pped 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 conplex even he couldn't hope to
sense themin time, but he trusted to his dual nature to protect him and pressed on. He'd cone
too far to turn back now. Leo had few positive qualities, but stubbornness was definitely one of

t hem

At last the dark trees fell away to reveal a great open clearing, with the farnhouse standing at
its centre, like the bait in a trap. It was a long two-storey building, in the old half-tinbered
style, its nottled exterior filthy and corrupted, the victimof nature's relentless working and

I ong neglect. Leo crouched at the edge of the clearing, and just |ooking at the farmhouse made him
feel sick. There was a disturbing wongness to it, as though it was both nore and |l ess than just a
house. The gapi ng bl ack wi ndows were |ike eyes, and the great front door a nouth with conceal ed
teeth. It wasn't a sane place, where sane and normal people mght live. The angles were all wong,
and the decaying features played tricks of perspective on him as though parts were rushing
towards and retreating fromhim at the sane tine. It was a structure fromanother tine and

anot her place, where they did things differently. An alien place, perhaps neither real nor

magi cal , but something... worse

The slumping rotten heart of Blackacre stood all alone, with no obvious defences. No dead nen on
guard, no attack spells floating on the air, nobody watching fromthe enpty wi ndows. It had to be
a trap. Leo crouched where he was, considering his options, and then al nost junped out of his skin
as Reed wal ked out of the woods sone ten feet away, and headed straight for the farnmhouse. Leo

sei zed his chance. He padded quietly across the open clearing, keeping close behind Reed,
following in his footsteps. No one chall enged him Reed pushed open the front door and went in
whil e Leo dropped to the ground beside it, struggling to control his breathing and his heartbeat.

He pressed his back against the wall, and the noist 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 himas 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 nouse in carpet slippers, until he was right underneath the lit
wi ndow. All he had to do now was rise up and peek in, but sonehow that didn't appeal to him at
all. For all his stubbornness and curiosity, that |last step seened so big as to be al nost

overwhel ming. He didn't want to look in, for fear of what might |ook back at him

There were nonsters in Mysterie. Things much nastier than a little half-breed Iike Leo Mrn.

And then he thought of Reed, his friend Reed, his dead friend Reed, wal king helplessly into this
house at the call of whoever or whatever had summoned hi mup 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
movi ng. He sucked in a deep breath, held it, turned slowy and carefully rose up to look in at the
gl owi ng wi ndow.

At first, the glass was so filthy he couldn't see a damm thing. But as his eyes adjusted to the
glare of the light and the snmeared 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 unpl easantness you'd
expect fromthe Serpent's Son. He was a Power and a Donination, and nore besides. N chol as
Scratch. Hob. AOd names for the Devil, the Enemy of Man. And Hob was all that.

Angel was nore of an enigma. You couldn't really use terns |ike good and bad with her; they were
just too limting. Brutal and vicious certainly, and capable of anything... but applying norality
to Angel was like ascribing notives to a force of nature. Angel was new to the material plane, and
couldn't be expected to understand ni nor concepts like right and wong. She was probably stil
working on life and death. Angel was dangerous precisely because she was so unpredictable. If she
had fallen under Hob's influence..

Now woul d be a really good tinme to | eave

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

They can't hear us. | 've been probing their defences for sonme tinme, and they haven't even

noti ced.
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"Now he tells ne.'

You run for the trees. I'll cover you

"Hell with that. | didn't nearly wet nyself getting this far to turn back w thout finding out what
the hell is going on here. | didn 't know Hob was back. Did you know Hob was back?

No. | can't see him O Angel. Usually. They're just too... different. Veritie and Mysterie nean

not hi ng to such as they.

"l really should have stayed in bed this norning, or maybe under it. Now shut up and let ne
concentrate on what's going on in there.'

He pushed his face as close to the filthy window as he dared, straining his nore than natura
senses to their limt. Hob and Angel were sitting on opposite sides of an ornate and decorative
coffee table, antique by the ook of it, polished and gl eam ng and no doubt hideously 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. Al around them the parlour was filthy and squalid and
utterly vile. It was nore than a century since anyone had actually lived in the Bl ackacre
farmhouse, and it showed. The bare walls were cracked and bul gi ng and pock-nmarked wi th huge
craters, running with slow viscous danp |ike pus fromleaking sores. Thick clunps of bul bous white
fungi filled the angles where the walls nmet floor and ceiling. Leo could al nost taste the stench
of corruption that filled the room even through the closed window. The roomwas full of a gol den
light, but from no obvious source, as though the parlour itself glowed with the unclean Iight of
under ground phosphorescence. No one with human sensibilities could have lived in such a room or
even tolerated it for nore than a few nonments, but then, Hob and Angel only |ooked hunan. They
drank their coffee and tal ked together, quite undisturbed by their surroundings, while outside Leo
fought hard not to vomt.

He had come to a bad place, and just its proximty was enough to sicken himto his soul

In the room Angel |ooked at the steam ng 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 nouth noved briefly in a faint noue of distaste, but he had enough sense not to
say anything. Leo pressed his ear against the w ndow pane, though his cheek crawl ed and junped at
the contact, and |listened as they spoke.

"l understood you were banished fromthis town,' said Angel. 'Where have you been all these
years?'

"Travelling the world, and wal king up and down in it,' Hob said easily. 'Dabbling in politics and
revol ution, just for the hell of it. Mstly in parts of the world where politics and revol ution

are the sane thing. People will rape, torture and kill each other for the npbst anusing reasons, if
you know the right buttons to push. | always feel nobst alive when everything else is dying al
around ne. And | was never banned. | chose to | eave, to avoid... unpleasantness. | hadn't thought

of dear old Bradford-on-Avon in a long tine, but ny father called nme back, so here | am One
doesn't say no to the Serpent.'

Angel |eaned forward in her chair, suddenly interested. 'Your father. Have you ever seen hinP? Do
you know what he is?

Hob frowned, and | ooked away, devel oping a sudden interest in his coffee cup. 'No. My father is as
much a nystery to ne as anyone else. | don't think there's anyone now living who knows for sure
what the Serpent actually |ooks |ike. 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

Dom nation. Poor Luna. My father has never shown ne his face, and | have never been tenpted to ask
to see it. But sometinmes he talks to me. | hear his voice, in ny mnd.'

"What does it sound l|ike?" 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 conprehend. Though since you were once of the inmaterial...'

Angel scowl ed, and put her cup down sharply. 'I ammaterial now, and nmuch less than | was. Any
menories | mght have had of things other than the nmaterial were taken fromme. That was part of
my puni shment. Or perhaps ny reward. It's so hard to be sure.

"Ah well!' said Hob. 'Easy cone, easy go. Al you need to knowis that |I follow ny father's
wi shes; and as long as we follow his plan, you and I will bring down both the worlds of reality
and nagic, and watch as my father tranples them beneath his ancient spite. The Serpent In The Sun

will bring an end to Veritie and Mysterie, and you and | will have ringside seats as our reward,
and afterwards we shall frolic in the ruins and glory in the damati on of our enem es.
"You say the sweetest things,' said Angel. '"Just as long as I'mnot bored. | do so hate to be
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bored."’

They both | ooked round as the door behind them opened and Reed wal ked in. Hob checked his Rol ex
and sniffed. 'About time you got back. Of you go and join the others in the woods. Usual rules;

if it noves and it isn't us, kill it. And don't go wandering off again, or I'll cut you off at the
ankl es."'

The dead nan turned and left the room shutting the door quietly behind him Leo let out his
breath slowy. He'd been wondering if Reed would report being followed, but it seened his dua

nature was still protecting him

"What was the little thunder god doing at the railway station this norning? said Angel. \Wen she
spoke, she sonetimes put enphasis on unusual words, as though she was still struggling to

under stand the subtler nmechani sns of speech

'Bei ng a bl oody nui sance, nostly,' said Hob. '| suspect the Waki ng Beauty's hand in his presence

| can hide nyself fromnost of the higher orders, but the Waking Beauty is sonething el se. Even
I"mnot sure what. Luckily, she's never been of an active nature. Mich prefers getting sonme other
poor fool to do her dirty work. Don't you worry about Ji my Thunder, Loser For Hre. The

divinity's running very thin in his bloodline. If he shows his face again, I'Il rip it right off.
"Tell nme nore about this Waki ng Beauty,' said Angel. 'Is she real, or nmgical ?'

"Both. Neither. | don't think anyone knows. | have an unconfortable suspicion that she's above
such things. She's very old, and she never sleeps, and she knows things. Disturbing things. | net
her once... and she wasn't frightened of ne. Unusual, that.'

"Thanks to the godling' s interference, the Reality Express is no nore,' said Angel. 'After your

little outburst, it will be a long tine before any refugees will trust their safety to you again.
What will you do for the power you need, now that you can no |onger bleed the refugees dry?

"l do hope | didn't detect a teeny note of criticismthere, dear Angel,' said Hob, snmiling with
his nouth alone. 'Never forget, | amthe one who nmakes the decisions here, because | amny
father's voice. | will do what it pleases ne to do, and | will not be questioned. As | will, so
mote it be, as dear little Aleister and | used to say in ny somewhat younger days. The |oss of the
Real ity Express is but a trifling thing. | can always raise nore dead, and send them out to murder
the living. There's a |l ot of power to be gained fromnecromancy. And the dead do nake such
excel l ent servants; they're conpletely obedient and they never talk back. Bit short in the
initiative departnment, but that's usually all to the good. I'Il enpty this town's ceneteries and
send the dear departed |lurching through the streets in broad daylight, if | have to. Killing a
whol e bunch of people always makes nme feel better.

"Yes,' said Angel, smling for the first tine. It was a disturbing sight. To kill, to dimnish the
spark of light, to destroy the Creator's work. Such things are food and drink to me. But say the
word, and | will set the town's streets awash with bl ood."

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

" Per haps you shoul d have thought of that before you burned all those refugees,' said Angel

Hob | ooked at her, and there was sonmething in his gaze that silenced her. 'You forget,' he said
softly. 'You forget who and what | am little Angel. | amthe only son of The Serpent In The Sun
and this whole world, real or nmagical, is mne by right. | could destroy you with a thought, and
then raise you fromthe dead to serve ne again. Get down on your knees.'

'Pl ease,' said Angel. 'Don't.’

' Down. On your knees. Now. '

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

"Now kiss ny foot, little Angel,' said Nicholas Hob

And she did.

Hob | ooked down at Angel's bowed head, and slowy enptied his coffee cup over it. The hot liquid
ran down her face |like dark brown tears, but Angel didn't move. Hob | aughed softly. 'Get up
Heaven' s droppi ngs.'

Angel rose slowy to her feet, and sat down in her chair again. She made no nove to w pe away the
coffee still dripping fromher chin.

"Now, my dear,' said Hob. 'Is there anything el se you feel you need to discuss with nme?

'The dead man,' Angel said slowy. 'The one who went wal king into town. Could any of the others
break free, |ike hinf

Hob frowned, and Angel could not neet his gaze. | was distracted,' Hob said finally. 'Wen | |ost
my tenper, at the station. My nind wandered for a nonent, and ny concentration | apsed. It took ne
a while to realise that one of ny slaves had slipped his leash. But it won't happen again. |'ve
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taken steps to see to that. And as you shoul d know, | never give up on anything that | have nade
m ne.'

Perhaps Leo started at that, or nade a noise. Either way, Hob and Angel turned sharply in their
chairs to |l ook at the window, and for a nonment Hob and Leo | ooked right into each other's eyes. It
was only the barest nonent, 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 sonething behind him and then he was
in among the dead trees and running hard. He could feel the nagical 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 mnd, giving himdirections.

Dead nen cane |lurching out frombetween the dead trees, looking for himw th their cold unblinking
eyes, but he was too fast for them racing through Bl ackacre Wod with puffs of ashes flying up
every time his feet hit the ground. One of the dead ni ght have been Reed -he didn't stop to | ook
More figures appeared ahead of him closing together to block his way. His Brother roared, filling
the ether with nental 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, noving quickly and confidently through the |ast of the dead trees. Hob
couldn't find himnow, and the stal king dead nen were too far behind to give himany trouble. Just
| et himreach the open countrysi de beyond the woods, and cross back into Veritie, and he'd defy
Hob or anyone else to bring himdown. And then there was thunder on the air, high above him and
despite hinself he | ooked back. Angel was coming for him wal king on the air.

Sone twenty feet above the ground, higher than sone of the trees,

Angel strode across the sky, and the air shuddered |ike thunderclaps where her feet trod. She was
com ng 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 |ungs
straining, and Angel closed renorselessly in on him |ike an ow hunting a nouse. Leo pushed
hinself to his limts, while his Brother yelled for himto make the change, and wth anyone el se
he m ght have, but even in his changed state he doubted he woul d have | asted | ong agai nst Angel
Veritie was his only hope.

He pushed hinself even harder, crying out at the pain now as he forced his body past its hunman
limts, and then suddenly he was out of the trees, out of Blackacre, and reality crashed down
around him Leo threw hinmself to the warmand living ground and lay there, panting for breath. H's
nmuscl es were trenbling with the strain he'd put on them After a while, he turned slowy and

| ooked back at the border of Blackacre, where Mysterie butted up agai nst Veritie.

And there was Angel, standing quite normally on the ground, in Blackacre. They | ooked at each
other for a long while, Angel's face conpletely expressionless, and then she turned and wal ked
back into the dead woods, and Leo's heart started beating again. He lay on his back on the good
warm grass, |ooking up at the blue sky, and waited for his breathing to return to sonething |ike
nor nal .

"Brother,' he said finally.

Yes?

"W're going to have to talk to someone about this.'

FOUR

SOMVE THI NGS ARE MEANT TO BE

Toby Dexter woke up conparatively early on Saturday norning, w thout knowi ng why. He rolled slowy
over in bed and | ooked resentfully at the alarmclock on the bedside table. M ckey Muse's hands

poi nted unfeelingly at nine o' clock. The alarmwas still silent. Toby liked to lie in on a
Saturday norning, preferably till ten or eleven or even later. One of the joys of Saturday norning
was knowi ng he wasn't going to be driven fromhis nice warmbed by Mckey's shrill clanour at

seven o' bl oody cl ock. Toby lay back in his bed, vaguely contenplating the ceiling. Sonething had
woken hi mup. Al nost as though someone had called his nanme, in a voice that could not be ignored
Sat urday norning. He always | ooked 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

endl essly away before him and Saturday m ght as well have been another planet. But what did he
actual ly do, when Saturday and the weekend finally cane around? He'd sleep in. Get up only when he
absolutely had to (usually forced out of bed by bl adder pressure), and stagger downstairs in his
dressing gowmn to watch kids' cartoons on television, usually while eating a big bow of whatever
cereal he was currently addicted to. Al the while grousing, sonetines 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
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of a leading nmen's nagazine as the cartoon character they'd nmost |like to punch in the head
repeatedly. Even nore than Jar Jar Binks.) And where did the two good-Iooking kids al ways

di sappear to, while Shaggy and Thel na were busy being chased by nmen in nonster nasks? They'd
probably found a bedroom and were rutting |like crazed weasels.

Cone nidday he'd get dressed and wander down into town for a drink, to see what was happeni ng and
who was around. And it was always the same ol d faces, doing the sane old things. Wich was
sonetinmes conforting, but nore often not. Then back hone, to open a packet and stick it in the
oven, and that was lunch. Usually eaten straight fromthe plastic contai ner because that saved on
washi ng-up. Then sit slunped 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 nuch, in the conpany of people who only counted as friends because he saw t hem
every weekend, stagger hone and try to get to sleep with his bedroomrevolving slowy around him
Repeat on Sunday. Then back to work again. Not nuch of a life, really. Not nuch of alife at all
Toby tried really hard to get back to sleep again so he wouldn't have to think any nore, but his
body was having none of it. H's body felt decidedly restless. Like it needed to be up and about,
doing things... inmportant things. Even though Toby had no idea what they nmi ght be. He turned onto
his side, pulling the blankets up around his neck, trying to get confortable so he could fool his
body into dozing off, but the bed felt cold and hard and unwel conmi ng, as though it knew he

shoul dn't be there. In the end, Toby swore briefly but feelingly, threw back the covers and

| urched out of bed. It was clearly going to be one of those days.

He pulled off his pyjamas and threw themroughly in the direction of the dirty |laundry basket, and
got dressed. It didn't feel like a dressing-gown-and-cartoons day. He stonped downstairs, yawning
and scratching as the nood took him collected the usual pile of junk mail fromhis doornmat and
headed for the kitchen, trying to decide whether he could be bothered to nake hinself a proper
breakfast. One bow of milky cereal and a conpromi se glass of orange juice with added vitamn C

| ater, he rinsed the bow and glass under the hot tap and put themon one side to dry. He sat down
again at the kitchen table and considered the nmorning's mail. \Wich turned out to be strange and
wei rd enough to snap himfully awake.

A fol ded gl ossy panmphl et offered six fool proof ways to avoid el f-shot, proven cause of npst chills
and fevers. The six ways included nedicines and herbs he'd never heard of, prayers to someone
cal l ed Mannan Mac Lir, and a series of healthy exercises that made Toby wince just to |ook at the
illustrations. He turned the panphlet over, to see if it was advertising a book or a film but
there was just the usual formto fill in, and an address in Findhorn, wherever that was. Toby

bl i nked at the panphlet a fewtinmes and then put it carefully to one side.

Next up was a sober, businesslike letter fromone of the big established pharnaceutical conpani es,
offering to supply himwith the very latest in lust potions, suitable for all occasions. Shouldn't
that be | ove potions? Toby thought vaguely. He checked the snmall print for nmention of pheronones
and the like, but the letter seened entirely serious and straightforward. There was even a noney-
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 dianonds! Split the atomw th 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.) W take Visa and Mastercard. Parent or guardian's
signature required. Allow six noons for delivery. Toby blinked at that one for a while, and put it
on one side.

Finally: you may al ready be a Superhero! Send for the origin of your choice. Design your own
costume or choose from our w de range of cloaks, tights and nmasks. Rubber and | eather a
speciality. Return this formbefore the end of the nonth and choose two extra powers, one from
Colum A and one... Toby screwed that one into a ball and binned it with nore than necessary
force. Soneone was wi nding himup. Had to be.

He turned on the radi o. The news was al nost universally depressing, as usual, and he felt on
firmer ground again.

He pottered around the house for a while, wandering into roons and out again, but he couldn't
settle. The feeling of restlessness was getting worse. More and nore he felt he should be
somewhere el se, doing sonmething... inportant. That this Saturday, this norning, was inportant.

Whi ch was odd, because he'd never thought of hinmself or his |life as mattering a dam to anyone,
even him He was just another faceless drone, a small cog in a small wheel that kept other wheels
turni ng 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 nade something of his life, but somehow
never had.
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He sniffed. That was what hitting your thirties did for you. It made you bl oody norbid.

He fought the restlessness for another half an hour, but in the end it forced himout of the
house. He pulled on his new | eather jacket, and slanmmed the front door behind himjust alittle
harder than was really necessary to make the lock catch. Truth be told, it was a bit warmfor the
jacket, but he liked the creaking sounds it nmade as he noved. He | ooked around him It was a
bright sunny day, but no one el se seenmed to be about. An inpul se made himl ook up, and he was
astoni shed to see an absol utely huge rainbow glinmrering against the deep blue sky. The col ours
were al most painfully sharp and distinct, and the great arch seened to fly up into the sky for
ever. The earth-fixed end seened so close he felt as though he could walk right up to it, and the
whol e thing was so dammed beautiful his breath caught in his chest Iike 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 wal ked of f
down the road, heading into town.

Somet hi ng was calling him

And as he wal ked through the town, everything was utterly famliar yet subtly different. The
streets and the houses and the sights were all the sane as they had ever been, but it was like
seeing them afresh, as though he was recognising themagain after nmany years away. This was the
sanme route he'd taken the night before, plodding hone through the pouring rain, but now he felt
like a stranger in his own town. There was a charge, a tension, on the air, sonmething he could
feel but could not put a nane to. Hone didn't feel like hone any nore. It occurred to himthat
this was the kind of perfect sunmer day you usually only sawin filns; all bright and sharp and
Techni col or 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 norning), 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 sonmething was wong... out of place. Sone of the
houses he was passing didn't seemquite as he remenbered them There were too many w ndows, or too
few. Front doors were the wong colour or even the wong shape. Gabl ed roofs he woul d have sworn
were sol ar-panelled the day before. Gardens were full of tall flowers, swaying in the gentle
breeze, and trees were bright with bl ossom when he was al nbst sure... He shrugged a few tines,
and increased his pace. Amazi ng what one good night of rain could do.

He nade 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 informng visitors to the town that cars could be left for
a maxi mum of two hours during the day (Get your ticket fromthe nmachi ne, have you Paid &

Di spl ayed?), one wall was now covered with a large handwitten warning, painted in what | ooked
very like fresh blood, saying, Get it out of here by sundown or you'll never see it again! Repeat
of fenders will be defenestrated!

Toby stopped at the top of the slope | eading down into the car park and studi ed the new sign for
sone tine, before |ooking around to see if anyone else had noticed it. Everyone el se was bustling
back and forth on their own business, paying the sign no attention at all. Toby stood considering
for a nonent, nmaking sure that defenestrati on neant what he thought it did, and then frowned. H s
first thought was to disnmiss it as graffiti, vandalism.. and not very funny at that. But sonehow,
he didn't think so. There was sonmething 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 fromwall to
wal |, and every damm one of them | ooked 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. Areplica, obviously, but... as Toby slowed his pace and | ooked around himw th grow ng

confusion, it seemed to himthat he was surrounded by nakes of car fromevery period there ever
was.

A great nonster of a 1930s Bentley, in racing green and red, stood next to a powder-blue Hill man
M nx Superior fromthe fifties. A blatantly purple Delorean stood next to a silver-grey Aston
Martin DB 5 that | ooked like it had cone straight fromthe set of a Janes Bond film And then..
It was long and sl eek and gl eam ng, shining silver like a nediaeval church chalice, streanined to
within an inch of its life, and inpressively low slung; but if it was a car, then where the hel
were its wheel s? Just |ooking at it, Toby knew it could go fromO to 60 while you were stil
turning the ignition key. The car of the future, just like in all the comics he'd read as a boy.
Toby wal ked slowy through the car park, his head sw velling 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 night 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 hinself there nmust be a convention of
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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 fromunder the world he knew, and he was begi nni ng
to have a strong suspicion as to just who that was.

He I eft 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 ol der.)
Hal f way across, Toby heard sonething splashing loudly in the river down bel ow and automatically

| ooked over the dark railings, only to | ook quickly away, shocked by sonething he was sure he
couldn't have seen correctly. It wasn't the bare flesh, or the bobbing breasts, or the w cked
smle on the pointed face; it was the long green gleamof a fish's tail... He refused absolutely
to even think the mword, but he couldn't deny what he'd seen. He made hinself | ook back over the
railings again. Ducks. Swans. Swirling dark waters. Nothing el se. O course there was nothing

el se!l Toby wal ked on, |ooking strai ght ahead. Behind him sonmeone was singing a song of great
beauty in a warm breathy contralto. He didn't | ook back, even when the bridge was safely far
behi nd him

He wal ked on into Church Street and it seened to himthat there were a | ot of people around, even
for a Saturday norning. Wiat was nore, quite a few of them seened to be | ooking at hi mstrangely.
Whi ch was odd, because this was, after all, his home town, he a Bradfordian born and bred, and he
was, if nothing else, a faniliar face to nost people. He checked hinself unobtrusively, for
spilled food or undone flies, but all seemed to be in order. He lifted his chin alittle and
stared back, and everyone | ooked away agai n.

It occurred to himthat he was a bit short of noney, so he stopped at the cash machine in the wall
out side his bank. But even as he was funbling in his coat pocket for his cash card and nentally
rehearsing his pin nunber, the cash machi ne suddenly spoke to him

"Ch, you needn't bother with that, dear. It's only noney. How nuch do you want ?

Toby froze with his hand still in his pocket, and then | ooked quickly about him There was no one
el se anywhere nearby. He | ooked reluctantly back at the gl owi ng conputer screen before him
Instead of the usual green lettering, there were two yellow circles that m ght have been eyes, and
a wide curve for a smle. As he watched, the smle w dened, and one of the eyes winked at him
Toby cl eared his throat.

"Uh... hello?

"Hello there! Isn't it a sinply super norning?

"Am | speaking to a machine... or sonething?

' Ch, sonething, dear, definitely sonething. You just tell me how nuch you need, and | will shower
you with | argesse."'

"I's this some kind of joke?' said Toby, after a pause. 'One of those hidden canera 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 nuch as you can carry away,
and do you know why? Because | |ike your face!'

‘Maybe | didn't get up this norning,' Toby said wistfully. 'Maybe I'mstill in bed, and dream ng
all this. It would explain a lot.'

"Ch no, this isn't The Dreaning. That's next door but one.'

"And you... want to give ne noney?

"Of course! Have as nmuch as you want! |'ve got |ots!'

And the cash nachi ne sprayed banknotes into the air, tens and twenties shooting out in a great
stream of nulticol oured paper, fluttering to the ground |like so many | eaves in autum. Toby stood
there gaping. He'd never seen so much noney in one place in his life, and there seenmed no end to
it. He finally grabbed a few handfuls in self-defence, and then decided that this was just too
damed weird, and quite likely to get himarrested as well. He stuffed the notes in his pocket

wi t hout even | ooking at them and hurried off down the street, not |ooking back once. Behind him
banknotes slowy gathered in a pile on the pavenent as the cash nmachine sang nournfully to itself.
Toby decided very firmy 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 nale
chest under the padded bra. He headed straight for the Dandy Lion, in nmany ways his second hone.
He waited agitatedly at the pedestrian crossing, and nearly lost it again when a shocki ng-pi nk

Rol | s- Royce cruised past, and a strangely fam liar aristocratic femal e face | ooked out of the

wi ndow and sniled sweetly at him Toby averted his eyes. Maybe if he just refused to accept al
this weirdness, it would go away and bot her soneone el se.

He dived across the road at the first chance he got, and hurried into the pub. Once again,
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everything | ooked the same, but the place was full of people he didn't recogni se, nmany of whom
stopped talking to stare at himas he paused in the doorway. Toby squared his shoul ders and headed
determnedly for the bar. This was getting ridiculous. People slowy started tal ki ng again as he
ordered his usual pint of bitter fromthe famliar face behind the bar. For once, wonder of
wonders, the jukebox was actually playing something worth listening to. But as Toby |istened, he
felt the strangeness creeping over himagain. 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 Hanmburg tape; this was Lennon and McCartney at the height of their
songwiting powers. Singing a song he'd never heard before...

H's pint arrived. He paid for it automatically and took a good hard drink. And then he stopped,
consi dered, and took another, slower drink. It was good. Dam, it was good, the best bitter beer
he'd ever tasted. And nost especially one hell of a lot better than the stuff he usually drank
Miust be a new brand. He was about to ask the barmai d when someone called his name in a sharp
comandi ng voi ce

He | ooked around and there was Carys Gall oway, sitting tucked away in her usual corner, underneath
the stairs leading up to the restaurant floor. Toby snmiled, relief washing over him It was good
to see that sone things hadn't changed, on this npbst unusual of days. Carys spent nore tine in the
Dandy Lion than he did. She was the forenost gossip of the whole town, a title not easily gained,
and if anyone knew why today was acting as if it had got its nmedication mxed up, it would be
Carys Call oway. She knew everything. Or at |east, the few things she didn't know weren't usually
worth the know ng.

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

It was the sane fanmiliar face, with its sharp chin and prom nent cheekbones, and nore than a hint
of ethnic gypsy. Dark russet hair fell in thick ringlets to her shoul ders and beyond, and her eyes
were so dark and huge you felt you could fall into themand drown for ever. Her |ong bony hands,
the fingers heavily knuckl ed, were wei ghed dowmn with rings of gold and silver set with unfamliar
gens. She had an unconventionally pretty face, that of a wonman who coul d have been anything from
her twenties to her forties. She always wore traditional Romany cl othes, gypsy chic, conplete with
neckl aces and bangles. Quite a romantic figure, usually.

But today she | ooked... harsher. Brighter. Mre intense. Al npst overpoweringly there, as though
she was the only thing, the only person that mattered in the whol e pl ace.

Toby tried to say sonething, but his nmouth was suddenly dry. Up close, Carys actually | ooked
forbidding; |ike one of the Fates, the Norns of Scandinavian |ore, the wi se wonen who neasure out
the threads of our lives and cut them off when they reach their end. But as Toby settled hinself
opposite her, he realised suddenly that the restlessness, the pressure, the need that had driven
himfromhis 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 | ooked hard at
Carys Gl | oway.

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

"All right, Carys; what's gone on? Wy is everything in the town so... different? The whol e pl ace
is |like Bradford-on-Crack. And why is everybody | ooking at me? Am| paranoid, or did the whole
dammed worl d change overnight while | was asl eep?

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

"Ch, shit,' said Toby, slunping in his seat. '|I could have coped with being paranoid. OK, hit ne
with it, whatever it is.

"You have becone part of the magical world,' said Carys, her dark eyes holding his. 'You have |eft
Veritie and now you are in Mysterie, a place of marvels and wonders, banes and mal i gnanci es. You
are living in a much [arger world now, Toby Dexter, by your own choice, and you rnmust w den your
mnd to accept it.'

"Il's everyone here magical ?' said Toby. 'Are you?

"I"'mnore than magical. |'molder than the town. They call ne the Waki ng Beauty, because | never
sl eep. Ever.
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"Ah. So... am | nmagi cal now?

Carys | ooked at himhard. 'No.'

Toby nodded glumy. 'I thought not.

"But you're not entirely real any nore, either.' Carys frowned. 'You have a foot in both worlds.
You coul d stay human, by returning to Veritie, or you could stay here and becone nmagi cal. You nust
make your own choice. But beware; whatever choice you eventually nake will have consequences: for
you, for everyone. For all the worlds that be. You have becone inportant, you poor bastard! You
met someone yesterday, someone of great significance. Because of her, you are now aware of the
magi cal world, and it is becom ng aware of you.'

"It was her,' said Toby. 'Gyle. | should never have foll owed her through that door.'

"But you did, and that changed everything. You nust pursue Gayle, for your destiny and hers are
now i rrevocably |inked. She won't |ike that any nore than you, but destiny's often funny that way.
Gayle lives close by. | will give you directions. \What happens next is up to you.'

"I don't believe in destiny,' Toby said flatly.

"Tough. It believes in you.'

"CK,' said Toby. '"I'Il go and talk to her. What's her ot her nane?

"She is only what she is, whatever nane she m ght be using. Hers is a npbst singular nature.'

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

"Not yet.'

"Wl l, what nmakes her so inportant?' said Toby, al nost desperately. 'And what on earth nakes you
think I nmight be inportant? |I've never mattered nmuch to anyone, not even nyself.'

"Self-pity suits you,' said Carys. 'But you'll have to put it aside. It's too snall an enotion for

what you are now.'

"What am | ?

Carys |l eaned forward, fixing Toby with her dark, bottom ess gaze. 'You are a focal point, Toby
Dexter. The patterns of fate surround you. Your role in things has been deci ded where everything
that matters is decided, in the Courts of the Inmmaterial. And neither you nor anyone el se has any
say in the matter. The decisions you nake in the next few days will be vital, for all of us..
though | cannot see what or when or why. Which is in itself al nbst unprecedented. Whatever's

com ng nust be nomentous indeed, if it is hidden even from ne.

'"Is this... going to be dangerous? For ne?'

"Very.'

"And there's no way out of it?

Carys | eaned back in her chair, her face suddenly guarded. Her bangl es nade soft, eerie clanking
sounds as she crossed her arns. 'You could try to walk away fromyour fate; insist on your
humanity, at the cost of everything else. Few things are set in stone. But to walk away fromthe
rol e chosen for you woul d nean wal king away from Gayl e. You coul d never see her, never speak to
her again. Only you can decide how nuch that matters.'

Toby nodded slowy. 'Gve ne the directions. I'll go and talk to her. And then |I'Il decide... what
I"11 decide.'

Carys smiled. Gayle turned out to be living alnost literally just around the corner fromthe Dandy
Li on. Sonehow Toby wasn't entirely surprised. He got to his feet, |ooked briefly at his pint glass
and then left it standing on the table. At the thought of neeting Gayle again, his stomach was
suddenly full of butterflies. Dancing. Wth clogs on

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

"But you're not going to tell ne what,' said Toby. 'I'mgetting really tired of nysteries, Carys.
It was only by accident that | foll owed Gayle through that magi ¢ door of hers |ast evening.'
"There are no accidents,’' said Carys Gall oway, the Waki ng Beauty.

"Some things are just nmeant to be. Now get out of here, and let the rest of us drink in peace.'
Meanwhi | e, back in the real world, in Veritie, where she lived entirely by choice, Gayle was
reluctantly getting out of her very confortable bed. Thank the good Lord for snooze al arms. She
could sleep through or ignore one alarm but half a dozen in a row woul d have had Lazarus hinself
stonping out of his tonb to conplain about the noise. Gayle stood naked before her full-length
bedroom m rror and thought, not for the first time, that she | ooked pretty good, all things
considered. Bit of a tumry, 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 ol der.
She pulled on a white silk waparound, nmade a few hal f-hearted stabs at doing something with her
hair, and then decided it was far too early for shit |ike that. She padded downstairs, stifling a
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yawn behi nd one el egant hand, and picked up the post and the norning papers fromthe wel come nat.
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 sunms she owed then? Wasn't there a | aw agai nst denandi ng
nmoney with menaces? She'd get round to them Eventually. Wen she damed well felt like it. And as
for the entirely unsolicited junk nail: You may already have won a najor prize! How about: You may
al ready have felled irreplaceable rain forests, just to make the paper this crap is printed on

di ckhead? CGod help you if the South Anerican Indians ever discover voodoo. Maybe she should send
them a few useful instructional books on the subject... They really liked the |ast one, on howto
meke expl osives out of everyday kitchen products. She still got letters. Gayle sighed, and dropped
the ot into a nearby waste-basket.

She took a quick |look at the main headlines in the norning papers. Gayle took The Tines, the
Guardi an, and the | ndependent, covering the main political positions. She had no use for tabloids.
She wanted information, not gossip. If she really wanted to know who was sl eeping with whom she'd
ask Carys Gall oway. The headlines were surprisingly quiet for once. Mdst of themwere stil
wittering on about the continuing weird weather, that m ght or might not be the result of

di sturbances on the sun's surface. Gayle folded the | ndependent 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 wap and settl ed herself
confortably 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 wei ght of the paper on her thighs, and sighed contentedly as she felt the first
stirrings in her bowels. Ah... Quality Tine.

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 npbst inportant nmeals of the
day. Everyone said that. Maybe sausage, bacon and eggs; a chol esterol special. But the nore she

t hought about it, the nore she thought she'd better get dressed first. She wasn't expecting
anyone, but she had a strong feeling conpany was coni ng.

So, back to the bedroom Gayle chose a long, dark green dress with a white |eather belt;

confortable, but still presentable. Flat shoes, no tights. It was Saturday, after all. Slap on
sonme basi c make-up (heavy nake-up was for women with no faces of their own), and then attack her
hair with a hairbrush until it sulkily assuned sone shape and sense. She | ooked in the mirror. She

| ooked good. In fact, for this early on a Saturday norning, she | ooked dammed good. Rel axed,
infornmal, chic. Heartbreaker, even. She |aughed, blew a kiss at the mirror and went downstairs
agai n, humi ng an ol d Jacobean protest song. Wwoever was conmng to see her, they'd better be worth
it. By her own choice, Gayle didn't get many visitors. If she needed to see soneone, she paid them
a visit, whether they wanted to see her or not. Humming quite |oudly now, she floated around her
kitchen putting together a hearty, organic, free-range breakfast. She laid the table for two,
usi ng the good crockery, and renenbered to put the milk in the mlk jug. She nmade 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 | ook, 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

Qut side the front door, Toby was in serious danger of hyperventilating. H s heart was hamering in
his chest, his breathing was short and rapid, and the butterflies in his stomach were kicking the
hel | out of each other. He just hoped he wasn't sweating as well. Toby always found neeting new
peopl e socially rather difficult. Especially if they were wonen. Really attractive wonen he'd only
worked up the courage to talk to yesterday. It didn't help that she was, apparently, a for-rea
magi cal creature of great significance to one and all, and that he and she were destined or fated
or cursed to beconme involved with each other. Toby wasn't at all sure how he felt about that. His
life mght 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 |ong-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 nmuch | onger before she was going to answer the bell? It had taken himages 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 night nmake himseeminpatient, even
aggressive. Not a good first inpression. There was al ways the chance she wasn't in. Wo said Carys
had to be infallible? Toby was al nost relieved at the thought that Gayle m ght be out. Then he
woul dn't have to go through with... this. But all he had to do was renmenber all those tines he'd
sat opposite her on the train... and the thought of neeting her again brought a daft, happy snmile
to his lips and a spring to his heart.

The door opened suddenly, and there she was, even nore beautiful than ever. The nore casual | ook

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (29 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:20 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

suited her. And her nouth was every bit the perfect thing he'd thought it was. Unfortunately, her
mouth wasn't smiling at him In fact, she was |ooking at himas though trying to figure out what
he m ght 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

t hor ns.

"Oh, how nice,' she said. 'You killed sonme flowers for ne.
Her tone wasn't exactly what he'd been hoping for. In fact, for a noment Toby was sure she was
going to throw the roses back in his face, but she just sighed and stepped back, indicating for
himto conme in with a jerk of her head. Toby stepped quickly forward into the narrow hall, just in
case she might change her mnd. Gayle pushed the front door shut, and then headed back into the
house, |eaving Toby to follow her. He | ooked quickly about himas he hurried to keep up, trying to
get sone sense of Gayle's character from how she chose to live. The walls were decorated with
pretty flowered wall paper, the furnishings were basic but el egant and the carpeting had a cosy,
worn down | ook. An ol d-fashi oned baroneter hanging on the wall was stuck on changeabl e. 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, norning sunlight streamng through the open wi ndow. The walls
were painted in pale pastel colours, and there were |lots of polished wood surfaces. The fittings
were el egant, sonme old enough to be classified as antiques. There were |arge posters on the walls,
nmostly of dol phins, swiming and frolicking in the open sea, and one very |l arge poster from

G eenpeace, with the word peace crossed out, and war witten in above it in a large femnm nine hand
There were thick col oured candl es, hangi ng wi nd chinmes, and pots and pans and crockery all neatly
arranged on shel ves. Toby was inpressed. H's kitchen usually | ooked as though a grenade had gone
off init.

Gayl e ran sonme water in her gleam ng, 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 | ot of food
| aid out, as though she'd known he was conming. It was good food, and snelled 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 sinple-nminded, and Gayle was still |ooking at himexpectantly, waiting for
himto explain hinmself. 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 nmodel or a filmstar, with that artificial, high-gloss |ook
all the little inperfections carefully renoved by conputer. CGayle looked... utterly ferale.
Wnanly, 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 himconpl ete. 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 norning, she |ooked pretty dammed amazing. Al of which nmade Toby fee
even nore scruffy. H s | eather jacket creaked loudly as he shifted in his seat, and for one
horri bl e nonent he thought he'd farted. He quickly took the jacket off and draped it over the back
of his chair.

"You cane to ne fromthe nmagical world,' CGayle said suddenly.

"When you passed through my door, you were translated back into reality. |I felt it. How are you
finding the magi cal worl d?

' Conf usi ng.

"Under st andabl e. | have always preferred to live in the real world as much as possible. Al so

usual ly prefer to keep nmy own conpany, in nmy time off. How did you find nme?

"Carys Galloway told ne where you live.' Toby felt a little easier now they were on neutra
ground. 'She said | was a focal point. That you and | were fated to be together.' Once he'd
started tal king he couldn't stop, and he actually blushed as he heard hinself say the bit about

fate. It sounded appallingly arrogant. 'Fated to neet, | mean. This norning. Here.'
"If the Waki ng Beauty sent you here, then there nust be a purpose to this neeting.' Gayle frowned.
"Damm it. | really didn't need nore conplications just now. And focal points are always trouble.

For everyone.

Toby al nost junped out of his skin as sonething brushed against his |leg. He | ooked down and found
that a |arge tabby cat was rubbing itself against himw th sensual thoroughness. He sniled and
reached down to scratch its head, and it purred loudly, pushing up against his hand. Toby | ooked
round the kitchen, and suddenly it seened that the whole roomwas full of cats. There had to be at
| east a dozen of them of varying types and colours, all of themlooking rather... well, battered,
really. Knocked about by life. Gayle sniled at themall.

"l collect strays. They turn up out of nowhere, the products of bad |lives and worse | uck, and
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haven't the heart to turn them away. They come and they go, but there are always nore to repl ace
those who leave. | seemto attract strays.' She |ooked at Toby, but he didn't get the point. She
sighed quietly. '"Wat do you want from ne, Toby?

Love. Sex. Wal king hand in hand for the rest of our days, under a perfect blue sky, with all the
bi rds singing..

That was what Toby wanted to say, but he couldn't, so he played for time by | ooking round the

ki tchen again. He couldn't believe howclean it was. His kitchen always |ooked... lived-in. He
noticed abruptly that there was a |lacy black bra lying crunpl ed beside the sink where his flowers
were, and he | ooked quickly away, obscurely enbarrassed. Gayl e sighed again, and poured hima cup
of tea. It snelled sharp and clean, with a hint of herbs he didn't recognise. He reached out to
take the cup she handed himand 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. CGayle
busi ed herself with her cup. Toby sipped cautiously at the steaning 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 ows nade out of

fl owners.

"You seemvaguely famliar,' Gayle said finally. 'Did we ever neet before last night?

"W take the sanme train hone fromBath every evening,' said Toby. 'l've seen you lots of tines.'
Gayl e shook her head. 'Sorry. Doesn't ring any bells.'

Toby felt disappointed and a little crushed, even though he'd al ways gone to great lengths to
avoi d being noticed as he watched her. He felt sonehow that she shoul d have known.

"So!' he said, for want of anything else to say. 'Wat do you do, in Bath? Wuat's your job?

"I work at a centre for children with problens. It's privately funded. It's part refuge, part
surgery, part school. W get all kinds. Kids that are deaf or blind, handicapped, traunatised..
survivors of sexual abuse. Sone have AIDS, sone 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 systens, and

di srupt classroons, and the usual practice is to drug themup to the eyeballs. Turn theminto
obedient little zonbies. Wiich is understandable, they can be right little bastards. But we try to
channel their energies into nore productive, nore sociable patterns. It's slow, hard work, but it
has its rewards. Do you like children?

"Yes, but | couldn't eat a whole one.' Gayle laughed at that, al nost despite herself, and they

shared a smile. Toby hurried on. 'l like kids in the abstract, but | don't have rmuch practica
experience of them | don't know if |I'd have your kind of patience. Do you have... children of
your own?'

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

"Ah,' said Toby, thinking quickly. 'I'mconnected with publishing. On the retail side. Interesting

wor k. Look; can we please tal k about what's going on? All the weird shit |I've seen today? \Wat
real |y happened | ast night? Wiy does the town I've lived in nost of ny |ife suddenly seem so
different? And pl ease don't use the word nmagic again. | don't believe in nagic, or any of that
stuff. 1've read everything from The Gol den Bough to Chariots of the Gods, and |'ve never been
convinced by any of it. Have | crossed over into sone kind of alternative dinension? That at | east
sounds scientific'

'Science arises out of the real world,' said Gayle, alnost synpathetically. That isn't all there
is. The universe is nmuch bigger than that. You can't think in such limted terns any nore, Toby.'
"Let's start with last night,' Toby said doggedly. 'There was a door, where there wasn't a door
before. W wal ked through it. Everything changed. How?'

"W 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... inmpatient. 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 nade the door appear. | thought there was no nmagic in the real world?

Gayl e 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 Sonetines people fall through by
accident. There are many stories of people disappearing suddenly. Look themup if you want. Down
the centuries people have bl aned the di sappearances on everything fromfairy rings to UFGCs.
Anyway, the point is, you followed ne through the door | opened, and into Mysterie. You are now
part of, and aware of, the magical world, and it is becom ng aware of you.
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"What... were you, originally? said Toby slowy. 'Real, or magical ?
"lI've al ways been both,' said Gayle, snmiling. 'It's part of ny nature. But | prefer to live in the
real world; it keeps ne grounded. Still; don't you go thinking that what you and | have done is in

any way nornmal or ordinary. Usually the worlds are strictly separate, and people are di scouraged
fromtravel ling back and forth. Science and magi c are never supposed to neet, or interact.' She
frowned, choosing her words carefully. '"Magic isn't illusion. Mysterie is the reality beyond the
reality you know, the world fromwhich your world unfolds. Veritie, the real world, is the subtler
of the two realns.'

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

"Which cane first, you or your shadow?' said Gayle. 'They're just two aspects of the sane thing.
Look, you're getting the Easy Readers version here. You're not ready to go wading too deep into
phi | osophi cal waters. People have been deliberating the nature of these and other real ns for
countl ess centuries. There is no rule book, no instruction manual. W live in our own worlds, and
we |l earn by doing. I'mjust trying to explain enough to keep you out of trouble. Mysterie is a
much nore dangerous world than Veritie.'

She stopped, and | ooked at himsilently with her dark, all-seeing eyes. Toby never once considered
| ooki ng away. Gayl e si ghed agai n.

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

Toby just grinned. 'Too late: I'myours. | fell inlove with you the first time |I saw you, and

that was nmonths ago. You might as well ask a salnobn not to swimupstream or a butterfly to change
back into a caterpillar. It's a done thing.'

"I"'mjust trying to prevent you fromgetting hurt. You don't know what you're getting into.'

"l know all about being hurt,' said Toby. 'I've been hurt by experts, and |I'mstill here. Sorry;
that sounded self-pitying, and | do try not to be. What | neant was, |'mnot afraid of wading into
deep, dark enotional waters.'

"You don't understand, Toby.' Gayle steepled her fingers under her chin, and | ooked at hi m al npst
sadly. 'Do you renmenber all those old folk tales and songs, about nortal nen falling for nagica
wonen and coning to sad, horrible ends? Those songs were witten about wonmen |ike nme as a warning,
to save nmen fromthenselves. |I'mmuch older than | | ook, Toby, and there is nore to ne than you
could ever hope to understand. Mrtal must not |ove imortal.

"And vice versa?

"You're determned not to listen, aren't you? Let nme say this as plainly as | can, Toby Dexter

You seem a nice enough sort, but | don't love you, | don't fancy you and | never will. W can't
even have enough in common to be friends. You should never have followed ne through that door. But
now you're here, let's talk about why the Waking Beauty saw fit to send you to ne. | 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 damed roses and
your sweet, helpless smle. | have been here before, and it's never ended well. WII you pl ease
stop smiling at nme! | don't need a big clunmsy puppy dog getting under ny feet and cluttering up ny
life!"

'So you're not going to throw ne 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
Waki ng Beauty did say you were a focal point? You couldn't have been m staken?

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

"Damm. Focal points nmean change. Oten involving violent upheavals in the way the worlds run

What ever happens, you're not going to be popular, Toby.'

"Vell, who decided | was going to be a focal point? denmanded Toby, just a little plaintively. 'No
one asked ne. | didn't get to vote on it. Isn't there anywhere we can go to ask for a recount, or
somet hi ng?’

"Not if you like living,' said Gayle, thinking hard. 'W're dealing with the inmmterial here..

the higher realities, the shimrering realnms, 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

i mportant, or why you're going to be. Focal points can bring about change by their actions, or
inaction, or sinply by interacting with others. The reasons usually only beconme clear in

retrospect, after everything's gone to hell in a handcart and we're all busy trying to pick up the
pi eces.’

"But... I'mjust ne!' Toby protested. 'l don't feel any different. | certainly don't feel at al
power ful .’
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"That's the worst kind,' said Gayle darkly. 'The subtle ones. You'd better cone with ne, and neet
sonme of the novers and shakers in this town. Miybe 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 | east possible damage. You're going to have to stick close to ne for a while.'
"Suits ne,' said Toby, trying not to grin too wi dely.

"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 fromupsetting their precious status quo. Cone on; finish your tea. W' re going
visiting. Try to make a good inpression. You' re going to need friends and allies if you're to
survive | ong enough to do whatever it is you' re supposed to do.'

"This is Saturday,' Toby said firmy. 'lI amnot putting on a suit and tie for anyone. Besi des;
good i npressions aren't exactly what | do best. Wth nme, what you see is pretty nuch what you
get.'

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

" Cheer up,' said Toby. 'I can pretend to be civilised, if | have to. Wat | can't take seriously
is the idea that anything | mght do could possibly change the world. Worlds. Now don't ook at ne
like that; | amtaking your warnings seriously. There are people out there who want to kill ne.

Got it.'

' Not necessarily people,' said Gayle.
"All right; that's scary. But it was ny decision to follow you through the door, and | woul dn't

take it back if I could. I wanted to neet you, and be with you, and here | am That's all that
matters. You really are rather special, you know.'

"Trust ne,' said Gayle. 'You have no idea how special.' She stopped and | ooked at him

t houghtful ly, 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 nmagical world. | could nmake you forget
everything. | could send you back through the door into reality, into Veritie, back to where you

bel ong. You'd just wake up in your own bed, a little later than usual, and renenber none of this.
You could resune your old life, an ordinary man in an ordinary world. Safe fromthe burden of
destiny, no longer a threat to the powers that be.

"Go back to ny old life? said Toby. 'I'd rather die. And it would nmean forgetting you, wouldn't
it? | won't do that. You're the only special, beautiful thing that ever cane into ny life; and |I'd
rather die than give that up. | didn't choose to fall in love with you; | just |ooked at you one
day on the train and that was it, done. |'ve never felt about anyone the way | feel about you. And
just when | was beginning to think that |ove was sonething that happened to other people. Gving
you up would be like giving up the only part of ny Iife that matters. You can't make ne forget,
can you? You need ny consent. And | don't give it.

"You do like the sound of your own voice, don't you?' said Gayle. 'I've never nmet a man that
didn't. | could warn you till I'"'mblue in the face, and you still wouldn't hear a danm thing you
didn't want to. Listen to ne, Toby; please. You don't natter to me, except for the danger you
represent. | don't love you. | never will. But no, you're right. |I 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 |ove. Just
renenmber, when everything's gone to shit and |I've had to abandon you to die horribly for the sake
of both worlds, | did offer.’

"Way offer, if you don't care for nme?

"Because | amnore than | seem | have responsibilities. Even to conplete idiots who won't be told
what's best for them'

"It's nore than that,' said Toby renorselessly. 'I can hear it in your voice.'

"All right!' Gayle threw her hands up in the air. 'l collect strays. It's a weakness of nine. But
in the end you nean no nore to ne than sone sad old torn with fleas and a chewed-up ear. You've
got about as nmuch sense. Wiy risk your life, your security, to be a focal point, when you're

i ncapabl e of understandi ng what that nmeans, 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 ne! Look; don't think this is entirely
about you. |'ve never been inportant before. Just once, | need to feel that |I'mworth sonething,
that what | do matters. That's worth dying for. Hell; that's worth living for.'

‘Let ne ask you a serious question,' said Gayle. 'Wat value do you think one ordinary nan can
have in a magical world? What can one nortal man bring to the affairs of immortal s?

‘"Beats ne,' said Toby. 'Maybe whoever chose ne to be a focal point knows the answer. O naybe
we're supposed to work it out for ourselves.'

Gayl e sighed heavily, and | ooked down into her enpty teacup for a long tine. Toby let her. It
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meant he coul d adore her beauty uninterrupted, while at the same tinme concentrate on ignoring the
sinking feeling in his stonmach. He felt nore and nore that he had just junped in at the deep end
in lead-lined boots, and that soneone 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 himjust for existing, scared the crap out of
him Part of himwanted to go straight home, hide under the bed and not conme out until it was all
safely over. But he'd neant what he said. Gayle mattered nore to himthan his own safety, and

per haps even his life. Love could be a hard old bitch, sonetines.

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 ragi ng hornones and ready to do six irresponsible things
bef ore breakfast. Wien you had your best years still ahead of you, and lots of time to learn from
your mstakes. 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 dreaned
of, prayed for, wanted so desperately for so many years: his dreans cone true. So; suck it in,
square your shoul ders, take a deep breath and get on with it. Because anything was better than
goi ng back to his old, nothing, nowhere |ife.

And if he had to fall hard for soneone, he was just glad it was soneone as beautiful and specia

as Gayle. It would be nice if she cared sonething for him just a little bit. But then, you

coul dn't have everything.

"Tell me,' Gayle said suddenly, fixing himw th 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 terns?

'You nean before today?

"Of course before today.

Toby thought hard. Al kinds of people came into Gandal f's bookshop, |ooking for all kinds of
books, some of them so esoteric they had to be ordered specially fromforeign publishers. Sonme of
the stranger tonmes even canme with little | ocks and keys. Toby had al ways been willing to listen
whil e these people tal ked, 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 roamthe countryside
He'd never got a nessage on a Quija 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

epi dem ¢ of those, according to what he read in the papers. No: for Toby the world had al ways been
a sinple, sane and boringly nornal place.

Until now.

Since it obviously neant so nuch to Gayle, he tried hard to think of sonething to say. There had
been that tine in Sally in the Wod, that |ong, w nding road | eading dowm a steep hill through the
great swathe of ancient forest on the Wltshire and Sonerset border. The area had | ong been said
to be haunted by the ghost of an old gypsy woman called Sally. There was one particul ar sharp
curve on the hill, where cars and lorries were always shooting out over the edge and into the |ong
drop, despite all the warning signs, crash barriers and its infanmous reputation. An accident black
spot, said sonme. Sally, said others, usually in a hushed voice, as though Soneone ni ght be

I'i stening.
And once, just once, conming back froma party in Bath in the early hours, in the back of soneone'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 tinme he had roused hinself to say sonething, the car had swept past the corner and |eft
it behind and the shape, or the shadow, or whatever it had been, was gone.

Toby related all this to Gayle, and | ooked at her hopefully, but she was al ready shaki ng her head.
"It's hardly the Blair Wtch Project, is it? Much nore likely you saw a deer. There are still a
few running wild around there, nostly because they' ve |l earned 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 | ooked himstraight in the eye and her expression softened. 'l know this is hard for you

Toby, thrown in the deep end w thout warning, but you can't get away with just treadi ng 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
Waki ng Beauty is the only one that's noticed you. in fact, | think we'll start with her. Maybe she
can tal k sone sense into you.'

She frowned suddenly, and her gaze turned inwards. 'I'd been planning to nmake the rounds soon

anyway. There have been strange currents and dark undertows in the ether just recently. Maybe
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you' re the disturbance everyone has been sensing... Damm! Everything's such a mess! Wy did | give
into such a stupid inpulse, to open a door between the worlds just to get out of the rain? What
was | thinking of? And how the hell did I nmanage to avoid seeing you standing there? |I'm al ways so
careful ..."

Toby shrugged happily. 'Carys said there are no accidents. That some things are nmeant to be.'
Gayl e 1 ooked at him 'Now that really is bullshit.

Fl VE

SECRET HI STORI ES

They left the house together, after Gayle had spent a certain amount of time |ooking for her good
coat and her nobil e phone, decided she didn't need either of themafter all, checked her
appearance in two different mirrors and finally bustled out w thout |ooking back to see whether
Toby was followi ng. She waited inpatiently for himto step out of the front door, and then sl anmed
it hard, making sure the |ock had caught properly. You can't be too careful these days, she
muttered, and Toby nodded solemmly. Deternined as he was to keep in her good graces, at that point
he woul d have agreed to anything, up to and including his own evisceration, provided it wasn't too
i mm nent. He was al so observing her closely, w thout being too obvious about it. The door they'd
just passed through was supposed to translate themout 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 | ook any
different now, as Carys Galloway had in the shadowy corner of the Dandy Lion. But no; she stil

| ooked exactly the sane: utterly magnificent. Gayle caught himlooking at her, and smiled briefly.
"What were you expecting? That |'d suddenly sprout wings and a halo, or horns and a tail? This is
me, Toby, whatever world I'min. |'ve put a |lot of thought into ny appearance, and it hasn't
changed for centuries.'

Toby rai sed an eyebrow. ' Centuries?

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

"I've always preferred the nore mature woman,' Toby said calnly.

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

"I't works because | want it to,' said Gayle. 'If only people could be so reliable. Now fol |l ow ne."'
"To the ends of the earth and back again, and all points in between. \Were are we goi ng?

"First, to the Dandy Lion.' Gayle glared at Toby. 'If only to find out why Carys Gl |l oway thought

it necessary to inflict you on me. She'd better have a really good reason, or I'lIl hit her with a
rain of frogs again.'
'She was very insistent that we needed to neet,' Toby said diffidently. "I didn't have to bribe

her, or anything. She gave ne the distinct inpression that she knows sonethi ng about what's going
on here.'

'"Ch, Carys always knows what's going on,' said Gayle, setting off down the street at a fast pace,
her long | egs striding away as though half hoping she coul d | eave Toby behind. He stuck close to
her el bow, so she couldn't slip suddenly into a side alley and lose him Gayle scow ed, | ooking
strai ght ahead. 'The problemw th Carys is getting straight answers out of her. She does so |ove
to hint and tease, and play at being nysterious. | think she was an oracle once, and she's never
got over it. Well, she'll talk straight to ne or I'll bounce her off the nearest wall till her
ears bleed. Don't dawdl e, Toby. If you really are what you're supposed to be, we're going to have
to cover a lot of ground this nmorning, and | don't want to miss ny soaps this afternoon."'

Wth Gayle striding away as if she was in a race, and Toby hurrying to keep up with her, it didn't
take themlong 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 bunping into her. He peered over her
shoul der to see what the hol d-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 l|ove, their queen, their goddess. None of them | ooked afraid.
Most | ooked radi antly happy, eyes filling with tears of joy. Sone were actually winging their
hands. Gayle slowly shook her head and nmoved forward into the bar

There was awe and wonder on every face as she approached them

open joy that she should be gracing themwi th 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
enotions beating on the air in the crowded bar were just too big, too overwhelmng to be any
threat to the sinple everyday feelings in his heart. Everyone here clearly |oved her, but as
they'd | ove a Pope, or a saint. They worshi pped what she was, rather than who, and Toby had to

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (35 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:20 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

wonder if perhaps he woul d worship her too, once he finally found out what Gayle really was.

It wasn't a confortable thought.

Gayl e advanced slowy, with Toby all but forgotten behind her, and people cane forward to greet
her in quiet, reverential tones. Sone tried to kiss her hand, or the hem of her dress, but she
woul dn't let them She was polite but firm and no one tried to argue with her. Sonme | ooked
curiously at Toby, obviously wondering what the hell a scruff |ike himwas doing with soneone like
her, but no one said anything. Wich was just as well, as right then Toby was damed if he could
have justified his presence. It felt a bit like he'd wandered into a urinal at the Vatican, and

| ooked round to find the Pope splashing his boots beside him Woever or whatever Gayle m ght be,
Toby just knew he was well out of his depth.

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

Finally Gayl e shooed away the | ast of her admirers, and drew up a chair opposite Carys Gl l oway,
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 slowy
started up again.

"This is why | prefer to stay real,' said Gayle. '|I love them of course, | care for themall; but
| do hate it when they get so clingy. Carys, talk to ne. Wiy did you presune to send | ove's young
dream here to see nme? What's going on that | don't know about? And why am | so absolutely sure
that 1'mnot going to like the answers you're about to give nme?

"W can't all bury our heads in the sand,' said Carys, utterly unnoved by Gayle's presence or the
roughness of her manner. 'Some of us take our responsibilities seriously. |I've never understood
why you limt yourself to being hunan, when you could be so nuch nore. Wen you could be doing so
much nmore. It's perverse. If | had your power, your capacities...'

"You'd interfere far too nuch,' CGayle said flatly. '"It's a human world now, so let the humans run
it. | have abdicated.' She |ooked sharply at Toby, and he alnost junped in his seat. Her voice was
cal mand cool as she spoke to him as though he was a stranger. 'The trouble with the Waki ng
Beauty is that she could have been so nmuch nore, 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 |onger than any human has a
right to be. She lives here, in Bradford-on-Avon, because nore 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 fromthe 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, follow ng the ancient roads?

"The roads follow the ley lines,' said Carys. The lines are ol der than nan, ol der 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 nodern science could produce. It's because so many lines
converge on this town that it's so special. Such power and possibilities attract magi cal 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. Wiy travel, when all the wi sdom and wonders of the world
will come to nme?'

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

Gayl e turned to him her face suddenly cold and expressionless. 'Do you want to see thenf'

"No!" Carys said urgently. "You mustn't do this! He isn't ready! He's only hunan, dam 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 slanmmed down on top of Toby's right, where it rested on the table, and before he
even had a chance to enjoy the contact, a sudden force tore through him swift and nmerciless. Hs
back straightened with a snap, his head jerked up and his breath caught in his chest between

i nhal e 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, inplacable, held it in place. H s whol e body
was rigid now, his nmuscles stretched so tight they screaned. He felt a sudden hel pl ess horror, of
sonet hi ng huge and unendurabl e bearing down on him H's teeth were chattering, his nmouth stretched
inamnmrthless grin, and still the pressure built behind his eyes, until finally it swept forward,
through his eyes, and Toby saw what had been hi dden from him

The lines of light were everywhere, great beans of shinmmering blue-white, blasting through
buil di ngs and furniture and people, unseen and unnoticed, burning with so nuch naked energy they
were al nost inpossible to look at directly. Never beginning, never-ending, criss-crossing in a
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lattice of unworldly energies, it was |like [ooking 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 coul d al nost hear it, the lines so powerfully present he could alnpost feel them It was |ight
to make the stars seemdim beautiful enough to nmake the rai nbow nothing nore than a gaudy snudge.
And they burned him inside and out, like a moth held in a flane.

Ley lines.

Gayl e took her hand away, and the lines were gone. The everyday world crashed back in upon Toby,
and he slunped in his chair, shuddering all over. He slowy turned his head and | ooked at Gayl e.
Sweat ran down his face and dripped fromhis chin.

"How coul d you do that to nme?' he said, his voice rough with shock and pain. 'You didn't have to
do that to ne.'

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

"I won't leave,' said Toby. 'No matter how nuch you hurt ne.

"Wonderful ,' said Gayle. 'You know, if I'd wanted a stalker, |I'd have advertised. Toby; | collect
stray cats, not puppy dogs. |'msorry you were hurt, but 1'll hurt you again if you stay. It's
inevitable. I'mjust trying to spare you further suffering.’

"I've been alone nost of my life,' said Toby. 'You don't know a damn thing about suffering. Don't
you care about ny feelings at all?
"No,' said Gayle. 'l told you; | hate it when they get all clingy."'

She | ooked back at Carys, whose scow had deepened. 'You are cruel,' said the Waki ng Beauty.
"Cruel to be kind,' said Gayle. 'Be grateful you only got a glinpse of the lines, Toby. You have
seen what links the material and the immterial worlds, what hol ds existence together. It is said
that if you could see the source and origin of those lines, see fromwhere and what they draw
their power, the sight alone would blast the reason fromyour mnd.' She hesitated, and then

of fered Toby a neatly fol ded handkerchief. 'Here. Wpe your face. It's wet.'

"l know.' Toby nopped clunsily 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 |. | don't know anyone of the material planes who has,
and survived it. Some nysteries are hidden even fromthe greatest of us, and it's best we don't
ask why, for our own protection and peace of m nd.

"W don't know everything,' said Gayle. 'Wiich is just as well, really. Think how boring life
woul d be, if there were no nore surprises.'

"Sone surprises | can do without,' Toby said darkly. 'From now on, keep your hands to yourself.
Though | never thought 1'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
|ately, Carys Galloway. Wiy don't you tell Toby all about yourself. W and what you are, and why
your words are worth listening to. And maybe along the way 1'll renmenber sone reason why |

shoul dn't make you rue your distant birth, for interfering in ny affairs. Pay attention, Toby.
It's a cautionary tale.'

"I"'molder than | |look,' Carys said to Toby, ignoring Gayle with admirabl e thoroughness. 'I'm

ol der than the town, older than the races that have lived in it; so old the very | anguage | spoke
as a child no longer exists. Britons, Ronans, Celts, Saxons and Nornmans have conme and gone, and

was here before and after all of them But | have paid a terrible price for nmy longevity. | cannot
sl eep. Cannot, dare not, sleep or dreamor really rest. | don't sleep because sonething is waiting
for me in ny sleep. It waits for me, on the other side of consciousness, and if ever | weaken and
all ow nyself to sleep or doze even for a nmonent, it will be there, and it will take ne 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 sonething
worse than death. Sonething fromny ancient past, old and awful and unrelenting. My | ongevity nust
be paid for and proni ses nust be kept. |I'malways tired, Toby. Al ways. Wary, even to ny bones.

can't remenber what it was like to be able to sit down and relax, to close ny eyes and rest.
must al ways be alert, ready, prepared.

"Then die,' said Gayle. 'l can help you, if you like. One tine pays for all. And materi al
contracts have no power in the immterial realns.'
‘"I can't die yet,' Carys said i mediately. 'Not when there's still so much left to see.' She

smled at Toby, suddenly seeming a | ot younger. 'Wen you've been around as long as | have, you
can't help hearing things, interesting things. Bradford-on-Avon is an open book to nme, and has
been for centuries. | know all its history, the light and the dark, the official records and the
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secret deals, the sacred and the profane. |'ve seen a lot of it first-hand. Because of who and
what | am | can exist in both worlds, the real and the nagical. Everyone in Veritie just accepts
my presence, and never even thinks to question it; though generations of famlies have known ny
conpany down the years. |'mhere because |'ve always been here, and no one ever thinks beyond that
point. It's part of my nature. Luckily | don't show up on recording devices. | think I'mtoo weird
for them

' There have al ways been people here, and | have seen them cone and go. Go back two and a half

t housand 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 dam the world. A dark and ugly
kind they were; savage and brutal and tenacious, nmaintaining a conmunity in defiance of all that
the elements could throw at them | was there. | renmenber them | saw them dance and sacrifice to
things best forgotten, in the name of survival

' The Romans wi ped out such unheal thy worship when they finally arrived, though they had their
secrets too. No one in the city of Bath now renenbers why the old spa baths were originally built,
but I do. It's still down there somewhere, sleeping. |I renenber when the Saxon arm es drove the

| ast Celtic forces out of this area, and naned this town bradanford, or broad ford. They kept the
old Celtic word for river, though: afon

"l have seen nen 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 niracles 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 mnmy longevity, | have never been a force or a power. Never been able
to fight the shadows or enbrace the |light, protect the innocent or punish the wicked. I watch and
I renmenber, and | forget nothing - it is ny blessing and nmy curse. For every joy and every pain
ever knewis as fresh to ne now as the first time | experienced it. | amthe town, its history and
its legend. So when | tell you Sonmething Bad is coming, you listen, Cayle.

" Somet hing bad is always coning,' said Gayle. 'But the world goes on turning. Are you the ol dest
human bei ng, Carys?

The Waki ng Beauty frowned. 'l don't know... there's always Tommy Squar ef oot .

'Yes, but he's a Neanderthal .’

"Don't try to distract ne!' snapped Carys. 'You canme here to talk to nme, so listen! | don't
normal ly pay nmuch attention to the future or the past. | try to concentrate on the present.

O herwise 1'd lose nmy focus and be twice as crazy as | already am And for all ny fascination with
gossip, | usually keep inmportant information to nyself. People have tried to kill me before now,
for what | know or what they think I know and mght tell.' Carys snmiled. 'I'mstill here and

nostly they're not. You don't live as long as | have without learning a few survival tricks; sone
of them quite spectacularly nasty.'

"Cet to the point, Carys,' said Gayle. 'You love to talk so nuch it's a wonder you haven't had
your tongue hinged in the niddle so you could flap both ends at once. Wat does any of this have
to do with Toby and ne?

"One of my survival tricks,' said Carys to Toby, 'is to pay attention. Sonetines, when vital or
terrible or nonentous things occur, they make such an inpression on tinme they send reverberations
back down its spine. And people like nme-, rooted so firnmy in the tinestream can detect such
things. Sonmething is going to happen, and it's al nost upon us. Sonmething so inportant that it wll
affect Veritie and Mysterie and the nature of existence itself. It's going to happen here, and
it's going to happen soon, and you and Gayle will be a part of it. Whether for good or bad is
beyond ne. Events just are. Beware The Serpent In The Sun and his earthbound son, the Hob
Whatever it is that's conming, they're a part of it, just like you; whether you like it or not.'

"If this future event is so dammed inportant, why didn't you detect it earlier? said Gayle.

' Soneone's been hiding it' said Carys. "Want to guess who?

"Hol d everything,' said Toby determnedly. 'Let's take sone tinme out. WIIl sonebody please explain
to ne just who or what The Serpent In The Sun is, and why you both | ook so worried about hin®'
Carys and Gayl e | ooked at each other, and then Gayl e | ooked at Toby. 'The Serpent... is the ol dest
of us all. Qur progenitor, in many ways. No one knows exactly what he is. We call himthe Serpent
because we have to call himsonething. Real and magical, both and neither, he lives inside the
Sun.'

"Inside the sun? Qur sun, the one our world orbits? Toby | ooked incredulously fromGayle to Carys
and back again, but both women | ooked entirely serious. 'Ch, come on! Nothing could live inside
the sun; the whole thing's one bl oody great nuclear reaction!

"And the Serpent lives there,' said Carys. 'Think about that. Think how powerful he would have to
be, how | arge and potent, conpared to us small things... In the Bible, the Serpent was the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (38 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:20 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

physi cal incarnation of evil in the Garden of Eden, the Eneny of all that is, now and for ever,
eternally, inplacably evil. There are many who call The Serpent In The Sun the old Eneny. And this
being, this old adversary, has turned his gaze upon you, Toby Dexter. Because even the greatest of
the Powers and the Dom nations can be shaken or changed or brought down by the inplacable forces
surroundi ng a focal point.

'l amdead,' said Toby. 'I am so dead you might as well nail down the coffin lid right now and
start choosing the hymms.'

"Not necessarily,' said Carys. She was glaring at Gayle again. 'She could protect you, if she

want ed. She could put a stop to what's conming. Al she has to do is stop slunmng, stop pretending
to be human, and assune her rightful mantle, and then even the Serpent would stop and think tw ce.
But she doesn't want to do that. The confortable illusion of the life she's built for herself, the
lie she hides behind to avoid her responsibilities, is nore inportant to her than you or nme or any
ot her mayfly human life.'

"That's not true,' said Gayle. Her voice was still calm but she did seemjust a little perturbed
by the raw anger in Carys's voice. "My only real responsibility is not to interfere directly in
people's lives. | have to stand back, remain uninvol ved. People have to learn to stand on their
own two feet, to take responsibility for their own destiny. Oherwise free will would be nothing
nmore than an illusion, and the whol e point of being human woul d be | ost. People have to be free to
make their own mistakes, or they' |l never |earn anything.'

"Even if they destroy the whole planet in the process?

"Even then,' Gayle said firmy

"And how many i nnocents suffer every day as a result?

"As many as necessary.' Gayle | ooked at Toby al nost apologetically. 'l have to take the | ong view
And Waki ng Beauty here only thinks she knows what that is. | was already far ol der than her when
she drew her first breath.' She turned back to Carys. 'Wiy did you send Toby to nme? There have
been focal points before. Wiy send this one?

'Because you're linked,' said Carys, with snug satisfaction. 'The skeins of fate are w apped
around you both, so strongly I'"'msurprised you can't see themyourself. You think ley lines are

i mpressive, Toby; you should see fate's workings. It's |like |ooking behind the world, to see the
stagehands at work. In ny experience, life isn't nearly as arbitrary as it seems. Patterns and
statistics have a way of working out, whether we like it or not.'

'Crazy,' said Gayle. 'Crazy, and nmean-spirited with it. There is no fate, no destiny; only
possibilities.

"Believe what you like, if it makes you happy,' said Carys. 'Fate doesn't care. But you two have
been |inked ever since you et himfollow you through the door you conjured up at the railway
station.'

‘I didn't let himfollownme! | didn't even see hinm'

"And how likely is that? He was right there, in plain view. .. You couldn't have mssed him unless
you were neant to. It's no use kicking and screaning, Gayle. This has been decided where all the
things that matter are decided; in the Courts of the Holy. Sonmeone's pulling strings again...'

' Excuse ne,' said Toby, raising his hand Iike a child in class. '"But | could have sworn | heard
sonmeone nention free will just a nonment ago. How does that fit in with all this talk of Sonething
interfering with people's destinies?

"Oh hell," said Gayle. "As if things weren't conplicated enough. Look; individually, you have free
will. Everyone does. But sonetines the worlds that be get a nudge, from Upstairs. And then it's up
to us how we cope with it. For exanple, you are a focal point, but you could still choose to
forget everything, and walk away fromit.'

"And then... soneone else would be the focal point? said Toby.

"Damed if | know said Carys. 'Focal points are tricky things. | don't think the town would
actually get hit by earthquakes, vol canoes and swarns of killer bees, all at once, but | wouldn't
rule it out either. Once you start nucking about with fate, you have to be prepared for a

backl ash, and there's no telling where the psychic bricks would fall. It's like pulling one can of
beans fromthe bottomof the pyramd; it might collapse or it night not.'

"If you believe in fate,' said Gayle.

"I'd say it's nmore to the point whether fate believes in you,' said Carys. 'It doesn't matter
anyway. Toby won't wal k out on you. His feelings for you won't let him'

Toby could feel his face growing warm 'My feelings are ny own business, thank you very nuch.'
"Not any nmore they're not,' said Carys. She sniled knowingly at Gayle. '|I don't know why you're
maki ng such a fuss. You' ve had nortal paranours before.'

"And every single one of themcane to a bad end,' said Gayle. 'They mi ght start out |oving ne, but

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (39 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:20 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

they all end up worshipping ne, and | hate that. | haven't taken a nortal |lover in nore years than
| care to remenber. | got tired of themdying on me. | hope you're paying attention to this,

Toby. '

"Hel |l ," said Toby. 'I'mtaking notes.

Gayl e shook her head. 'We are going to change the subject, right now Let us talk instead of

Ni chol as Hob.

"If we nust,' said Carys. 'Nasty little toad. The Serpent's Son is back in Bradford-on-Avon, and
has taken up residence at Blackacre. Only fitting, | suppose. It's the only place in town that's
as corrupt as he is. No one knows what's brought himback after all these years, but he's taken
the woman Angel as his conpanion.' She paused, and | ooked at Toby. 'N cholas Hob is the Serpent's
only living offspring, a product of rape and horror in the early days of the world. Hob's al nost
as bad as his father, but luckily he's trapped in human form which limts the danage he can do.
Angel used to be an angel. The whol e wi ngs-and-halo bit. Denpted to the material worlds for a
crime the Iikes of which you and I can only guess at. So we're now faced with two beings, both
powerful enough to tear this town apart at the seans on a whim even before they joined forces.
And you're still not convinced fate is stirring things?

"I don't think | feel very well,' said Toby. 'Every tinme |I turn around the odds get worse. | could
shoot an al batross and not get luck like this.'

"Aren't | worth it?" said Gayle

Toby sniffed. 'I'mthinking about it. Trust ne, |I'mthinking about it.'

There's nore,' said Carys

"Surprise, surprise.' said Gayle. "Hit ne with it.

"You' ve seen the news. There are stirrings in the sun, solar flares | eaping out to caress the
worl d. The Serpent is flexing his nuscles. He's planning sonething. Hob and Angel are his chosen
instruments. And all we have to stop themis a focal point who doesn't understand his own
purpose... and you. If | had anywhere else to go, |I'd be packing. | have a horrible suspicion this
town has been designated ground zero for something truly appalling, sonmething that will crack open
all the worlds and let the blood run out. You have to intervene, Gayle, and soon; before it's too
late for all of us.'

"Do you know that for a fact?' said Gayle.

The Waki ng Beauty sighed, and sank back in her chair. She | ooked suddenly tired, and older. 'No,"'
she said reluctantly. 'I can see the pieces but not the pattern.'

" Sometimes you need to be renminded of that.' Gayle considered the matter in silence for a while.
"All right; sonmething's going on. And Toby isn't just another focal point, or he wouldn't be
linked so closely to ne. Could he be the next in line to be Humanity's Chanpi on?

Carys | ooked startled for the first tine, studying Toby with new eyes. '| don't know. He could be,
| suppose. It's been so long since Humanity needed a Chanpion... You know, it does nake a kind of
sense.'’

"Yes,' said Gayle. '"Unfortunately, it does.' Both the wonmen | ooked at Toby in a curious but
unsettlingly specul ative way.

"I'f I am Humanity's Chanpion,' Toby said firmy, "then we are all in really deep trouble.'

"You should be honoured,' said Gayle, and Toby couldn't quite tell whether she was nocking himor
not. 'True Chanpions are few and far between. They are heroes, warriors, |egends; defenders of
Humani ty agai nst the forces of darkness. O course, nost of themend up dying horribly, but..
Toby! Toby, sit down! You're not going anywhere and you knowit.'

"Every tinme | think it can't get any worse, it does,' said Toby, slunping back into his seat. 'I'd
just got nmy head round being a |local point, and now you want nme to be a hero and a warrior? Trust
me: you have got the wong guy.'

"Not even for me?

"Not even for Kate Bush dipped in honey.'

"I'f you won't do sonething,' Carys said suddenly to Gayle, "I wll."'
"If you do,' said Gayle, 'l can't protect you. You're long-lived and you know a | ot of things, but
at the end of the day you're still only human, Carys, while Hob and Angel are so nmuch nore. You

sit tight and leave this with ne. Let me think onit.'

"Tinme is running out...'

"It always is.' CGayle sniled suddenly. 'You know, | think I'Il go and see the Mce. They're bound
to have noticed sonet hing.

"M ce?" said Toby om nously. 'You want to talk with a bunch of m ce?

"Ch, you'll like them Toby. They're very charmng. A bit rough and ready, but then, that's Mce
for you.'

"They' re newconers to the town,' said Carys, frowning. 'Wat could they possibly know that |
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don't?

"Qutsiders are often better suited to seeing the big picture,' said Gayle. 'And besides, they have
the advantage of not bei ng human. Wich should if nothing el se at | east guarantee a fresh
perspective. As Mce, they're closely attuned to the natural world. Wereas | have all owed nyself
to becone rather distant, over the years.'

Toby gave Gayle a hard look. 'If they start singing about G nderella, and dragging in a punpkin,
I"mgoing to lay traps and put down poison.'

"They're not that kind of Mce, dear,' said Gayle. 'You'll like them provided you' re not too
judgenental . Goodbye, Carys. Do the sensible thing for once and stay out of this. If even half of
what you and | suspect is true, the whole town is currently trapped between a rock and a very hard
pl ace. Not a good tine to be drawing attention to yourself.'

"Are you going to do anything? said Carys.

"Perhaps. There's always the chance this will all sort itself out without ne. But just in case...
Cone al ong, Toby.'

Toby scranmbled to his feet as Gayle rose gracefully to hers, and just had tine to nod a quick
goodbye to Carys before Gayl e was sweeping out of the Dandy Lion. Toby sighed, and hurried after
her. It had started out as a weird day, and the general strangeness factor showed no signs of
decreasing. Surely it was only yesterday when his life still seened to nmake sense? Of course, it
had been a pretty bloody boring life, and he hadn't actually met up with Gayle then... so it al
really came down to whether Gayle was worth the candle or not. Toby grinned. On the whole, yes,
she was.

He got outside to find that Gayle was already striding off down the street, and he had to run to
catch up with her. On the one hand, Toby was beginning to feel just a little pissed off at being
dragged around by Gayle like a dog on a |eash, but on the other hand, she had quite definitely
called him'dear' just now Probably a slip of the tongue on her part, but an encouragi ng one.
Toby liked to think he was maki ng progress. He needed to do sonething, something big and nenorable
that would inpress her, help her to see himas an equal partner in... in whatever the hell it was
they were currently caught up in. A hero, a warrior, a legend... Toby scowed and bit his | ower
lip. He'd never seen hinself as a man of action. In pub fights, he was al ways the one bravely
fading into the woodwork. But whatever Humanity's Chanpi on was supposed to be, he was pretty damm
sure it involved nore than being Gayl e's |apdog.

As Toby acconpani ed Gayl e through the niddle of the town, he couldn't help noticing that an awfu

| ot of people were openly staring at him Not just because he was a new face in Mysterie, but
because he was with Gayle. Mst were curious, some were intrigued, a few actually | ooked

i mpressed. But there were sone who | ooked scared, as though he were a new, unpredictable factor in
t he equation, someone who might either change or ruin everything. Presumably these were the ones
who knew a focal point when they saw one. Toby began to feel increasingly nervous. It was bad
enough having to cone to terns with the fact that great things were expected of you, without being
forced to adnit that you didn't have a dammed clue as to what those things m ght be. What if he
was supposed to kill a dragon, or sonething? No, forget the sonething, what if it actually was a
bl oody dragon? Toby had al ways visualised a dragon as being sonething very |like Tyrannosaurus rex,
only bigger and faster and with nore teeth, probably breathing fire, too. Maybe he'd be allowed to
start on sonething smaller first.

Li ke a dog with a bad attitude.

They were crossing the old bridge across the River Avon when the Howl i ng Thing scared the crap out
of Toby. He'd been wal king along, lost in his own thoughts, vaguely aware of a sound |like an angry
siren growi ng steadily |ouder, and then just as he passed the old stone Chapel, sonething inside
it threwitself against the confining walls. The whole structure shuddered and the Howl ing Thing's
voi ce rose |like a dammed soul in tornent. Toby all but junped out of his skin, and grabbed Gayl e
by the arm

"What the hell was that?

"It's all right, Toby,' Gayle said reassuringly, prising his fingers fromher arm 'It can't get
out.'

Toby began to get his breathing back under control, though his heart was still thudding painfully
in his chest. "What's it doing in there anyway?

"It's doing penance,' said Gayle. 'Every town has its nonsters, and its bad seeds. This one is
doing time. Every damed bit of it.'

That was when sonething even worse energed slowy fromthe dark waters under the bridge, reeds and
river water falling away fromits pallid gargantuan bulk. It was huge, easily thirty feet tall,

all bone and thick slabs of nmuscle, with an elongated skull like a horse. Its pock-nmarked skin was
the dead white of things that live far underwater, rarely |leaving the unending dark to venture to
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the surface's light. Its eyes were black, bulging painfully fromw de sockets. The nouth was | ong
and narrow, with great square teeth that |ooked as if they did a ot of chewing. Its shape was
nmore human than not, and it just seemed to get bigger and bigger as it |eaned over the bridge.
One huge weed-w apped hand rested on the wall beside the old Chapel and the Howl i ng Thi ng was
suddenly quiet. The | ong head cane sweeping down for a better |ook at Toby and Gayle, and it was
all Toby could do to keep fromfalling back. Hell, anywhere el se and he'd have run like fun for
the horizon; but he couldn't abandon Gayl e. She was standing very still, staring at the huge
creature as though mesnerised. Toby put a hand on her armto pull her away, but she wouldn't npve.
Toby gl anced around, but everyone el se had di sappeared. He didn't blame them Every town has its
nonsters... The huge bony hand tightened on the bridge's wall, and the ancient stonework cracked
and shattered under the pressure of that awful grip.

Oh hell, thought Toby. | should have settled for a dragon. Maybe if | run, | can decoy it away
from Gayl e. .

"Don't nove,' Gayle murmured, as though guessing his thoughts 'It's faster than you can i magi ne
"What the hell is it?

"That is a troll Al really old bridges have trolls underneath themin Mystene Their presence
hol ds the bridge together, against the ravages of tinme In return for which, they demand a toll Now
woul d you please let go of ny arnf? You' re cutting off the circulation

Toby reluctantly tore his gaze away fromthe lowering troll and saw that his knuckles were white
where he had Gayle by the arm He made hinself let go, and then took a deep breath and noved to put
hi nsel f between Gayle and the troll Even that was enough to bring cold beads of sweat popping out
on his forehead The troll was a killer You just had to look at it to see that But he couldn't |et
Gayl e be hurt Stood to reason it was after her Soneone as inportant and as long-lived as Gayl e was
bound to have made eneni es And by acconpanyi ng Toby back into Mystene, she had nade herself

vul nerable to them That thought put a little steel into Toby's bones, though his legs still felt
deci dedly shaky He couldn't let her be hurt because of him

He tried frantically to think of sonething he could do, but given the sheer size of the troll He

wi shed he had a gun Hell, he w shed he had a bazooka It cane to himthen that there was only one
useful thing he could do and that was to try to keep the troll occupied, buy some tinme, so that
Gayl e could get away The creature would al nost certainly kill him but Gayle would escape The

thought chilled him but didn't deter himAm1| really ready to die for her? For soneone who
doesn't even like me much? He seened to have all the tine in the world to consider that, but the
answer was never in doubt Love you re a cold cruel bitch, he thought calmy |I wanted a great
romance in nmy life | just never thought it d be this short CGuess now we'll never get to find out
whet her | was Humanity's Chanpion. Ah well it was worth it in the end. To be in love really in
love for the first time in ny life.

He was just getting ready to tell Gayle to make a run for it when the troll suddenly | eaned
forward, fixed Toby with its dark goggling eyes and spoke in a voice |like stones crashing together
in a stream like all the cold horrid things that live in the depths.

"I have cone for you, little human,' said the troll, its great voice shaking in Toby's bones
"Little Toby Dexter Thinks he's so brave Thinks he's going to be Humanity's Chanpion Wong It al
ends here, in blood and tears and splintered bones This is ny bridge, given to nme under the old
conpact, and no one crosses it without nmy perm ssion. Do you know the rules, little human, little
Chanpi on? The ol d gane of riddle, of question and answer? If you do, and if you're clever enough
and fast enough and brave enough, you might just live to fight another day. But you're a nodern

man, a child of your tinmes, so it's much nore likely that 1'll feed on your tender flesh and nake
t oot hpi cks out of your bones.'

A gun, a bazooka, a bloody slingshot... It doesn 't want her, it wants me... Well, when in doubt,
bl uf f.

Toby drew hinself up to his full height, fixed the troll with his best nenacing glare and | owered
his voice as far as it would go.

"Who the hell do you think you're talking to? You back off right now, or I'Il have your balls for
this! I am Toby Dexter, focal point and Humanity's Chanpion. This is Gayle. | don't suppose | have
to tell you who and what she is, do I? I thought not. Do you really think you can get either one

of us to do one dammed thing we don't want to? Now back off, or I'lIl show you what happens when
get really upset.'

"Ch hell,' said the troll, slunping just a little. "You're a focal point? Really? Shit. No one
said anything to me about your being a focal point. Shit! | never get to have any fun any nore. Is

that you, Gayle? |I didn't know you were out and about again. How s things?
"Don't you how s things ne,' said Gayle, in a decidedly frosty tone. '"Bad troll!’
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"Oh goon, rub it in," said the troll. Toby was anmazed to see that the huge creature was actually
pouting now. 'Make fun of me. Everyone does. No one respects you once you' ve reached a certain
age, and your eyesight isn't what it was. |I'mjust doing ny job, you know. No one cares about

riddles any nore, anyway. It's all conputer ganes and bl oody Pokenmon now. | can renenber when
nmonsters were respected, when teeth and claws neant sonething. Go on; wal k across the bl oody
bridge, then. Run back and forth, see if | care. You do your best, spend ages working out a good
set of threats, individually tailored, too, and they laugh in your face. |I'mgoing back into the
river for a good |long sulk.'

And as quickly as that, the troll disappeared beneath the dark and nmurky waters, and was gone.
Toby | ooked at the danmmged stone wall where its great hand had rested, and then turned to Gayle.
"Bad troll?

"He's no real threat,' said Gayle easily. 'Hasn't been for centuries. He was bluffing. Mstly.

Unl ess you'd run. Then it might have got a bit nasty. But you didn't run. You put yourself between

me and harm Quite unnecessary, of course, but still... I'mglad to have had a glinpse of what
you're really nade of.’

"What |'mreally nmade of very nearly ended up filling ny trousers,' said Toby hotly. 'Are you
telling me you were never in any danger at all?

"Of course not. But you were still very brave, Toby. |'minpressed.’

"I amso mad | could spit soot. | do not want to have to feel like that again, ever. If |'m going
to be Humanity's Chanpion, unlikely as that still seens, | want a weapon of sone sort. Sonething

to give nme at |least a fighting chance.

"What do you expect me to do?' said Gayle. 'Find you a big stone with a sword stuck through it?
Whistle you up a nagic lanp, or aring with three wi shes? Forget about weapons, Toby. It isn't
going to be that kind of battle. Hob could break Excalibur across his knee, and Angel would
probably eat it. And fromnow on, | wll look out for nyself, thank you very nuch.'

"Fine,' said Toby. 'The next big nonster to cone along is all yours. You can handle it, while
make for the horizon like a dog with its arse on fire.'

Gayl e 1 ooked at himconsideringly, and her expression softened just a little. 'You won't run
Toby. You're not the running kind. Wen push cane to shove, you stood your ground and kept your

wits about you. Wiich is good to know. The kind of beings, forces, we'll be facing will be nore
i mpressed by brains than bravery.
"Pity,' said Toby. 'l could have faked bravery. | still don't feel l|ike any kind of hero.'

Gayl e patted himgently on the cheek. 'That's the best kind. Now conme al ong. We've got a |lot of
ground to cover, and the day is young.

"I will never wash that cheek again,' said Toby, and Gayle had to | augh

They made their way through the town, and everywhere people fell back to give themplenty of room
A few even turned and ran. Lots of people were still giving Toby the fish eye, but he found that
smiling straight back at them 1like he knew sonething they didn't, was usually enough to nake them
turn qui ckly away and pretend to be interested in sonething el se. Even when there was not hi ng

el se. There did seemto be an awful |ot of people about, even for a Saturday norning, often
gathered in little groups buzzing with ani mated conversation. Toby was surprised to find he
recogni sed quite a few faces. Apparently nore people than he ever suspected were a part of
Mysterie, and always had been. It made hi m wonder about the connections between the two worlds,
and how much he night have noticed before, if he'd only ever suspected the truth.

And nost surprising of all, he felt confortable in his new, magical world, for all its nonsters
and weirdness. He felt vaguely that he ought to be nore... upset by sone of the things he'd seen
and been told. The truth al one woul d have been enough to set a |lot of people gibbering and
frothing at the mouth, and the Howing Thing... In Mysterie all the rules were suspended, and
everything was up for grabs. Toby could think of a |ot of people who wouldn't have been able to
cope with such nadness and anarchy for even a nonent, and just a few days before he would have
said he was one of them but... He liked it here, in Mysterie, for all its unconfortable truths
and hi dden dangers. He felt alive, for the first tine in years.

It probably hel ped that his old life had been so utterly bloody boring, that he was glad to be rid
of it.

Gayl e indicated a row of old houses they were passing, nostly seventeenth- and ei ghteenth-century.
Vel | preserved, but blunt and functional rather than charming. That place there, a little back
fromthe road, used to be the ol d Hobshouse Bank. A failed venture by the Serpent's Son, a few
centuries back. For a time, that one bank controlled all the town's finances. Owmed a | ot of
property, and gave out even nore prom ssory notes. Everyone who nattered canme to Hob with their
hat in their hands, |ooking for a piece of the action. They knew his reputation, even then, if not
exactly who and what he really was, but they were prepared to overl ook any nunber of, er

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (43 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:20 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

character faults, in the pursuit of obscene ambunts of noney. And there was a lot of gold to be
found in Bradford-on-Avon in those days, when the cloth trade flourished.

"There's nore than one way to power, Toby, and Hob's tried nost of them He ran this town for
years. Wien his overextended bank finally collapsed, its vaults full of nothing but unrecoverable
debts and piles of worthl ess paper, and Hob di sappeared into the night with what little cold cash
there was, a lot of people's fortunes were destroyed, fromthe highest to the | owest. Financia

di sasters have a way of trickling all the way down. It took the town generations to get over it.
The town's forefathers should have renmenbered the ol d adage; if you nmust sup with the Devil, use a
Il ong spoon. Even if it's only the Devil's Son. And certainly don't use your own noney.

' Money' Toby said thoughtfully. 'That's sonething other people have, isn't it?

Gayl e | ooked at him 'l thought you said you were in publishing?

"In is perhaps too strong a word' said Toby. 'Connected with is probably nore accurate. Suffice to
say that noney and | seemto have only the nost fleeting of relationships these days. | don't
understand where it all goes. It's not like |I have any expensive vices. | never had the chance to

acquire any. How nmuch further, before we get to these Mce of yours?

"They're right out on the edge of town. They like their privacy, in Mysterie as well as Veritie.
Pl ace cal |l ed Manor Farm'

"The hippies? said Toby. 'GCh, wonderful. We're going to end up sitting around on bean bags,
drinki ng strange herbal teas and trying not to choke on the funes from dodgy joss sticks, | just
know it.'

"You know, you're very judgenental, for a shop assistant.'

"You did know '

"I"'mafraid so. Carys knows everything, renmenber? Not to worry. |'msure you were a very good shop
assistant. Probably got a degree in stacking. You'll like the Mce; charming creatures.

"Yeah, well,' grow ed Toby. 'They'd better have some cheese. |I'mstarting to feel distinctly

pecki sh.'

A pl easant enough stroll took themthrough the rest of the town and out into the countryside
beyond. It was a leisurely walk in the bright sunshine because Toby had sl owed Gayl e down by the
sinmple principle of refusing to keep up. Gayle soon got tired of conversing over her shoulder with
sonmeone who might or night not be there, and reluctantly slowed her long stride to a nore
reasonabl e pace, nuch to Toby's relief. He hadn't done this nuch wal king in years. The ol d Manor
farmhouse was all that now remai ned of what had once been a thriving farm But the |and had
gradual |y been sold off in small parcels over the years, and the livestock and outer buildings
with it, till all that was left was the old Tudor farnhouse itself.

Soneone had recently given the exterior a quick lick of paint and a good clean, and the half-
tinbered structure | ooked to be in reasonably good condition, for its age. Toby and Gayle trod
noisily up the long gravel path that led to the great front door, but there was no response from

i nside the house. Mst interesting to Toby, the wi ndows weren't boarded over, as they were in
Veritie.

Al in all, walking up the gravel path was like walking into the picture on the lid of a jigsaw
box. It was the kind of perfect bucolic i nage that had becone quite rare in the nodern, nechanised
and i npoverished countryside. Everything | ooked just right. O course; this was Mysterie. Toby

hadn't been out this way in so long he couldn't tell if the farnmhouse usually | ooked this perfect,
but he rather thought not. Upkeep on historical buildings like this could be ruinously expensive,
in Veritie. The whole setting seemed utterly tranquil, cal mand peaceful, with wi de open green

fields stretching out around the farnhouse, bordered on the horizon by traditional |ow stone
walls. There didn't seemto be anyone about.

Gayl e wal ked right up to the inpressive front door, a great solid slab of oak, and banged firmy
with the black iron knocker. The sound carried |loudly, but there wasn't even a twitching of the

| ace curtains at the downstairs wi ndows. Still, Toby had a strong feeling of being observed by
unseen eyes. He hoped they were friendly, though just how dangerous a bunch of Mce could be... He
| ooked up sharply as the huge door before himswing slowy inwards, silent as a breath. There was
still no sign of anyone, and only darkness within. Gayle strode straight in, without waiting for
an invitation. Toby shook his head, squared his shoul ders and foll owed her in.

Just inside the door there was a sudden flash of light, revealing the farmhouse's interior, and
Toby stunbled to a halt. The door closed silently of its own accord behind himas he stared about
hi m open-nout hed. Just when he thought he'd grown accustomed to all the curves Mysterie could
throw at him it came up with a whole new approach. Al the interior structure of the old Manor
farmhouse had been renoved; all the walls and the first-floor ceiling, and all the roons were
knocked t hrough into one, so that the whole place was now one big barn. O one very big nouse
cage. The vast open floor was covered in straw, nuch of it days old and well tranpled down. There
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were piles of food all over (mostly raw vegetables), left dotted here and there with no
di scernible pattern or purpose. An old stone horse trough had been dragged in and filled with
water. Brightly coloured objects of all shapes and sizes were scattered here and there,

as though picked up and enjoyed, and then just dropped carel essly wherever they happened to | and
And everywhere, scanpering across the floor, running up the walls and even across the high
raftered ceiling, |aughing and snuggling and fighting and eating and drinking: the Mce. Six foot
tall, vaguely human, M ce.

There were lots of them covered in fur of varying shades, with nuzzles and twitchi ng whiskers,
clawed feet and long tails, but still just human enough to nake it clear that they were no natura
creatures. They spoke, or rather chattered, in human voices, though their nmovenents were sw ft and
entirely animal -1ike. Mce so |large should have been disturbing, even scary, especially to Toby,
who had a norbid horror of rats, but sonmehow they just weren't. If anything, they were sweet, even
charm ng, just as Gayl e had said.

They were like fairy-tale mce, magical in formand character. The Mce ran up the walls and al ong
the ceiling with equal ease, as though gravity was just a matter of convenience for them Most
were too busy playing together to pay any attention to their new visitors, but eventually four

M ce canme pattering over to neet them Two were brown, one grey and one was pure white with rather
fetching pal e pink eyes. Even up close, the oversized Mce weren't in the least bit disconcerting.
They were just bunbling, cartoon-like creatures, with kind eyes and wi de, happy smles. The four
M ce squatted down on their haunches before Gayle, lifting their twitching nuzzles to her in open
adoration. They managed a few qui ck head bobs in Toby's direction, so he wouldn't feel left out,
but it was clearly Gayle who fascinated them Toby coul d understand that.

"All hail, nost noble-' began the grey one, only to be immediately interrupted by the darker brown
one.

That's not the right formof address, Tidy! Not right at all!

"You're always arguing about things |ike that, Bossy,' said the |lighter brown Muse, patting his
front paws together. 'And you're always wong. You carry on, Tidy. You're doing very well.'

"I think we're supposed just to call her Lady,' said the white Muse diffidently. 'But of course
I"mjust Sweetie, so |'m probably wong.'

"Exactly,' said Tidy crushingly. 'Now I-'

"You | ook very lovely today, Lady,' said the lighter brown Muse. '|I dreaned you were comni ng
here...'

" oh, you did not, Dreany!' said Bossy at once. 'You're always claimng you dreamthings, but
sonmehow you never renenber to nmention themin advance. |Ignore her, Lady. She's been at the Red

Lei cester again.'

"l did dreamher, | did!' said Dreany, stanping all her paws in quick succession

"All hail, nost noble Lady,' said Tidy doggedly, and then Sweetie turned suddenly to | ook at Toby.
He just had tine to smle at her before she | aunched herself at him and knocked himto the floor
The straw soaked up nost of the inpact, but Toby still found hinself lying on his back with a
Mouse's face staring into his.

"You're cute,' said Sweetie.

"That's nice,' said Toby. 'Now do you think you could get off ny chest, please? | have a feeling
I"mgoing to need to breathe again in the near future.'

Sweeti e backed off, and allowed Toby to sit up before i medi ately cuddling up against him and
holding himin her white furry arnms. 'l like him' she said to the others. 'Can we keep hin?'
"Actually, he's with ne,' said Gayle. 'Try not to danage him Sweetie.'

The white Mouuse shrugged, but continued to hold Toby close to her. Toby decided that if he could
handle a thirty-foot troll, he could handl e being groped by an oversized Mouse. Even though it did
absolutely nothing for his dignity. Tidy sighed resignedly, and fixed his attention on Gayle, but
he'd hardly got two words out before Bossy interrupted himagain, and there then followed a | ong,
rat her confused argunent as to whose turn it was to be the official spokes-Muse. It didn't help
that they weren't actually sure what day it was, anyway. They al nbst canme to bl ows over that,

until finally Tidy and Dreany slamed Bossy to the floor and sat on himtill he shut up. Bossy
subsided reluctantly, clinging to as nuch dignity as he could with his face peeking out from under
Dreany's furry runp. He made apol ogetic eyes to Gayle, who nodded to show she quite understood.
Tidy bowed yet again to Gayle, a little breathlessly, frowed as he tried to renmenber where he'd
got to and then shrugged and started again.

"Wl cone to Manor Farm Lady Gayle. Yes. If |I'd known you were conming, |'d have cl eaned the place
up a bit. The others are just aninmals, you know No sense of order, they just drop things
everywhere. | keep telling them we may be Mce now, but we can still have standards. This | ot
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woul d piss in the sinks. If we had sinks. Be still, Bossy, or I'll groomyour fur the wong way
again.'

"Bully,' said Bossy, indistinctly.

' Thi ngs have been happening in Mysterie,' said Dreany, in a soft hesitant voice. '|I see themin ny
dreans. Things call to ne, fromthe natural world. The bani shed Son has returned, and we are al
endangered. Sweetie, |eave the human alone. And stop licking his hair, | think it's supposed to

|l ook Iike that. Who is the human, Lady Gayle? He snells very interesting. | think I may have

drearmed of him'

"That is Toby,' said Gayle. 'He's a newconer to Mysterie. And a focal point.'

Sweetie |l et go of Toby so fast he alnpbst fell over. Tidy and Dreany got up off Bossy, and all four
M ce huddl ed together to give Toby a good | ooki ng-over.

"Bit small for a focal point, isn't he?' said Tidy. 1'd always thought they'd be nore inpressive.
"Size isn't everything,' said Toby.

"How true,' said Sweetie.

"l suppose you brought himhere to hear our story?' said Bossy, pawing at his runpled fur. 'Fair

enough. | shall tell it. It is an interesting, cautionary and instructional tale, and | do so | ove
to tell it.

‘"Never knew a tale you didn't like to tell,' said Tidy. 'Sonetines | swear you'd rather talk than
eat. Though you have been known to do both sinultaneously and | do wi sh you wouldn't. Al right,
get on with it, but don't drag it out. There's still lots to do today."

"You nean there's lots you want to do,' said Dreany. '|I don't know why you nake such a fuss. The

whol e poi nt of becomng Mce was so we woul dn't have to bother with doing things any nore.'

"I like to keep busy,' said Tidy defensively.

"Then you shoul d have become a bee,' said Sweetie.

It took a while, but eventually Gayle got themall settled down, sitting in a semcircle facing
herself and Toby. He was a little hesitant about sitting on the bare straw, but couldn't figure
out how politely to avoid it. In the end he gritted his teeth and sat down beside Gayle, making a
mental note to fum gate and if necessary burn his trousers later. Luckily the story turned out to
be so fascinating he quickly forgot about everything el se.

Once upon a tinme, back in the sixties, in what passed then for the real world, the Mce had al
been human, young nen and wonen enbracing the spirit of the tinmes. Hippies one and all and proud
of it, living the marvel |l ous new dream of peace and | ove and freedom They turned their backs on
the old ways, of insane wars and corrupt politics, and | ooked for a nore spiritual path. They al so
believed in sex, drugs and rock 'n'" roll, preferably sinultaneously. They dropped out, turned on
tuned in and thought they could change the world by their exanple. It was, in nany ways, a nore

i nnocent tine then.

The world did change, if slowy, for the better; but nostly as a result of direct action. The old
order m ght be going down, but it was going down fighting. Still; it was a grand tinme to be alive.
When to be young was everything, and you could watch your dreams cone true. Unfortunately, it
didn't |ast.

The sixties becane the seventies becane the bl oody eighties, and one by one the dreans died. The
hope and joy of the hippies becane the savage ni hilism of punk, which becane the self-interest of
Generation X. W shall overcone became No future and Greed is good. Drugs that were neant to free
the mnd instead enslaved the body. And one group of ageing hippies decided they' d had enough
They gave up on the failed world of Veritie and noved en nmasse into Mysterie, where dreans stil
came true. They changed, willingly giving up their troubled Humanity to becone Mce, warm | oving,
furry aninmals who lived only for the day, and for each ot her

Toby couldn't decide whether it was a sad story or not. Looking round at the other Mce, he didn't
think they knew either. Mst were still running around the cavernous interior of the old
farmhouse, imrersed in the noment, not even interested in listening to their own story. Here and
there they cuddl ed together and fell asleep in great flurry clunps, as the npod took them No
work, no duties, no responsibilities, driven only by ani mal needs and thoughts and enotions, but

with just enough of a human overlay to enable themstill to appreciate it. Toby was irresistibly
rem nded of the old novelty song about a whole bunch of mice who lived in a windm !l in old
Anst er dam

Except, what did the Mce have to live for, any nore? Everyone needs a reason to get up in the
nmorni ng, don't they? Toby suddenly realised that Bossy had finally stopped tal king, the story
over, and he quickly tried to think of sonething intelligent to say, to prove he'd been paying
attention.

'So... what do you all do, now you're Mce?
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"Doing isn't inportant to us any nore,' Dreany said patiently. 'It's enough just to be, and be
happy. "

"W think' said Tidy. 'W dream we phil osophise and watch the world go by. W have a good
scratch. W ponder the nysteries of Mysterie.'

"And we nake love |ike you wouldn't believe,' said Sweetie, grinning. 'Sonetinmes we go out at
night and frolic in the moonlight. Sometinmes we sell tickets.

"That's just in Mysterie, of course,' said Bossy. 'In Veritie we keep to ourselves. W can stil
be human there, when we have to. We renenber our old bodies, and pull themon like coats for the
few occasi ons when we still have to deal with the real world.

"They can change nore than their shapes,' Gayle said to Toby. 'They can change their size as well:
very useful side effect of the spell they bought. They can becone ordinary-sized nice at wll,

whi ch can be very useful if someone needs a little surreptitious spying done. They do things for
me sonetimes. No one notices a few nmore nice com ng and goi ng.

"W know everything,' said Sweetie, clapping her pink paws together

"Funnily enough, practically everyone |I've net in Mysterie clains to know everything,' said Toby

drily.

"Well,"' said Sweetie, shrugging. 'We know everything we care to know. People care about such silly
t hi ngs.'

"l knew you were coning,' said Dreany. 'l knew you were a focal point too.

"lgnore her,' said Tidy. 'She's just desperate for attention.' He turned to Gayle. 'Are you sure
about this, Lady? Focal points are usually preceded by signs and portents, and we've seen
not hi ng. "'

' The Waki ng Beauty vouches for him' said Gayle. 'And that's good enough for nme, though I'd never
tell her so.

The Mce nuttered respectfully at the mention of the Waking Beauty's nane and | ooked thoughtfully
at Toby - even Sweetie.

"W know Carys Gall oway,' said Bossy. 'She's one of the reasons we cane to settle here in Bradford-
on- Avon. That and the ley lines. And the fact that this little town is practically Spook Centra
for the whole country. There's nore weird shit goes down here than in any nunber of cities.'

"Cot that right,' said Bossy. "W lived in London for a while, in happier tines. Had a nice place
down in the old dockl ands, an abandoned warehouse right by the river. W were still human as often
as Mce in those days, so we got out and about in the big city, follow ng our noses and crashing
every party that was going. Now you'd think that London woul d be one of the nain supernatura
centres in England, and nostly you'd be right. London is an old city, older than you' d think. It
was al ready a seat of power when the Romans occupied it and called it Londinium There are many
speci al people and places in and around and under London, nost of them pretty dammed dangerous.'
"Ch yes,' said Dreany. 'There's lots to be found under the streets of London, apart fromthe
Under gr ound.

' The Soul -trading Centre of Cheapside,' said Sweetie. 'The Tenple of Lanentations, the Running
Tigers of A d Bond Street.

"But it all went bad, over the years,' said Bossy. 'The real novers and shakers noved out |ong
ago, | ooking for fresh pastures and | ess corrupt sources of power. Too nmuch bad magi c polluting
the path of the Thanes, and filling the aether with black static'

"This town is older than any city, but sonehow it's still largely uncorrupted, for all the Hob's
attenpts to donminate it,' said Tidy. 'Powers and Domi nati ons have al ways been drawn here, from al
the many worlds. And not just because of the ley lines. This is a place where things happen

I nportant, interesting things.'

'So we came here because we wanted to see them' said Sweetie.

Toby frowned. There was a question he felt he had to ask. 'You said you can becone peopl e again
when you have to deal with the real world. Don't you find you m ss being human?

The M ce all laughed quietly, and Tidy | ooked at him al nost pityingly. 'Do you miss being a child?
We have noved on, not back.'

"The only thing we mss is the sixties,' said Dreany. 'Even the real world seemed nagical then
The sixties was the last tinme people dreaned they were awake.

Toby | ooked at Gayle. 'Am | supposed to understand that?

"Not yet,' said Gayle. 'You' ve got a lot of waking up to do yourself yet.' She turned back to the
Mce. "Talk to nme, honoured friends; of Hob's return and of his connection with Angel. | have been
asl eep nyself, for a long time, and | have nissed nuch.'

'Hob,' said Dreany, in a faraway voice. 'Was it he who brought the plague to Bradford-on-Avon, in
17527

'The Serpent's Son has sunk hinself in Blackacre,' said Tidy.
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'Bad place' said Bossy, his tail lashing restlessly. 'Dead a long tine, but now enlivened by the
Hob' s presence.'

‘"He must be very lonely,' said Sweetie. "He is the only one of his kind. Even one such as Ange
could never really hope to understand him'

"He is evil,' Bossy said flatly. "He is death and destruction and the passing of all good things.
'But what choice has he ever had?' said Sweetie. 'He is what he was nade to be. Hs father's
weapon and instrument in the worlds of men. Abandoned by his violated nother, for ever doninated
by his absent father. It's easy to |love the Iovable. To |l ove one's eneny is harder.'

"Hob woul dn't know love if you injected himwith it," said Tidy. 'He is a predator, and everyone
el se is prey.

"But now he has Angel,' Sweetie said stubbornly. 'Another outcast, thrust into a world that can
never understand her. Perhaps they will be good for each other.
"You always were a hel pless romantic, even when we were all still hunman,' said Bossy crushingly.

"All those two have in common is that they're both nonsters.' He | ooked at Toby. 'As Mce, we're
linked nore closely than nost to the natural world. W feel changes, in Veritie and in Mysterie.
Wth Hob and Angel in residence, Blackacre has becone a stain upon nature. An open sore, 00zing
corruption...

"The point,' Tidy said heavily, 'is that ever since Hob thrust Bl ack-acre out of Veritie and into
Mysterie, nothing natural can get anywhere near it, in either world. Birds and beasts and insects
all avoid the area. To cross into that dark territory nowis to inperil your soul. Hob has put his
stanmp on the burned | and.

"There are dead nmen in the dead woods,' said Dreany. 'Raised up by the Hob's power. Death
surrounds him drawn to him People died at his hand, at the railway station last night. | saw
themdie in ny dreanms, heard themcry for help that never cane. So sad.'

Gayl e frowned. 'The Reality Express. | heard it running last night.'

' The thunder godling was there too,' said Dreany. 'You should talk with him It is his business to
find the answers to questions.'

"Excuse me,' said Toby, just a little desperately. 'But am| ever going to understand any of

t hi s?'

"I'f you keep your nouth shut and your ears open, possibly,' said Gayle. 'They're talking about

Ji nmmy Thunder. He's the town's only private eye.

'He saw t he people nurdered' said Dreany. 'And afterwards, he fought wth Angel.'

"And survived?' said Gayle, raising an eyebrow. 'I'm i npressed.

"Does this have sonmething to do with the destroyed railway station this norning? said Toby,
suddenl y maki ng a connection

"You see?' said Gayle. 'You can keep up, if you try.' She | ooked round at the Mce. 'You
understand the way the world turns. Better than | do, at the nonment. Wat can you tell ne about

t he changi ng weat her patterns?

Al the Mce stirred unhappily, glancing at each other. 'But you're...' said Tidy finally.

"I'"ve been real for along tine,' said Gayle. "By nmy own choice. Now I'mout of touch with ny...
full potential. Tell me what you know.'

"The Serpent is stirring. The Sun is waking up,' Dreany said flatly. 'Veritie and Mysterie are
closer than they have been for many centuries. This can't be a coincidence.

"You should | ose the human,' Bossy said brusquely. 'Focal point or not. There are others who can
| ead and advise him If you care for himat all, distance yourself fromhim If you are to becone
your true self again, Lady Gayle, you cannot afford to be distracted by nerely human concerns. Let
himfind his ow path. You do himno kindness by taking himwhere you must go. The hunman nind is
limted, and fragile. Mrtal nust not |ove immortal, but even nore inportantly-'

"No!' Dreany said suddenly. Her voice rose, fey and powerful, her eyes blazing. 'l have dreaned
themtogether, in a time not far fromnow In that tine of great need, he will stand between al
that lives and great danger. | saw him stand al one, wapped in light, with the weight of worlds

upon hi s shoul ders."

There was a | ong pause, as Dreany slowy subsided, her gaze turned inwards. Tidy | ooked

apol ogetically at Toby.

"I wouldn't take that too seriously, if | were you. Dreany does see a lot of things in dreans, but
her accuracy rate isn't all that inpressive.'

"Beast!' Dreany threw herself on Tidy and the two of themrolled back and forth on the straw,
wrestling each other furiously. The other two M ce sighed wearily and noved in to separate them
Gayl e gestured to Toby that it was tinme for themto | eave.

They went to see Jimy Thunder, the godling.
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Once again Gayle led the way through Bradford-on-Avon, pointing out things of historical interest
to an increasingly fascinated Toby. He was a Bradfordian born and bred, had lived nost of his life
in the small country town, and still Gayle knew all kinds of things that he'd never even
suspected. And al ways there was sonething in the casual way she said things, in the little details
she | et drop, that nmade himnore and nore sure that these weren't things she'd | earned in books,
inlibraries. She was telling himthings she knew because she'd seen them

She knew, for exanple, that St Margaret's Street was naned after an old | eper hospice from

medi aeval times, the hospice of the Bl essed Saint Margaret. Gayle renenbered the place vividly,
and they were not happy nenori es.

"It was just a place where they put people to die. No doctors, no nurses, no help. The doors were
kept | ocked, and the wi ndows were nailed shut. Food and water were pushed in through a slot, when
anyone renenbered. Leprosy was considered God's punishnent. So there were no conforts, no
treatment, no hope of recovery or escape. Just a prison for the dying, hidden away so people

woul dn't have to see themsuffer. Sonetinmes a healthy wi fe or husband or child would volunteer to
go into the hospice with a | oved one, to | ook after them Once in, they were never allowed to

| eave. Leprosy was thought to be God's will, so conpassion was in short supply. Sone things never
change. "'

Toby | ooked around at the ordinary houses lining an ordinary street, and tried to see it as Gayle
saw it, but wasn't at all surprised when he couldn't. H's viewoint, his understanding, was too
small, too linmted. Too human

Mortal rmust not |love inmmortal. ..

They came at last to Jimy Thunder's house. Toby was a little surprised when they stopped in front
of what appeared to be just another in a long |Iine of characterless sem -detacheds; traditiona
comut er houses thrown up in lots to neet the needs of newcomers, as Bradford-on-Avon slowy
became a dormitory town for the surrounding county. Gayle watched, snmiling, as Toby studied the
supposed godling's house with growi ng perplexity. The front | awn had been replaced by gravel

t hough here and there tufts of grass and weeds were sprouting defiantly through A single plaster
gnone with peeling paint was fishing despondently in a small, nurky-1ooking pond Toby | ooked
chal l engi ngly at Gyl e.

"You're telling ne a god lives here?

A very minor god, but yes Descended fromthe O d Norse pantheon, though divorced fromthe origina
power by nore generations than the human nind can confortably cope with He's a good sort, in his
own way Don't try to talk religion with himHe can beconme very short-tenmpered on the subject, and
then you have to start ducking lightning bolts

"Am | allowed to nention that his place looks |like a tip? said Toby 'l nean, |'ma man living

al one, | understand that a certain anmount of appalling ness is expected of us, but this Mess |ike
this doesn't just happen It has to be cultivated

"You should nention it to him' said Gayle "But | think I1'lIl stand well back while you do it Cone

on Let's see if he's at hone
She crunched across the gravel in a straight line, ignoring the path, and Toby foll owed
reluctantly after her He wasn't sure he was ready to neet a godling He certainly wasn't going to
kneel to anyone Or put noney in a collection plate Gayl e stopped before a perfectly ordinary-

| ooking front door, and it took a nonent for Toby to realise that the small businesslike brass

pl ague said God For Hire-Really There was, however, no bell or knocker Gayle sniffed and gl ared at
the cl osed door.

"All right, let's have no nonsense You know very well who I am Open up right now, or I'Il have
your poltergeist's licence revoked '

Don't want to! snapped a voice in Toby's mnd and he junped despite hinself The voice was sharp
and nore than a little sulky, but in no way human It was also utterly silent, outside his head,
and presumably Gayle's His Divinity was out all last night and I don't want hint disturbed, the
voi ce continued He needs his rest Gallivanting about at all hours and never making the tine for a
decent neal. He'll never nake two hundred at this rate |I've just got himoff to sleep and | won't
have you bothering him Cone back later Or not at all see if | care.

"I really don't have the patience for this,' said Gayle 'Open up right nowor |'ll do sonething
really distressing to your hinges '

Shan't Bully! You do know who | am don't you?' said Gayle, dangerously.

Don't care Sonmeone's got to look out for Jimy's interests People are al ways bothering him And
rarely for any good reason. Be as inportant and snotty as you want. | can keep you waiting here
for ever, if | choose to.

"Gayl e, might | suggest you try the magic word?' Toby said quietly.

Gayl e turned an icy glare on him 'Wat do you know about magic, or Wrds of Power?'
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"Watch and learn,' said Toby. He took a step closer to the door, and smiled winningly. 'Please |et
us in. It really is very inportant, to M Thunder as well as to us. He could be in danger.'

Well why didn 't you just say so? The door swung open before them So nice to hear a little comron
courtesy. Everyone thinks they can push ne around, just because |I'm a door

"You see?' Toby said to Gayle, careful not to sound even a little snug. "All you need is the magic
word. '

"Don't | ook so self-satisfied, Toby. It doesn't suit you. But you're right, of course. This is why

| prefer to stay real. It's too easy here to forget the things which really matter when everyone
el se insists on worshi pping you. Thank you, door.
You're welcone! 1'Il tell himyou're here. But don't blanme ne if he's in a really crabby nood.

Gayl e and Toby stepped through the doorway and once again Toby was |ost for words. The hal
stretched away in front of himfor what seemed like mles. Floor, walls and ceiling were al

fashi oned from varying kinds of wood, fromthe polished dark red of the floor to the great gol den-
brown walls covered in carved runes and sigils, to the high, raftered ceiling overhead. Toby felt
as if he was standing in one of the old Viking |ongships. He junped as the door slanmed shut
behi nd hi mand | ooked at Gayle, who, as always, was taking it all in her stride.

"You want to explain this? Toby said hopefully.

"This is a god's place,' said Gayle, sniling. 'A very mnor god, as such things go, but still...
This is his territory, and here tine and space obey his will. O to put it another way, space
expands to fit his ego. It's one of the perks of the job. Semi-sentient simulacra for servants is
anot her .’

"What do you nean, sem -sentient? said along mrror on the wall beside them 'I1'Il match ny 1Q
agai nst the popul ati on average any day of the week, and spot you ten points if they work in
television. And ten shekels to an obol | can out-think any of those dammed conputers Veritie is so
proud of. |'ve been serving thunder gods for over twelve centuries now, and |'ve never once

cracked or forgotten a nessage Now, who are you, what do you want and, npst inportantly, do you
have an appoi nt nent ?'

The fact that the mirror talked didn't upset Toby as nmuch as the fact that it was using his
reflection to do it The effect was frankly unnerving.

"You know very well who we are and what we want,' said Gayle 'Don't tell ne you and the door have
any secrets But just for you, Toby, no, we don't have an appoi ntnment, but please nay we see Ji my
anyway? It is a matter of some urgency '

"Not a chance in Niffleheim' said the mirror flatly 'You mght be able to bluff the poor door

but you won't get past ne that easily If | let through everyone who thought their case was

i mportant, Jimry would never get a nonment's peace You'll have to make an appoi ntnent to see him
just like everyone else | have an afternoon free, about three nmonths from now How woul d that suit
you?

Gayl e | ooked at Toby ' Know any other magic words? Preferably ones with an el enent of threat and

i mm nent mayhemto thenf

Toby thought for a nmoment, and then grinned and produced a thoroughly filthy crunpled grey
handkerchi ef fromhis trouser pocket He held it up so the mrror could get a good |look at it H's
refl ection studied the appalling handkerchief with fascinated eyes as things fell out of it.

"That is the ugliest thing |I've ever seen that wasn't actually under a curse. Wiy are you show ng
it to me?'

"I want you to study it
"I can hardly take ny eyes off it The last tine | saw anything that filthy Hercul es had been using
it to clean out stables Tell ne it's a clue, or a piece of evidence I'd hate to think you kept it
about your person by choice '

"This grey handkerchi ef was a white handkerchief when |I first put it in my pocket,' said Toby, not
wi thout a certain amount of pride 'It has been in ny pocket for so |ong that whol e col oni es of
bacteria have grown on it, evolved into sentience, created space travel and |left my pocket to go
in search of other trouser worlds This hanky is now so filthy it could nmake the ebola virus vomt
And unl ess you agree to call M Thunder right now, | amgoing to use this hanky to cl ean your
surface Gve it a good rub. Al over.

" You woul dn't dare!’

Toby brought the hanky close to the mrror, which actually shuddered in its silver frane. 'Cal
him said Toby, in a deadly serious voice.

"Never! Never never never! | amhis security, sworn to protect him..

Toby rubbed his hanky all over the mirror's surface, putting plenty of el bow grease into it.
Streaky marks appeared.
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"All right, all right!' sobbed his reflection in the mrror. "Animal! 1'Il call him "Il cal
him' Toby stepped back, his handkerchief still ostentatiously at the ready. The mirror nade | oud
hacki ng and spitting noises, and then Toby's reflection glared venonobusly at himas it raised its
voice in a desperate bellow. 'M Thunder! M Thunder! They're bullying ne again!’

Gayl e studi ed Toby approvingly. 'That is a really vicious streak you have there. You'll go far in
Mysterie with an attitude like that. Good to see you're |learning. N ce use of l|ateral thinking.
You're... you're not actually going to put that back in your pocket, are you?

"Why?' said Toby innocently. 'Do you want to borrow it?'

Gayl e snorted, and actually backed away.

Foot st eps sounded, fromfar away. Steady, purposeful footsteps, growing gradually nearer. Toby's
reflection | ooked at himspitefully. 'See! He'll be here soon, and then he'll nake you pay for
persecuting nme. | wouldn't want to be in your shoes, waking himup so soon after he's gone to bed.
| just hope he hasn't caught a chill. Qut all hours of the night, not enough sleep and never tine
for a proper breakfast; it's no wonder he's a martyr to the sniffles. And | hate nursing hi mwhen
he's ill. Al he does is wap hinmself in a blanket in a chair by the fire, and yell endlessly for
fresh cups of beef tea and nore chocol at e Hobnobs.

"Talk a lot for a mirror, don't you?' said Toby.

"You needn't | ook so smug, M |'ve-got-a-hanky-and-I1'mnot-afraid-to-use-it! | can play dirty too,
you know. Here; take a good | ook at what you're going to look like in fifty years' tinme!'

Toby's reflection in the mrror |eaned suddenly forward, grinning maliciously. The snile stretched
unnaturally as winkles spread across his face in quick spurts, like ice cracking on the surface
of a pond. Hi s cheekbones rose sharply as his face sank back onto his skull like an ill-fitting
mask and his eyes peered darkly fromthe sunken caverns of their sockets. His hair receded
rapidly, till nothing was left but bare nottled skin and a few white strands. Hi s whol e posture
changed, beconi ng stooped and tired and thin. But for all the changes, it still |ooked |ike him
The reflection still wore Toby's present clothes, naking the change even nore di sturbing. Toby
woul dn't let hinmself | ook away. He tried hard to accept the aged i mage di spassionately, but it
felt as though someone had hit himin the heart. Intellectually, he'd always known that how he

| ooked woul d change as he grew old, but to be faced with such grimevidence of his own nortality
and frailty, so bluntly and suddenly, took his breath away. The ol d, shrunken, broken-Iooking man
before himwas a blow to his spirit as well as his pride. No one likes to adnmit that in the end we
all die by inches, gradually losing all the defining visual characteristics that nake us us. Toby
fought to keep his face calm and tried hard to cone up with sonething positive, if only to spite
the mrror.

"Ah well,' he said finally. "At least I'll have lived to reach eighty-three. The way everyone el se
has been tal king, | was beginning to wonder if 1'd nmake it through the afternoon.’

'No guarantees!' snapped the reflection in the mrror, reverting instantly to its nornal
appearance. That was just a maybe. Jinmmy! Jimy! They're ganging up on ne!' The heavy footsteps

drew still nearer, but clearly had sone way to go. The mirror sighed, and pouted with Toby's face.
"Look, this could take sone time. The Thunder residence is a |ot bigger than it needs to be, but
then that's gods for you. The master bedroomis practically in another tine zone. | think you'd

better both go through into the parlour, and wait there until he reaches you. It's the second door
on the left. And don't touch anything! Half the stuff in there's booby-trapped, and the rest
bites. Wo'd be a secretary? The hours are nurder and the pay sucks. | should have been an oracle,
i ke Mother wanted...'

The mrror was still muttering darkly to itself about unionising when Gayl e and Toby | ocated the
second door on the left and let thenselves into the parlour with a certain anount of relief: only
to discover another long mirror on the wall, talking to itself in the sane annoyed voice, but this
time using Gayle's reflection. In the interests of self-defence, Toby decided to take a carefu

| ook at the contents of the room The parlour was really quite inpressive, as thunder gods

parl ours went. The roomwas easily the size of a banqueting hall, with bare wooden fl oorboards
polished to within an inch of their life, under pelts and furs froma variety of |arge ani mals,
and solid stone walls covered with great netal shields and many displays of crossed weapons. The
swords were all over six feet long, and the great axes | ooked far too heavy for nortal nan to |ift
wit hout the help of a very supportive truss. The ceiling was so high Toby had to crane his head
all the way back to ook up at it. Bats of a disturbing size hung upside down fromthe arching
wooden rafters, their eyes shining redly.

Toby | ooked across at Gayle, but she was still taking it all in her stride. In fact, she had her
arns tightly crossed, and was tapping her foot inpatiently with an expression that suggested,

t hunder god or not, Jimy Thunder had better have a pretty dammed good reason for keeping her

wai ting. Toby decided he'd had enough of being inpressed for one day and wandered over to study a
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row of glass display cases in the hope of finding something tacky he could sneer at. The cases
hel d a series of unusual exhibits, each conplete with a neatly printed card that provided a name,
but no other useful information. Toby noved slowy past The Mrror OF The Sea, Thor's Gauntlets
and Surtur's Tooth, and was no wiser for the experience.

The first itemwas a renmarkably ordi nary-1ooking, and bl essedly silent, hand-mirror, in a battered
steel franme. It could have been any age, from any period, and there was nothing obviously of the
sea about it, until Toby |eaned closer for a better |ook and thought he heard, faintly and far
away, the sound of whales singing in the deep. The sounds were gone al nost as soon as he
identified them and didn't return, no matter how cl osely he pressed his ear agai nst the glass
case. He glanced round to see if Gayle had heard anything, but she was still busy being inpatient.
Toby strai ghtened up and noved on

Thor's Gauntlets were just a pair of ratty old | eather gloves, studded with sigils and runes of
black iron, all but falling apart despite nuch patching and nending. And Surtur's Tooth... was
just a bloody big tooth, about ten inches long, culmnating in a jagged broken end, as though it
had been ripped right out of the jaw of something sufficiently big that Toby deci ded he didn't
want to think about it.

"Curios and artefacts from sone of ny old cases,' said a deep, commandi ng voi ce, and Toby | ooked
round sharply to see Jimy Thunder standing in the doorway of the parlour. O, to be nore
accurate, filling it. The huge red-headed warrior figure was i medi ately inpressive, even though
he was wearing a flannel dressing gown and pal e pink bunny slippers. Just standing there, entirely
at ease, the thunder godling was thoroughly intimdating. Hi s sheer bul k nade Toby feel puny by
conparison. He just knew he could work out with weights all his life and still never end up with a
build like that. He'd never seen so nmany nuscles in one place, on one person

Jimy smiled easily, and strode forward to clasp Toby's hand in a grip that was nicely cal cul ated
to be firmwi thout threatening, though the godling's huge hand all but swall owed Toby's. Toby
tried for a polite, uninpressed smle, but it didn't feel particularly successful. Certainly Jimy
wasted no tinme in moving quickly on to clasp Gayle in a huge hug, lifting her right off the fl oor
and swi ngi ng her round, feet clearing the ground. She |aughed happily and tugged playfully at his
Il ong red beard. He grinned, set her down again, and nade to hold her buttocks in his hands before
she pushed himfirmy away.

"Big old bear,' she said fondly. 'Good to see you again.'

" Al ways good to see you,' said Jimry, his voice so deep now it was practically rumbling in his
chest. 'You spend far too nuch time being real, you know. It can't be good for you. You need to

get out nore, like ne, and savour the best of both worlds. You weren't always so... retiring." He
| ooked across at Toby, grinning. 'You know the two of us used to be an iten?

'She hadn't actually got around to telling nme that,' said Toby. 'But yes, I'd sort of guessed.
So... you're a godling?

"Damm right,' said Jinmmy Thunder cheerfully. He sat on a handy wooden bench and pulled Gayle down
beside him She hit himplayfully on the shoul der, but he didn't even feel it. Toby sat down on
anot her bench facing them Jinmy slipped an armround Gayl e's wai st and Toby tried not to seethe

t oo obvi ously.

"Long, long ago, back in the nmists of tinme, when Veritie and Mysterie weren't quite as separate as
they are now, ny ancestor was the god Thor,' Jimy said easily. 'Hard to tell exactly how | ong

ago, but still; Thor. Norse god of storms and lightning, OQdin's son, big hamer, the whole bit.
And sonewhere along the line he paid a visit to Veritie, had his way with a willing Norse |ass, as
gods were prone to do in those days, and got her with child. Many, nmany generations later, | cane
al ong, ny divine inheritance greatly diluted by so nuch nortal blood. Essentially, |'m powerful,

| ong-1ived, but not actually all that special. Especially in a town like this. Al | really

inherited frommny distant progenitor was a hanmmer that can't find its way honme, nore red hair than
I know what to do with and the ability to know when it's going to rain. There was a horse with
eight legs, but it ran away. Never |iked me anyway. Ugly great thing.' He sighed heavily, suddenly
nmorose. 'Not nuch of a god really, as gods go. No powers, no mracles, can't even change water
into nead. Fanmily history's a bloody dirge, all gloony Eddas and prophecies of getting our arse

ki cked at Ragnarok. Wiy couldn't | have been descended from one of the Greek gods? Those guys knew
how to have fun.'

"Don't you put yourself down like that!' said the mirror sharply. 'There are always plenty of
people only too willing to do that for you. You have a fanobus and vitally ethnic heritage, and
nmore nuscles than a whelk farm That's the trouble with you Norse gods; always prone to nood

swi ngs. Now i ntroduce ne properly to your guests or |'ll start singing opera again. In Gernan.
Wth all the vibratos.'

The | oud and obnoxi ous thing hanging on nmy wall,' said Jimmy, snmiling in spite of hinself,

is
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Scilla. Apparently once a Rhine Miden (though the second part was often |oudly disputed), whose
spirit ended up inhabiting a mirror as a result of cheating at cards with a rather bad-tenpered
dwarf. In her own annoyi ng way, she's probably nore inmortal than | am M dad w shed her on nme in
his will, and | still haven't forgiven him She currently works as ny secretary, in charge of
maki ng appoi ntnments, overseeing the paperwork, billing clients and keeping track of ongoing
cases.' Jimy paused for breath. 'She also nags nme about nmy weight, the Iength of my hair and ny
unmarried state. She seenms to think she's ny nother, and that | couldn't nanage ny |life wthout
her .’

"Well, you couldn't,' said the mirror. 'Some days |I'mlucky if he's wearing the same col our socks.
And if | didn't constantly rem nd hi mabout his weight, he'd pork out so fast it would nmake your
head swim You should see his waistline during the winter nonths. Sone years | wouldn't be
surprised if he started hibernating. And soneone's got to think about the next generation of

t hunder godlings! | don't see why you can't neet a nice Norse goddess and settle down...'

Ji my | ooked apol ogetically at Gayle and Toby. 'Sorry about this, but she'll go on for ever if |
don't get us out of here.' He snapped his fingers sharply, and the world dropped out from under
Toby. The parlour di sappeared, swallowed up in a darkness that rushed in fromevery direction at
once, and Toby grabbed frantically for sonething to hold onto as he plumreted through nothing at
all. And then the light returned, the sensation of falling was abruptly gone and Toby was sitting
in a cheap plastic deckchair, clutching at his chest with both hands to try to stop his heart

pal pitating. Jimy and Gayle were sitting opposite him also in deckchairs. Jimmy |ooked rather
snmug, for the second or two before Gayl e slapped himhard about the head.

"Dammit, Jimry! Gve us sonme warning before you do that. You know tel eporting screws up mny inner
ear.'

"Sorry,' said Jinmy, not all that convincingly. 'But sone days that mrror gets on ny tits
sonmething fierce. 1'd get rid of her, if only she wasn't so dammed efficient. She pretty much runs
t he busi ness these days, and don't think she doesn't knowit. |'ve never been very good at

organi sational skills. Gods aren't, nostly.'

Toby took in his new surroundi ngs. The three of themwere now sitting in a conpletely different
room Small, filthy and cluttered, it |ooked very nuch |ike a garage. Lit by ol d-fashioned hangi ng
oil lanterns, there were work areas, spare parts, tool benches and any amobunt of tools scattered
around (on the walls, the floor, the benches, everywhere), and the centre space was dominated by a
huge, partially dismantled notorbi ke of some vintage. The whol e place snelled of oil and petrol
and | ess pleasant odours. Toby gave Jimmy a hard | ook.

" Excuse me? How the hell did we get here?

The thunder godling shrugged easily. 'This may not be Val halla exactly, but it is nmy place; so
space here does what | tell it to. If | say we're in a different room then we are. | often cone
here, when | need to be alone, to do sonme inportant thinking. | find working on nechanica

probl ems very soot hing. Watever the problemis, there's always a straightforward answer, if only
you can find it. Probably God felt the same way when he was creating the universe.'

Toby had to raise an eyebrow at that. 'You believe in God?

"Of course,' said Jimy. 'l may be a godling, but I know ny place in the schene of things. Do you
|l ike the bike?
Toby | ooked it over. Even partially dismantled it was still a huge beast of a nachine, all

gl eam ng bl ack and silver. The exposed engi ne was a | ot bigger than sone car engi nes Toby had
seen. He didn't even want to think about how nuch the dammed thing nust weigh; certainly he

couldn't have shifted it on his own. Even standing still, the bike reeked of power and speed. Toby
didn't know nuch about notorbikes, except that they had a wheel at each end and lived for the
chance to kill you in horrible and nessily disfiguring accidents, but even he was inpressed by

this nmonster of a machine. He | ooked it over in what he hoped was an intelligent way, and tried to
t hi nk of something relevant to say.

"Cet alot of mles to the gallon, do you?

Jimmy kindly ignored that and ran one hand | ovingly over the shiny black frane. This is a 1936

Br ough Superior, the luxury edition. Goes like the wind... inhabited by the spirit of a Valkyrie.
You shoul d see the speeds she can touch at two hundred feet... | once buzzed Concorde out over the
Atlantic, but they were too enbarrassed to report it. Unfortunately, it's getting hard to conjure
up the parts these days.' He grinned suddenly at Gayle. 'l suppose | shoul d apol ogi se about the
mess, but hell, I"ma man who lives alone. It's expected of ne.

"I knew there was a good reason why | always insisted on your place rather than mne,' said Gayle.
Jimy | ooked at Toby. 'Is this your latest, Gayle? He's a bit snaller than you usually like them'
"Hey!' said Toby, not at all sure howto take that. He considered saying size isn't everything,

but thought he'd better not.
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"He's a focal point,' said Gayle, not actually answering the question

"Ch bloody hell," said Jimmy, slunping back in his deckchair and | ooking disgustedly at Toby.
"W've only just got over the last one. Focal points are nore trouble than an earthquake and a
vol cano put together, and twi ce as destructive. My life's conplicated enough as it is... Couldn't

we just kill himquietly and hide the body?'

"Don't think |I haven't considered it,' said Gayle. 'Unfortunately, the Waki ng Beauty says we need
him He just might be Humanity's Chanpion.'

"I wonder if it's too late to go into hiding now and not conme out till it's all over? Jimy said
plaintively. 'I may be a godling, but there are linmts to what | should have to put up with.

mean, Hob and Angel | could cope with, probably, but focal points are so... arbitrary. | think the
Norns invented themjust to ness with our heads.

"Il amgetting really tired of this reaction,' said Toby, trying hard for dignity. 'l didn't choose
to be a focal point...'

"Yes you did,' said Gayle. 'You chose to follow nme through the doorway. So this is all your

fault.' She | ooked back at Jimy. 'You seeing anyone these days? | did hear you had sone |ovesick
nortal trailing after you again...'

Ji my shrugged easily. 'You know how it is with nortals; they're so easily inpressed. And they get
so upset, just because you don't call themfor a fewyears. |I'mcurrently in between, at the
monent . Wonen have always tended to drift into my life; usually when it's nopst inconvenient.
Mortals are |ike candy; sweet, but of the nonent.

"What happened to the | ast one?'" said Toby.

"Sonething ate her. It's all right, though, I avenged her.’

"I"'msure that made all the difference,' said Toby.

"You want sone nead?' Jimry said suddenly, all sniles again. 'The new batch is al nost ready. |
make it nyself. Real kick-arse stuff. Ceans out your tubes |like you woul dn't believe.

"No,' said Gayle firmly. '"Don't you touch it, Toby. That stuff he makes isn't alcohol, it's sudden
death in liquid form Jimy's systemonly handles it because he's inmmortal and he can outlive the
side effects.

Jimy sniffed, pouted and | ooked disparagingly at Toby again. 'Are you sure he's inportant? He
doesn't look like he's got nmuch in him Watever Hob and Angel are up to, | can handle it.'

"Li ke you handl ed the Reality Express situation last night? Gayle said sweetly.

"Ah,' said Jinmry. 'You heard about that.'

' Hob and Angel got away, a whole trainload of refugees got barbecued and the railway station was

trashed? O course | heard! | should think the whole town's heard by now Now nmake nice wi th Toby.
I have a feeling we're all going to have to work together on this case.'

Ji my shook his head unhappily. 'A focal point... The town's still recovering fromthe |ast one,
and that was a century ago. Please let nme kill him Gayle. I'lIl be ever so humane about it.'

"Hey!' said Toby.

"Toby is under ny protection,' Gayle said firmy

"All right, all right!'" Jimy sighed heavily. 'You and your damm strays...

' How cone everyone keeps tal king about ne like I'm not here?" said Toby |oudly.

"Wshful thinking,' said Jimy. He'd gone back to pouting again.

"Play nice, boys,' said Gayle. "And try to concentrate on the matter at hand. |If Carys is right,
and | hate to admit it but she usually is, the whole town's in danger. Let's start with you
Jimy. Tell us exactly what happened with the Reality Express |last night.

Jinmy brightened up at that, and | aunched into his tale with some enthusiasm It was reasonably
accurate, once you discounted the rather obvious boasting and exaggerations. Jinmy wasn't exactly
lying or stretching the truth; he just naturally saw hinmself in larger-than-life terns, part of
the territory when you' re a godling. Toby studied himthoughtfully as he tal ked, enphasising
things with wi de sweeping gestures. It was hard to dislike Jimy; he was so open about who and
what he was, alnost childlike, for all his years. In nany ways the thunder god was the kind of
action hero Toby had always secretly wanted to be; all nuscle and bravado and strai ghtforward

deci siveness. If only he had a few brains to go with it... As the story unfolded, Toby began to
frown. Even allowing for Jimy's self-centred rendition, Toby couldn't help feeling that there was
sonmet hing nmissing fromthe story; that they were all mssing something inportant. Wen Ji nmy
finally wound down, sonewhat gl ossing over the unfortunate events at the end, Toby |eaned forward
in his chair.

"Wiy did the Waki ng Beauty want you to investigate the Reality Express yesterday eveni ng? She nust
have known it was running before this, and if she's as good as everyone seens to think she is, she
shoul d have known about Hob and Angel's invol verent | ong ago.
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' Maybe she just wanted confirmation,' said Gayle.

' Maybe.' Toby thought sone nore, frowning hard. 'Now that Hob has nurdered his passengers, the
odds are the Reality Express won't be running again for sone tine to conme. Did Carys sonehow know
this would be your last chance to see it in action? Did she know that involving you woul d
inevitably put an end to it?

Gayl e nodded slowy. 'That sounds |like Carys. She'd use anyone to further her schenes.'

'Even you and nme?' said Toby.

' Good point,' said Gayle.

"All right; how about this? said Toby. 'Follow the |ogic through. Now that Hob is no | onger able
to gain power, or whatever else he needs, fromReality Express refugees, where is he going to get
it fromnow? What or who will he turn to? Wiwo's nost at risk? Toby shook his head. 'Sorry Gayl e,
but | need you to explain the nagic situation here nore thoroughly if |1'mgoing to make sense of
this.'

"Very well,' said Gayle. 'One nore time, in words of one syllable or possibly less, especially for
the hard of thinking. In Mysterie, everyone is defined by what they are. Their role dictates the
shape their lives nust follow People can have great power and abilities, but severe restrictions
are placed on how they can use them Only in the real world, in Veritie, are people free to grow,
evol ve and even transcend thensel ves. Veritie is thus the quieter, subtler world, with the
greatest prospects for each individual. Refugees flee Mysterie for Veritie on the underground
rail way because only in the real world can they choose who and what they will be.

" Take Jimmy here, for exanmple. He's a thunder god because all his ancestors were. He's managed to
adapt his lifestyle a little, by beconming a God For Hire, but that's only because there's so nuch

nortal, real, blood in his past. He still has to followthe role laid out for himat birth, to be
a warrior.'
"To be fair,' said Jinmry. 'l amrather good at it. Usually.'

The Mce said a | ot of people had been coming to Veritie on the Reality Express,' said Gyl e,
frowni ng now hersel f. "Wy now? What did they know, or think they knew, that made it so inportant
and so urgent for themto | eave Mysterie?

' Maybe sonething bad is coming to Mysterie,' said Toby. 'Sonme new threat...

'Maybe,' said Gayle. 'Jimmy; you're the god of storny weather. Have you noticed the strange

weat her patterns recently?

"Of course. Are you saying you don't know what's behind then?’

"lI've been... out of touch for a while," Gayle said defensively. 'I've buried nyself in reality
for so long, even ny instincts have gone to sleep. But |I'mwaking up fast.

"You need to talk with Luna,' Jimy said firnmy. 'She can always be relied on to have an overview
of the situation. O course, there's no guarantee it'll be a useful overview..

"Who's Luna?' said Toby.

"My sister,' said Gayle, grimacing. 'W don't get on. Not |east because she's as crazy as a |oon
Sweet, but crazy. But Jimmy's right. Luna sees things other people don't. Often strange and
disturbing things. The trick is figuring out which if any of them nean anything.'

She got to her feet suddenly, and Toby scranbled to his as fast as he could. It's not easy getting
up out of a deckchair when you're caught by surprise. Jimy took his tine getting up, just to
remind themthat this was his place, after all, and then fixed Gayle with a stern gaze.

"You're getting very involved with this, CGayle. Does this nmean you're coming back? Al the way
back?'

"l haven't decided,' said Gayle. 'You of all people should understand how desperately | need to
stay real; to be free of the demands that Mysterie would seek to put on ne.

"Sure.' Jimry hesitated for a nonent. 'Luna sees things that other people niss. Do you think you
could ask her if she knows of any Norse goddesses? Anywhere?

"I"ll ask her,' Gayle said kindly. 'But as far as | know, you're the last of your Kkind.

"Ah. | was afraid of that. Every godly line cones to an end, eventually. Only the nortals go on
for ever.' He | ooked at Toby. 'Hey; you want to know what drives her absolutely wild in bed?
"Wl

"You keep your mouth shut, Jimry Thunder,' said Gayle. 'And don't take on any new cases. | may
have need of your services yet.'

"Wonderful ,' said Jimy. 'Another damed freebie.

Gayl e and Toby wal ked through the Shanbles, in the mddle of town; a narrow | ane between two rows
of buil di ngs whose construction went back to the seventeenth century and earlier, though the
Shanbles itself was a hell of a lot older. There were a | ot of people about, doing their weekend
shoppi ng or just standing around chatting, enjoying the sumer day. Al of them stopped to bow
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their heads to Gayle as she passed. Sonme even knelt. Gayle sniled graciously, but kept going,
making it clear she didn't want to talk to anyone. No one bowed to Toby, though a few of the ol der
i nhabi tants crossed thensel ves or nmade wardi ng signs agai nst evil.

"Do you know why this place is called the Shanbl es?" Gayle said conversationally.

"No. But | have a strong feeling you're about to tell ne.'

' Soneone's at hone to M Grunpy.'

"Well... is there anything you don't know?'

"Ch, you'd be surprised. The Shanbles takes its name fromthe old Angl o- Saxon word scamul, a snal
bench from whi ch goods were sold at market. Peopl e have been comng to this place to shop for over
a thousand years. And | renenber them | was here then, and before that. | saw you glaring at
Jimy, being jealous. Don't. For all his centuries, he's still little nmore than a child, conpared
to ne. And though | nmay have taken sonme confort fromhis conpany, in tinmes past, he can no nore
have a claimon ny heart than you. You are all passing things, and | amnot. Be told, Toby; there
can never be anything between us. Concentrate your nind on nore inportant matters. Look up, at the
roof to your right.'

Toby | ooked up and there was Angel, perched on a gabled roof |ike a brooding gargoyle
contenplating the world and spitting on it. Toby knew i nmedi ately who she was, who she had to be
Gayl e had descri bed her very specifically. A sudden chill went through him as though a shadow had
fallen over him Al he had to do was | ook at Angel to know she wasn't human, and was never goi ng
to be. There was something of the bird of prey about her, crouching on her gable, her pointed chin
resting on one pale fist, viewing the world bel ow through unblinking crimnmson eyes, as though
everyone she saw had but one function, or purpose, or reason for being; to be prey for her. Down
in the street, in the Shanbles, everyone el se was carefully avoiding | ooking up, as though afraid
of drawing Angel's attention to them

"She must find it all very confusing,' murnured Gayle.

"Find all what?' said Toby, wenching his eyes away fromthe disturbing figure on the roof. His
heart was beating fast, as though he'd just narrowly avoi ded sone deadly peril

"Life. Existence. She is fromthe inmmterial, after all. As far beyond us as we are from chal k
drawi ngs on the ground."'

"Then... how did Hob persuade her to work with hin®?' said Toby. 'Wat could he possibly offer her
or promse her, in return?

"He's keeping her mind occupied, like a child with a new toy. So she doesn't have to think about
how far she's fallen. About how small and linited she's becone. Essentially, Hob and all his plans
are just a distraction to her, which is perhaps a good thing. She's dangerous enough now. |f she
were to lose her focus, give in to rage and |l oss and the horror of what's been done to her..

' Keepi ng her under control nust be a constant delicate bal ancing act for Hob. For all his power,

and he is very powerful, he's still part of the material worlds. She's one of the few beings he
can't threaten or coerce, and |'msure | don't know what he could have promnised her, or bribed her
with. Perhaps it's enough that he keeps her busy... and amuses her.'

" The words divide and conquer come to mind,' said Toby. 'Separate them play up their differences,
and their partnership mght just fall apart. O if there really is sonething she wants, maybe we
could offer to get it for her instead.

"Probably,’ said Gayle. 'l like the way you think, Toby. Though | hate to think what kind of
things a descended angel might develop a taste for. Look at her. Wat's she doing up there? Wat's
she | ooking at? What is she seeing, feeling?

Toby shuddered, despite hinmself. 'Could anyone stop her, if she got out of control? Could you?

' Good question. She's material now Mortal. Theoretically, she can be hurt, even killed. But in

practice... she burns with Iife, |ike a furnace. W have no way of know ng what materials went
into her making, or how much of her old nature persists in this new form Watever she is now...
she'll take a hell of a lot of stopping.'

They wal ked on, through the Shanbles and out the other side, and neither of them | ooked back at
Angel again. Toby mulled over what he'd heard. No matter how many questions he asked, the answers
just seened to lead to nore questions.

"So...' he said finally. 'Angel came fromthe immterial real ns. \Wat are they, exactly? | nean;

if she really was an angel, originally... where do God and the Devil, or whatever, fit into
Veritie and Mysterie?

"There are many worlds,' Gayle said patiently, 'sone so far away we can't even see them from where
we are. Think of a pyranmid, with the material worlds at the base, growi ng nore strange and nagi ca
as they rise, until they becone so unreal, so far above and beyond reality, that they |eave the
restrictions of matter behind and becone immterial. Spiritual realms, with gods and devils and
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everything in between. And right at the top of the pyrami d, beyond such narrow concepts as life
and death, real and unreal: The Creator. Far above and beyond the worlds we know, are worlds we
cannot know. The shimrering realms, the glory plains, the Courts of the Holy. Can you inagi ne what
it nmust have been |like for Angel to descend from such heights, to mre herself in the nateria
wor | ds? From pure thought and spirit to flesh and bl ood and bone? From nmarvel to neat? Still; the
nmost i mportant question concerning Angel is, did she fall, or was she pushed?

Toby | ooked sharply at Gayle. 'You nmean her presence here could be a puni shnent? She's been
imprisoned in the linmted worlds for a crinme of some kind?'

"Perhaps,' said Gayle. Then again, there's always the danger of becoming too limted in our
thinking. Things aren't always a matter of good and evil, right and wong. It could be she was
sent here as a | earning experience because there was sonet hing she needed to understand. Sonet hing
she could only learn on the material planes... The immterial are subtle beings, in every sense of
the word. We underestimate them at our peril.’

Up Market Street they went, puffing up the long steep hill, until just before the sharp fork off
to the left, into Wne Street and New Town, Gayl e stopped suddenly to stare across the busy road
at the great stone wall on the other side. Toby stopped with her, glad of a chance to catch his
breath. It was a hard clinb up the steep hill, and Gayle was still setting an unconfortably fast
pace. Toby couldn't help noticing that while he was struggling for breath, Gayle wasn't even

breat hing hard. He joined her in staring at the great wall, though there wasn't anything

i Mmediately interesting about it, for soneone who saw it every day. Over thirty feet tall, it
towered above them built fromold | ocal stone, blackened now by |ong years of passing traffic. It
was all that remai ned of what had once been The Priory, a fifteenth-century building |long since
denol i shed. Thick nats of ivy clung to the upper half, and there were still faint traces to be
seen of old filled-in archways. But essentially it was just a wall.

Gayl e plunged suddenly into the busy road, heading for the wall with a brisk indifference to the
passing traffic. Toby stuck doggedly at her heel with his heart in his nouth, trying not to hear
the blaring of outraged horns as cars missed them by inches. Sonmehow they made the far side of the
road wi thout causing a major incident, and Gayl e knocked on the dark stone. A door opened in the
wall, retreating slowy inwards. Toby blinked a few tines. He should have been getting used to it
by now, but it still rather threw himwhen a door opened where a door had no busi ness being.
Particularly when, in the world he renmenbered, he was pretty sure there was nothing on the other
side of the wall except lots and lots of open space. Yet the door was undeniably there, and Gayl e
was al ready striding confidently into the gl oom beyond, and so once again Toby took a deep breath
and fol |l owed her into the unknown.

For once, the roomhe ended up in seened relatively nornmal. A little ol d-fashioned, wth bul ky,
heavy furniture, but charming in a Victorian retro kind of way. Latticed windows let in streanms of
sunlight, and everything was bright and cheerful and airy. There were great bunches of flowers in
pretty china vases on every surface, filling the air with a thick and heady perfune. One wall was
covered with shelves of tightly packed hardback books, while another held shelves of decorative
plates. It took Toby a nonent to realise what he wasn't seeing. There were no nodern conveni ences
of any kind, not even an electric light. He mi ght have stepped back a hundred years, into a

qui eter, less cluttered age. But he had no tine to consider that, because Luna was snmiling at him
Short and bl onde and pal ely gl anorous, she sat in a huge rattan chair that nmade her seem even
tinier by conparison. She wore an envel opi ng dress of butterfly pastels, fromwhich her delicate

| ong-fingered hands energed to hold a hal f-spread fan. A straw boater was perched on top of her
long curls, and her heart-shaped face boasted an ol d-fashi oned beestung rosebud nmouth under a |ong
thin nose and pal e chi na-blue eyes. She | ooked like a fragile and very expensive doll, and while
her snile was warm enough, there was an odd vagueness to her gaze.

She rose jerkily fromher chair, |aughing breathlessly, and fluttered around Gayl e and Toby,
huggi ng them both briefly and kissing the air near Gayle's cheeks before settling themboth in
confortabl e chairs. She pressed cups of hot sweet tea on themand little sugary cakes she'd baked
herself just that norning. | had a feeling soneone was com ng... She noved with graceful little
darting novenents, never still for a nonment. Toby felt alnost dizzy trying to keep up with her
Gayl e didn't even bother trying, addressing her remarks to the roomin general. Luna finally sank
back into her rattan chair again, and fanned herself briskly, peering alnost coquettishly over the
edge of the fan

'"So nice to have visitors,' she said breathlessly. 'So nice! People come and go, but they hardly

ever stay... Isn't it a lovely day? Lovely. Though of course | don't get out nuch any nore. You're
new, aren't you, Toby? Yes, | thought so. You have that deer-caught-in-the-headlights look. I'm
usual Iy very good with faces, but names often escape ne... My nenory isn't what it was. If it ever
was. And CGayl e doesn't conme to see ne nearly as often as she should... Sisters should be close.
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Shoul d be. In an ever-changing universe, famly is all we have that lasts...'

And t hen Toby al nost junped out of his chair as Luna's entire appearance suddenly changed. In the
blink of an eye, the pretty dress and straw boater disappeared, and Luna was wearing a top hat and
set of tails, a starched white shirt and fishnet stockings rising out of |eaf-green ankle boots.

Her hair was still blonde, but it was now cropped right back to the skull, little nore than yell ow
fuzz. Her face seemed subtly sharper, enhanced by bright, al nost gaudy nmake-up, with dark panda-
like eyes and unnaturally pink lips. She was still chattering away, apparently unaware of or

uninterested in the dramatic change of |ook. Toby junped again as Gayle's hand closed firmy on
his arm and when he | ooked at her, she shook her head slightly. Her tightly closed nmouth was all
the hint he needed. Don't talk about it. Right.

Luna crossed her fishnet legs with disturbingly erotic grace, and folded her arns tightly across
her chest. She fixed Toby with a bright, unwavering gaze, and her eyes were a cold, cold blue.
"You're here because you need to know things. That's the only reason Gayle cones to see ne these
days. | disturb her, you know, Toby. | remi nd her of possibilities she'd rather forget. O who and

what she could be, should be...' She stuck out her tongue at Gayle, who didn't react. Luna | aughed
charmingly, like a child who's just got away with sonething. I|'"'mnot all | used to be, | know
that. I'"'mnot stupid. A bad thing happened... and in order to forget it | had to forget a |lot of
what hol ds ne together. So now |I'mjust a ghost, haunting nyself. Tra-la-la... But | amstil

large. | contain multitudes. Especially on Saturdays.'

Wth an al nost perceptible lurch, the roomchanged. The slightly ol d-fashioned setting was gone,
and was replaced by a nedi aeval scene, all rough wooden furnishings and hanging tapestries and
glowering famly portraits on the wood-panelled walls. Even the chair Toby was sitting on squirned
under himas it changed in shape and character. He | ooked quickly at Gayle, and was relieved to
see that she still |ooked the sane, though if anything her nouth was even tighter. Once again she
indicated silently for himto go along with it. Toby swall owed hard. He had a strong feeling he
was sitting in a roomfromthe old Priory; a roomthat hadn't existed for centuries. He wondered
what he would see if he got up and | ooked out of the wi ndow, whether he would see peopl e and

pl aces that had di sappeared | ong before he was born. He decided he really didn't want to know, and
sat tight. The teacup in his hand had becone a netal goblet half full of w ne.

The conversation continued in junps and starts, as Luna's butterfly mind roanmed all around the
subj ect despite Gayl e's pronptings,

sonetimes touching on it and sonetimes not. Luna's thoughts were alnost wilfully vague, never
staying in one place for long. Both she and the room continued to change w thout warning; junping
back and forth in time and fashions, to no obvious pattern or effect. Toby never quite got used to
it, but nmade hinmsel f concentrate on what Luna was sayi ng.

"So,' Luna said brightly to Gayle. 'Wo are you these days? Still playing at being real ?
"I"'mGayle. And yes, | still prefer to be real, as nuch as possible.’

Luna sighed. 'Must be nice, to be so sure of who you are... Wiy do you never come to see ne any
nor e?'

"I do,'" Gayle said gently. 'You just forget.'

T forget so many things,' Luna said sadly. 'But then, it's a matter of self-defence, really.' She
smled radiantly at Toby. 'And | so rarely go out, these days. The town is always changi ng,
changing... real and nagical. Sonmetinmes | think I|'"'mthe only one that endures, in spirit at

| east... Are you enjoying your tea, Toby?

The tea had becone wine, coffee, cherry Coke and was now sonething that snelled suspiciously Iike
urine. Toby would have liked to put the cup down, but he didn't know what he'd do with his hands
if he did.

"Very nice,' he said, smling politely. 'Wat do you do here, Luna? To keep yourself busy?

The question clearly confused her, and she | eaned back in what was now a rocking chair, patting
her white-silk-gloved hands together in a distracted way. 'Wiat do | do? | have enough trouble
being nyself, without trying to achieve things as well. Cbjectives require tinescales, and tine...
time is atrouble to nme. Yesterday is tonorrow is yesterday, with hardly any tinme to be today. D d
you cone here before, or am| just dreami ng of what will happen after you come? Sorry, sorry. |

drift, you see. My anchors cannot hold, ny self... is variable. It's all the fault of The Serpent
In The Sun. He broke ny connections. | used to know what he was... but he did sonething bad to ne,
so bad, long and long ago. | had to forget it, so | forgot him.. and so nany other things. He
hurt ne. And now you're here because... because...

"There are things we need to know,' said CGayle.

"Yes! Yes! |I'mnot stupid, not senile! Not yet!' Luna |eaned forward in her chair to snap at

Gayl e, her eyes sharp and piercing and entirely other-worldly. "My mind may not be what it was,

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (58 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:21 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

but I'mstill Luna, your little sister. | ama Power and a Dom nation, just like you, and | know
secrets that are hidden fromeveryone. The night is still mnmy domain. Even you nust bow to ne,
Gayl e, on occasion.'

She changed again. The roomwas now blinding white walls, with steel and glass and hi gh-tech
consol es, and Luna wore a sharply cut chauffeur's outfit in black |eather, conplete with a peaked
cap over a pure white quiff. She wore tight black gl oves and thigh-high black boots, dark as the
ni ght, and her jacket hung open at the front, baring high, firmbreasts. Her nipples were as bl ack
as ink, standing out starkly against her pale, alnmost nilky skin. Her face was sharply defined
now, al nost foxy. She had | ong, heavy eyel ashes, and |ips of darkest red. She reeked of sex, an
al nost painfully erotic presence. Toby was having trouble breathing. He couldn't have | ooked away
fromher nowif his |ife depended on it, and she knew it. She smiled coldly at Toby, and it was
all he could do to keep from groani ng.

"I know that Nicholas is back,' said Luna, in a slow, sultry voice. The Hob. The Serpent's Son.
know about the changes in the world' s weather, and the way the sun is acting. | know that Ange
has joined N cholas at Blackacre, and that he is tearing the dead fromthe town's ceneteries. Do
you want ne, Toby?'

'Leave him alone,' said Gayle, but her voice was a snall, distant thing.

Luna smled, a w cked, abandoned, awful smile. 'How could |I not know Ni chol as was back? The wol f
al ways returns to the fold, and the nurderer to the scene of his crime. O the dog to his vomt.
Per haps he's just come back to foul the streets, because it's been so | ong since he marked his
territory.'

"This town was never his,' said Gayle. 'And never will be. You and I have al ways seen to that. Can
you see what his purpose is?

"He's been talking with his father,' said Luna, stretching slowmy in an unbearably sensual way
that brought beads of sweat to Toby's forehead. 'They think | don't know, but | know. .. Nicholas

was al ways anbitious, but in the end he is still his father's son, and will follow the Serpent's
will. The old Eneny is planning sonething, sonething new, and he has sumoned Hob back to be a
part of it. Something bad is comng... sonething terrible...’

‘Yes,' said Gayle. 'But what?'

Luna fixed her blue, blue eyes on Toby, and | eaned forward so that her breasts seened to surge
towards him 'Do you want me, Toby? Do you long to trail the tips of your fingers along ny pale
flesh? To sink yourself in me? Men have al ways wanted nme, even as | drew and maddened them It's
been so long since | was allowed anything for nyself, just for ne... Toby, dear; | could just eat
you up.'

"You can't have him' said Gayle, in a calm steady voice. 'He's a focal point.'

Then Luna was back in her pastel dress in her rattan chair, and her eyes were just eyes and her
smile was just a snmile. Toby felt the tension run out of himlike a fading pain; he sat slunped in
his chair, breathing heavily. Luna | ooked at himsadly.

"Must be nice, to be a focal point. To be so... focused. To have such a straightforward role to
play.'

"But | don't know what |'m supposed to do,' said Toby. Hi s voice was weak but steady, |ike soneone
recovering froma harsh illness. 'lI'malso supposed to be Hunanity's Chanpion, but no one will

tell ne what that involves, either.'

"I know just what you mean,' said Luna. She | ooked at Gayle, her eyes suddenly clear, her nouth
firm 'The solar flares are signs that the Serpent is stirring. Sometinmes | hear himwhen he tal ks
to Nicholas. Even after all these years, after everything |I've done to nyself to be free of him

we're still connected. By what he did... and what | did later. The Serpent plans to change
everything. Veritie, Mysterie; everything and everyone. You've got to do sonething, dear sister
Do sonething. | would, but... I"mjust ne, poor broken Luna. Even hol ding nyself together |ong

enough to talk like this takes everything | have.

"What do you think | should do?" said Gayle. Her voice was quiet, unusually subdued.

"Kill him N cholas. The Hob. Kill him if you can. You know | can't.'

"Yes, | know.' Gayle frowned, and Toby realised with a slow chill that she was seriously
considering the idea. Killing a man in cold bl ood, because it was necessary. 'But what if that's
what the Serpent wants ne to try? Because |I'd have to change to do it, becone ny true self, ny
whol e self. And | was happy being human, damm it!

She got up and turned away fromthem both, her arns crossed tightly across her chest, scowing at
sonmet hing only she could see. Luna | ooked kindly at Toby and he al nmost flinched. For a nonent,

back then, he woul d have done anything, anything at all, just for the touch of her, the taste of
her. Even though he knew, on sonme deep, primal |evel, that she would have chewed himup and spat
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hi mout, ripped the heart out of his chest - and nmade himlove every nonent of it.
'Gayl e remenbers when this town was new,' Toby said slowy, searching for safe ground. 'Wat do
you renenber, Luna?'

She | aughed breathily, a happy, guileless sound. 'I renmenber when it was all new. W had such

pl ans then... such hopes. Ch yes. The things we were going to do... But the Serpent, the old
Eneny, wouldn't let us. He was so much ol der than us, you see. W depended on him It took us so
long to break free of his will, to make our own lives, our own destinies. It was nostly her, even
then. | was never strong, like her. This world could have been a paradise. It should have been a
paradi se. But the Serpent has always had his own plans; so afraid of anything that m ght chall enge
his power... And then, of course, there was the Hob. N chol as. Dear, dammed Ni chol as.

She sat brooding for a while, and then glanced at Gayle, still lost in her own thoughts. 'You | ove

her, don't you, Toby?

"Yes,' said Toby. 'Even though everyone tells ne it's a bad idea.’

"Ch, it is," said Luna. 'Really. You can't conceive how bad. You're afraid of me, but you shoul d
be much nore afraid of her. Still... she's not a bad sort, not really. She's just been hurt so
often. Be kind to her, Toby Dexter. Not nany are. | can al nost see the skeins of fate connecting
you two. The chains of destiny and purpose. Don't turn away, Toby. You're capable of nuch nore
than you think. Eventually you're going to have to face N cholas, and Angel. And if Gayle can't or
won't give you the support you need, try Jimy Thunder. He's al ways been a generous nan to those
in need. And you may find it easier to trust a man like Jimy rather than Gayle, who is so much
nmore than a woman.'

And then her eyes went vague again, and her speech began hopel essly confused and ranbling. She
could tell she wasn't neking sense any nore, tried to pull herself back together and broke into

| oud, wet tears when she couldn't. Gayle i medi ately snapped out of her nood and tried to cal mher
sister, but what little coherence and clarity Luna had been able to sumon had slipped away. She
didn't even know who Gayl e and Toby were any nore. So they said their goodbyes and left, |eaving
Luna nmunbling querulously to herself as she and her room changed, again and again and again. Cut
in the street, Toby | ooked furiously at Gayl e.

"What the hell did the Serpent do to her, to nake her |ike that?

"He raped her,' said Gayle.

SI X

THE COVFORTS OF STRANGERS

In the dead woods, in the dead house, in the dead room N cholas Hob and Angel were drinking
winter wine. Od wine, cold wine; wine so cold it frosted the outside of their glasses, and
snowf | akes swirled endlessly in the ice-clear liquid. Not a drink for nortals, poor delicate
mayfly creatures born to die too soon. Wnter wi ne had the delicacy of snow crystals and the
strength of glaciers, and a taste like all the cold drinks on all the hot days that ever were. Hob
and Angel drank their wine in slow appreciative sips, and their breath steaned thickly on the hot
air in the rotten room

Bl ackacre farmhouse was in an appalling state, held together by spite and inertia, and the parl our
was particularly foul, with its seeping walls and filthy floor; but Hob found the presence of so
much corruption consoling, and Angel was above or beyond noticing such things. The room attracted
flies, which buzzed aimessly back and forth on the still air, confused by so nuch decay w thout a
source. Every now and again they'd stray too close to Hob and spontaneously ignite, burning
fiercely for a nonent before dropping silently to the floor |like so nmuch soot. None of the flies
went anywhere near Angel. The light fromthe hanging oil |amps had a sickly yellow glow, and the
sweaty heat in the roomcanme fromthe continuous process of corruption

Hob and Angel sat at ease in their confortable chairs, on either side of a hideously val uable

cof fee table Hob had picked up for a song sonme centuries earlier, and tried to find things to talk
about. Fate, and the inplacable will of The Serpent In The Sun, had nmade t hem partners and

conpani ons, but for all their nore than human characters, they had little in conmon. And, for all

his i nprobabl e age and ancestry, Hob was still basically human, while Angel's grasp on her new
human state was precarious at best.
"This is good wine," said Angel. 'l like this. The pleasure of its taste is fleeting, but still it

has init hints of imMmortality.

The world turns, but winter always returns,' Hob said smoothly. 'Wnter wi ne would be one of the
wonders of the world, if the world only knew it existed. It's rarer than gold or frankincense or
nyrrh, but you can find pretty much anything in Mysterie, if you know where to | ook. This fine
vintage cane to us courtesy of Utima Thule Distilleries, the old firm purveyors of the cool est
booze in this world or any other. The price for such a treasure of the grapes is normally a lien
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on your soul, or someone else's, but Utim were kind enough to send nme a whole crate of the
stuff, in the hope of... future considerations. They can feel changes beginning in the patterns of
fate, in the warp and weft of destiny, and like others, they are hurrying to hedge their bets by
establishing credit with as many sides as possible. Not that it will save themfromny father's

pl an, of course.'

"Of course,' said Angel, draining her glass and pouring herself a fresh |ibation. Hob w nced, just
alittle.

"Do try to savour this one, Angel. | swear, the subtler pleasures are wasted on you.'

"Pleasure,' said Angel, licking frost fromher dark lips with a surprisingly pale and pointed
tongue. 'An interesting concept. Mich like pain. So much is newto ne, filtered through this
body's senses. You tell ne sone things are good and sone are bad, but | have no background agai nst
whi ch to judge your conclusions. | have to try themfor nyself, to see what they are, what they
mean... and ny senses are such limted things, now' She scow ed suddenly, and glared at Hob. 'VWhy
do we have to stay here? |'ve seen so little of this world since | was exiled here. | want to go
out and play with things. Hear them | augh and scream and praise ny nane. | want to do other
things... and I don't even know what they are yet. | don't want to be here, in this place. It
smells of failure.'

"We're here because we're following the Serpent's plan,' said Hob carefully. 'Everything s going
as it should. You have to be patient.

‘"l don't have to do anything | don't want to! You keep tal king about your father's plan. Wy can't
I know what it is?

"It's dangerous to say sone things out |oud said Hob, holding her unsettling gaze with his. 'You
never can tell who or what night be listening. Even in this dead place, behind all my shields and

protections, there are still presences who could hear our faintest whisper, and perhaps even sone
of our louder thoughts. You're just going to have to trust ne, Angel. | tell you as nuch as | can
as much as | dare. There'll be work for you shortly. Bloody work. The kind you Iike best.'

Angel stirred in her chair, glaring sulkily into her wine. She was restless. This was a new
sensation, and therefore intriguing, but she was pretty sure she didn't like it. Hob sighed
quietly to hinself. Sonetines Angel was |ike a small child, who has to be kept endlessly

fasci nated and placated with new things, for fear she'll throw a tantrum O go wandering through
the town again, freaking the |ocals.

"How woul d you like to go after Jimy Thunder again, my dear? You can learn a newthrill. It's
called revenge. You'll like it.'

"But not yet, right? said Angel pointedly.

"No,"' said Hob. 'Not just yet.'

He cl osed his eyes, just for a nmonent. He was deathly tired, after a hard day's work raising the
dead and sunmoni ng themto Bl ackacre, and he had hoped for a little peace and quiet this evening,
alittle rest, but he should have known better. Babysitting Angel was getting harder all the tine.
More of his father's instructions, of course. No one realised just how much hard work there was in
necromancy, how much concentration and will-power was required to pull the dead fromtheir graves,
wal k them unseen through the town's streets and then set themto guard the dead and enpty woods of
Bl ackacre. He had a fearful headache. The wine was hel ping to soothe it, but Angel very definitely
wasn't.

It was al so hard work babysitting soneone who coul d destroy the farmhouse and t he woods and

possi bly the whol e dammed town, if she ever got angry enough to put her mind to it. He'd survive,
of course, because he always did, but his father would be displeased with him if he | et Angel off
the | eash too soon. And just the thought of that was enough to nake Hob shudder

"Talk to nme,' Angel said inplacably. 'Tell nme what you're feeling. It hel ps nme understand what |'m

feeling. You were thinking about your father just then, weren't you? | can tell. Wen you speak of
him | hear only hatred in your voice. Love and hatred are different, yes? One is good, one is
bad. | have trouble making such distinctions. | have so few references to set them against. You

don't want to do what you're doing now, but you do it anyway. Why?

"No, this isn't what I'd rather be doing,' Hob said tiredly. '"But | don't have any choice in the
matter. Like so nany only sons, | inherited the fanily business. Mne just happened to be Evil.
Luckily, I"'mrather good at it, but still... |I had to followin ny father's footsteps. Carry out
his plans and anbitions. It was expected of ne.'

"What did you want to be?' said Angel, studying himw th her unblinking crinmson eyes.

"I never got the chance to find out,' said Hob. "All ny life I've danced to ny father's tune, one
way or another. Rarely had any tinme to nyself. |I've always been alone. No close famly, or
friends, or... lovers. Love isn't for the |ikes of nme. Anyway, being the Hob is a full-tine job.
Wonen have been drawn to me, down the years, for various reasons. Anbition, usually. Villains and
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adventurers and the occasional romantic who saw herself as consort to nmy Prince of Evil. It's

al ways the bad boy that makes a girl's heart beat that little bit faster. |I've known

conpani onshi p, but never |ove. Sex, but never tenderness. Alliances, but never friends... There
were even a few wonmen brave enough to try to use ne for their own ends. | think | liked themthe
best. But no natter why they cane to ne, it always ended badly, for themand for me. | try to have
fond nenories of sone of them for the few bright noments they brought into ny life. | have known

sone renmarkabl e women. Sweet Susie Sl aughter, also known as The Suffering. What tinmes we had, in
Revol utionary France, dancing in the blood around the guillotines. Then there was Crow Jane, the

Eidolon. | had to kill her. Twice. It was for her own good. And not to forget dear Annie Abattoir
of London's East End, the scheming little minx. | hammrered a stake right through her cheating
heart.'

"Ah,"' said Angel. 'She was a vanpire.

‘"No.' Hob stared noodily into his enpty glass. 'They always end up | eaving nme, one way or another
Sonetimes | just outlive them Humans are such transitory things. Another of the damed tricks
fate played on nme, making ne what | am Just human enough to tease me with thoughts and dreans of
things | can never have, and not quite nonster enough not to care. Dooned to |live anpbng nortals,
whil e ensuring | can never share the sweet, passing joys they all take for granted. And so | hurt
the world, as it hurts ne, every day.' He snmiled hunmourlessly at Angel. 'You don't understand a
dammed thing |'ve said to you, do you? And that's probably why | can talk to you like this.
Because you can never use it against ne.'

"l understand what it is, to be alone,' Angel said slowy. 'Ever since |l first fell to earth, 1've
found nothing and no one who can match what | am |et alone what | was. Except perhaps you. You
are ny anchor. Arock | can cling to, in a stormof things that nake no sense to ne. Your singular
nature is conforting. Enotions confuse ne, especially those connected with |ove. Sexuality.

Sensuality. | know the words, but... |I feel things | don't understand. Don't know what to do
with.' She | eaned forward suddenly, and slowy stroked the side of Hob's face with the back of her
hand. He sat very still as she ran a single soft fingertip down his face, frombrowto cheek to

chin, and then back to his lips, frowning as she concentrated on the sensation of skin touching
skin. Hob was careful not to react in any way. This close, Angel was |ike sone dangerous ani na

fromthe wild, sone unknown creature that night do anything, anything at all. The hand that
touched himso lightly was the sane hand that had punched hol es through the solid stone walls of
the railway station. He didn't think she could really damage him but still... Angel took her

fingertip away fromhis lips and held it up before her, studying it closely, and Hob al |l owed
hinmself to breathe a little nore easily. He controlled Angel only because she let him and nore
and nore just lately he was beginning to think she knew that. Angel sniffed her fingertip and then
licked it, but there was no nore to it than sone great cat licking its paw. Angel shrugged
suddenly, and let her hand fall.

" The Serpent,' she said calmy, as though nothing of any note had happened. 'Your father. The
Serpent In The Sun, the A d Eneny. Have you ever seen hin? Do you know what he really is?

"No,"' said Hob, and was pl eased at how cal m and steady his voice was. 'As far as | know, the only
person ever to see ny father in the flesh, so to speak, was ny dear nother, and the experience
drove her quite mad. Sonetimes | hear my father's voice, in nmy mnd. Wien he wants to give ne
orders. And that is always... unpleasant. H's voice is awful, unbearable. Overwhel m ng. There's
not hi ng human about the Serpent. He's so nuch bigger than that. No one knows nuch about The
Serpent In The Sun, not really. Mst of the world's religions have taken a guess or two, down the
centuries. 1've read up on nost of them and I'mno wi ser. Al anyone knows for sure, fromrecords
that predate Humanity, is that ny father was the First-Born; the very first |iving consciousness
in the solar system Everything else came after him all the Powers and Dom nations, all the

| esser presences, all the way down to poor benighted Humanity. Sonetinmes | wonder-'

Hob convul sed in his chair, his wineglass flying fromhis spasning hand. He cried out in pain, a
terrible, animal sound, and then his mouth snapped shut, forced into a grinning rictus by the
straining nmuscles of his face. H s whol e body was shaki ng and tw sting now, seized by an outside
force that racked hi munnercifully. He screaned behind his | ocked teeth, and tears flew fromhis
wi de-stretched eyes. The convul sions grew worse, throwing himfromhis chair, and he crashed
hel pl essly to the floor, unable even to put out his arms to break his fall. He hit the floor hard,
twi tching and shuddering all over as his linbs flailed wildly.

H s body stretched unnaturally, muscles tearing and bones cracking, as his shape and formaltered
violently, struggling to contain something from outside, something too big and too strange for the
human formto accomobdate. Hob was crying out all the time now, awful ani mal sounds of unbearable
pain and horror, forced out of a twisting nouth. H's body grew and shrank in sudden spurts,

convul sing nuscles tearing themselves free frombones that couldn't transformfast enough. He
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still |ooked basically human, but nonment by nmonent he was | eaving that state behind, his whole
bei ng racked by invasive, inhuman energies. Tears ran down his face in sudden jerks and
streanm ngs. Hob reached out one hand, with its crooked, foot-long fingers, in helpless

supplication to... soneone.

Above it all, a great Voice filled the rotten room |oud beyond bearing, terrible beyond beli ef
and utterly inhuman. It spoke in a tongue beyond all human | anguages, or perhaps the root of them
al |, unknowabl e, unfathomable, to anyone in the nortal world except the Serpent's Son. Ange

flinched back in her chair just at the sound of it, not understanding a word and yet somehow dr awn
to it, as though it rem nded her of sone other tongue, fromher tine before this world. The Voice
was as | oud as thunder, an earthquake or a volcano, and just as inplacable, a force that could not
be deni ed.

And then, at last, the nessage cane to an end. The Voice was gone, and the only sounds in the dead
room were the quiet creakings of nmuscle and bone as Hob's body slowly returned to nornal, and his
exhausted, pitiful sobbing. Even after his human shape was restored, he lay curled up on the
filthy floor, crying and whi npering and huggi ng hinself tightly, as though to stop hinself falling
apart. The great and mighty Nicholas Hob, sobbing like a hurt child.

Angel | ooked down at himfromher chair. In all her short tine in the material world, she had
never seen anything so clearly evil, so renorselessly cruel and nal evol ent, done by one living
creature to another. She rose slowy fromher chair and knelt beside the shaking, hel pl ess Hob.
And without quite knowi ng why, she took himin her arns and held himto her. She held his face
gently to her breast, and his tears soaked her black rags. She'd never seen himso weak, so
hel pl ess. She felt helpless too - not sonething she was used to feeling. She tried to confort Hob
in her own awkward, ignorant way, and in her hel pl ess anger at what had been done to hi mshe found
a new, different |link between herself and Hob; that in the end, for all their power, they were
both at the nmercy of forces greater than thensel ves.

Finally Hob stopped shaking, and after a while he stopped crying too, or perhaps he just ran out

of tears. He lay linply in Angel's arns, his head still resting on her bosom Hi s breathing
gradual ly slowed to sonmething like normal, and tears and sweat no |onger dripped off his chin.

"He always hurts ne,' he said quietly. "My father. When he talks to ne. | nay be his son, but I'm
still mostly only human. Sometinmes | think he hurts ne deliberately, unnecessarily, just to rem nd
me who's in charge. There's never been any |ove between ny father and nme, in either direction. I'm
just here to carry out his orders. I'd love to hurt him the way he hurts ne, love to punish him
Kill him But | never will. | can't even defy him |'ve tried to out-think him outnmnoeuvre him

but in the end, as old as | am wth all ny hard-earned experience and know edge, he is

i measurably ol der and far nore powerful. The Serpent. The O d Eneny.' Hob sounded horribly tired
to Angel; hurt and defeated, even broken. She held hima little tighter, and tried to understand
why. Hob sounded |like a small child, beaten for reasons he could never hope to understand. Ange

| owered her head next to his, to catch his last quiet words. 'I'Il never be ny own man, never be
free. Never be anything nore than ny father's bl oody puppet!

He started to cry again, helpless with rage and frustration, and suddenly he pounded one fi st
against the floor, till the skin on his knuckles broke and bl cod flew on the air. Angel reached
out and restrained his bl oody hand with her own. Hob raised his face to | ook at her, and for a

I ong nonent they stared into each other's eyes. Sonething passed between them sonething newto
both of them And then Hob began trying to sit up, and Angel inmediately let himgo. She knew
better than to help him as he forced hinself back onto his feet and then collapsed into his
chair. She resuned her seat on the other side of the coffee table. Neither of them said anything
Hob renmenbered how it all began

The Serpent saw Angel fall. Saw her plunge through the shimrering realms, down and down and
finally out into the material, and Mysterie. He watched as she burned across the sky like a
meteor, plumeting to earth at last like a falling star, landing with a crash that shook the world
in nmore ways than one. The Serpent then spoke to his son Hob, and told himto go to a certain

pl ace and retrieve what he found there. Wich was how, just under a year ago, N cholas Hob cane to
be standi ng beside his el egant and powerful car, deep in the heart of south-west Engl and, | ooking
dubi ously at the ancient burial npbund known as Silbury HII.

There was a cold wind blow ng, though up until now it had been a hot and nuggy day. He hunched his
shoul ders inside his long |l eather coat, and flexed his fingers inside his heavy driving gloves. He

didn't |ike being back at Silbury Hll. It had been seven hundred years since he'd | ast been here,
and the place still disturbed the crap out of him To the casual eye it was just another buria
nmound, big enough to be nanmed a hill but otherw se unremarkabl e. Even the | egends surrounding it

were pretty generic. That the mound held the body of sonme ancient chieftain, along with his
treasures. Or perhaps it was the secret tonb of sone great and potent hero, sleeping in nmgjesty,
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waiting to be called forth again in the time of England s greatest need. There'd been severa
fairly major invasive digs here in this century alone, but no traces of a tonb or a body or
treasure had ever been found. The | egends persisted. O King Sil, or the King in Gold, or The

Ri der On The White Horse

Hob knew the truth. That the nound was thousands of years ol der than that. He knew what was really
buried there, deep and deep in the cold wet earth, held down by the weight of the nound, wapped
in iron chains blessed with terrible prayers and curses, dooned and damed to lie deep in the
ground till Judgerment Day, and perhaps beyond.

G endel Rex, the Unforgiven Cod.

Hob shivered, and not just fromthe cold wind that always blew around Silbury Hill. There were
giants in the earth, and some of themslept badly. Still, if you were |ooking for a fallen angel

a noral ly anbival ent spot like this was certainly the right place to start. A hill older than

hi story, where good and evil, reality and unreality, and even Tine itself becanme uncertai n when
the wind blewin the wong direction. Hob took a deep breath and started up the hill. The steep
grass-covered nound was strangely unsteady under his feet, as though it wasn't always there. Hob
stared straight ahead as he clinbed, careful never to | ook dowmn. It took hima lot |onger to reach
the top of the hill than it should have, but then, there was nore to Silbury Hll than just three
di mensi ons.

When he finally reached the sunmt, and had stood there for a while bent over and gasping for
breath, he saw that Angel was lying curled up at the bottomof a deep crater, |like a sl eeping
child. The grass all around had been burned away by the shock of her inpact, |eaving only dark
scorched earth and a pit twenty feet deep. Angel lay in its centre, pale and naked and unharned,
like a wrmin a bitter fruit. Her bare skin was so bright a white it al nost gl owed, and Hob coul d
feel the power in her, like a presence on the air. She sat up suddenly, alerted to his arrival by
some unknown sense, and her bl ood-red eyes | ocked onto his. Hob froze in place, staring back at
her, unable to | ook away, knowi ng he was finally face to face with something as powerful and
primal as hinsel f. Angel was breathing unsteadily, as though breathing was a new thing to her, and
when she finally snmiled at himit was a tentative, uncertain thing.

"Hell o Angel,' said Hob. 'Wlconme to the material world.'

"l hate it here,' said Angel, her voice thick and slurred. 'I feel... small, limted. Vul nerable.
They have given ne body and m nd and | anguage, but they've taken away ny nenories, of who and what
| used to be. | fell so far, dimnishing all the tine, and it hurt all the way down. Thrown down.
Thrown out. | don't want to be here!

She shrieked that last to the grey skies, but no one answered. Hob rmade his way carefully down the
steep side of the earth pit, took off his long coat and wapped Angel in it. Hs heart was beating
unconfortably fast, but when he spoke he was pleased to find that his voice was cal mand st eady,
despite his dry mouth. "'The material worlds aren't so bad, Angel. There are lots of entertaining

things to do to pass the tine. Cone with me. 1'll look after you, teach you the ways of the world.
It'"1l be fun.'

"Yes' said Angel. 'l want to go out into the world... and do things to it. But | don't know what,
yet. So I'll stay with you. You know things. And you feel... something Iike nme. Who are you?

‘"I am Ni chol as Hob, and | amjust what you need. No one el se can teach you the things |'ve

| earned. Thank your lucky stars | got to you first. Not everyone coul d understand you like | do.’'
But Angel had already lost interest in his words, and was staring intently at the | eather coat
around her, concentrating on the feel of it against her skin. Touch was a new thing to her. Hob
had to snmle -Angel was a blank slate, on which he could wite anything he wanted. The thought
excited him and the fact that she was so very dangerous, and could turn on himin a nonment, and
just nmight be able to destroy him only made it that nmuch nore exciting.

Hob poured Angel another glass of winter wine with a hand that was perfectly steady. He noted that
they were getting near the bottomof the bottle, and nentally ordered one of his dead servants to
bring another. Hob drank, like he did everything else, to excess. One of the joys of such a
powerful and |ong-lived body was that it could take practically any amount of punishrment and
abuse. And after one of his father's little chats, Hob felt he was entitled to a pick-ne-up. Ange
was studying himthoughtfully over the rimof her glass, but Hob pretended not to notice.
Awakeni ng Angel 's enotions had never been part of the deal. She was there to be his partner, and
that was all. Anything else frankly scared the crap out of him For nmany reasons, not |east of

whi ch was that if Angel ever deci ded she was a wonan scorned, well... In years to cone they'd
probably be able to point at a ten-nile-wi de crater and say, That's where Bradford-on-Avon used to
be. The dead servant strode soundlessly into the parlour, carrying a fresh bottle of winter w ne.
The thick layer of frost coating the bottle had already crept up to cover his grey hand and arm
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but the dead man hadn't noticed. Hob signalled for himto put the bottle on the table and open it.
In many ways, Hob preferred his servants to be dead. You never had to worry about their |oyalty,
or paying them and you never had to put up with any backchat. O course, they weren't nearly as
much fun to maltreat, but then, you couldn't have everything. O at |east, not yet.

"I'"'mgoing to have to piss soon' said Angel, with that matter-of-fact directness that Hob never
failed to find disconcerting. 'Such a curious thing, this body, with its needs and appetites and
functions. But then, so little of the material nakes sense to nme. | know | should stay out of
Veritie; just being there dimnishes nme even further, but... there's sonething about the rea
world that draws ne to it. Things seemto natter nore, there. Things can be decided in Veritie,
and brought to conclusions.'

' Change i s dangerous for such as us,' Hob said carefully. "It threatens what we are. W' re weaker
there, less significant. That's why the thunder godling was able to knock the snot out of you at
the railway station.'

Angel scowl ed imediately. 'Next tinme we nmeet, I'Il rip out his heart with ny bare hands and he
can watch me eat it as he dies. | want to neet himagain. It was fun, fighting sonmeone who could
fight back. Most things break too easily when | play with them'

The dead nman happened to be | eaning over the table beside her, opening the new bottle. Ange

gri pped himcasually by the arm and tore the linb right out of its shoulder socket with no

obvi ous effort. The dead man lurched, but didn't fall, and when he straightened up his face was
still expressionless. Hob sat very still. A few beads of sweat had popped out on his brow It did
hi m good to be reni nded that the sane arnms which had held himso confortingly could just as easily
tear himapart at a nonment's noti ce.

Angel | ooked at the dead armthoughtfully, turning it over and over in her hands, as though

| ooki ng for some significant detail that had escaped her. Finally she sniffed dismssively, and
dropped the armto the floor. She drank her wi ne and | ooked at Hob again, as though nothing of any
i mport had occurred. To her, it hadn't.

" Angel, dear,' said Hob. 'Please don't danage the nmerchandi se. They're needed, all of them for
the next stage of nmy father's plan.’

"More of this plan that | can't know about,' said Angel noodily, her dark mouth pouting like a
child' s. 'Was that what your father wanted to talk to you about?

" Among ot her things, yes. The opposition is gathering together. W can't have that. So |I've been
ordered to do sonething about it.'

He gestured for the dead man to pick up his discarded armand | eave. Angel ignored him staring
into her glass again, her crinson eyes far away.

"It's not easy, being nortal,' she said suddenly. 'This body they gave ne is as near-perfect as
anything can be in the material worlds, but it will run down, eventually. Everything does, here.
Not hing | asts.'

"As opposed to where you cane fron?' said Hob. 'Are you perhaps renenbering sonething of who and
what you were, before you were... denoted?

Angel | ooked at himsharply. 'You have to keep asking, don't you? You're desperate to know whet her

I was cast out from Heaven or Hell. Well | don't know. |'ve forgotten so nuch because | had to, to
stay sane. | couldn't function here, on this nessy, linited plane, if | still renmenbered the
glories of the shinmering realns. | try to renenber things about ny past existence, even snal

things, but they're all gone. And | have to wonder, were ny nenories taken fromme, or did

choose to forget? Did | agree to ny descent, for sone forgotten reason? There's a hol e inside of
me, Hob; a great aching wound that | can sense but not conprehend the shape of. | have been robbed
of all the better parts of nyself, and been left just aware enough to know it. Bastards!'

The wi negl ass shattered in her hand as it cl osed convul sively. Shards of glass fell to the floor
apart fromone great sliver that protruded fromher palm Angel |ooked at it for a nonent,
entirely unnoved, and then pulled it out. She didn't wince, and only a spot of bright red bl ood
showed where the sliver had been. She studied the piece of glass for a monent, and then let it

fall too.

"Pain. Pleasure. So bright, like sparks in the flesh. Hard to tell apart, sonetimes. They' re al
part of this body's weaknesses, its vulnerabilities. | hate the arbitrary nature of this place,
wher e damage and death can come out of nowhere, at any tinme, for no real reason or purpose. Once
everything | did, everything I was, had purpose. | knowthat. And if | ever find out who has taken
that fromme, | will punish themfor all eternity.

"Even if it turns out to be you?' said Hob

' Perhaps especially then,' said Angel
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Hob handed Angel his glass of wine, hoping to distract her. Angel's broodi ng nade hi m nervous.
Curious as he was over her origins, it better suited his purposes, or rather his father's, if
Angel remained | ost and uncertain. It nmade her easier to manipul ate. Angel accepted the glass, but
didn't drink fromit.

"I will returnto the imuaterial,' she said softly, inplacably. "I will go back to where | bel ong,
reclaimny due, even if | have to destroy all the material worlds there are to be free of their
grip on me. | will tear whole civilisations apart and dance laughing in their ruins. | wll see

the end of all the breathing, bleeding, |esser things, if that's what it takes. And not all the
Powers and Domi nations there are shall stand agai nst ne.'

Hob felt very cold. She could do it

"Unless... that's what |'m supposed to do.' Angel was frowning hard now. 'Perhaps that's why | was
sent here, to be made angry enough to becone the destroyer of peoples, and of worlds. |In which
case...'

"When you can't depend on logic,' Hob said reluctantly, not liking at all the ways Angel's

t houghts seened to be going, 'rely on your feelings, your intuition. Do you feel Good, or Evil?

Angel shrugged. 'I'mnot sure | understand the concepts properly yet. Mrality is so confusing.
I"mnot sure either termapplies to ne. Feelings and instincts are both useless to me, with so
little frane of reference to place themin. | feel... confused. Tired. Trapped.'

"All right,' said Hob. 'Then follow the argunment through. If you need so badly to be free of your
mat eri al exi stence, why not kill yourself? If you die, your spirit should return to the
immterial. | say should; | have no direct evidence that that's what occurs. Even after all ny
very long life, sone things still remain nysteries to ne. If you can't do it yourself, |I'msure

could help. After we've carried out ny father's plans, of course. He wouldn't allow either of us
to die while he still had a use for us.'

"I'f | were to die, they'd just send nme back again,' said Angel. 'Thrust me back into the neat,
into bl ood and bone and hair. | just know that's what they'd do, the bastards! | have to stay
here, until... until | do whatever it is | was sent here to do.

She shrugged suddenly, and drank her wi ne. Sone of the tension had gone out of her, perhaps
because she'd realised she'd foll owed the argunent as far as she could, for now Hob allowed
hinself to relax a little, too. Angel was never so dangerous as when she was t hinking.

"Tell you what,' he said casually. "It could be that you were sent here to help nme. Once the
Serpent's plans go through, the nature of the material worlds will have changed so much, that
perhaps that will be enough to free you. Certainly by the tine we've finished with them Msterie
and Veritie won't be anything like they were.'

"Perhaps,' said Angel, apparently no longer interested. 'I want to go back into town, find the

t hunder godling. Descendants of |esser gods should know t heir place. Perhaps he was behind the man
we caught watching us; the man who followed the dead nan back here.' She frowned suddenly, and

| ooked sharply at Hob. 'Way so many dead? You don't need themto protect you. You have ne.'

Hob grinned wolfishly. 'The dead are ny army, ny weapon. Qur target has a blind spot, you see.
Being so closely linked to the living world, she can't see, detect or defend herself against the
dead.'

"Wiy are you always so careful never to refer to her by nane?

' Because to name her is to evoke her, to raise her fromhumanity. Neither my father nor | want
that. We daren't attract her attention before all the parts of the plan are safely in place.'
Angel considered himthoughtfully. 'You' re afraid of her, aren't you?

"OfF course,' said Hob. "I'"'mjust the Serpent's Son, while she is... so nuch nore."'

"But...'

' Change the subject,' Hob said steadily.

"All right,'" said Angel. 'Answer nme this: how did sonething as great and powerful as the Serpent
produce a nerely nortal son |ike you?

"By design,' said Hob. 'In those days, my nother lived in Mysterie and Veritie, occasionally

pl ayi ng at being human with her sister. They were closer, then. The Serpent raped her in Mysterie,
the only place where they could neet, knowi ng she would choose to give birth to the child in
Veritie, tolimt its power. And so it would be as little like its father as possible. The Serpent
wanted a human agent in the real world, and didn't give a damm how many |ives he ruined in the
process. Any nore questions, dear Angel ?

"Yes. Howis it that you're able to raise the dead?

Hob smiled sourly. 'Technically speaking, | don't. Only one nan was ever able to give life to the
dead, and I'mvery definitely not Hm | just raise dead bodies and nove themwth ny will. You
don't live as long as | have, and nove in the circles |I've known, w thout picking up a few usefu
tricks along the way.' He | eaned back in his chair, eyes hooded, suddenly reflective. 'I've done a
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| ot of things, down the nany years; wonderful, terrible things. | tried so hard to build sonething
that mattered, so |I'd have sonething to call ny own. But nothing ever |asted. And besides,
destroying things was always so rmuch nore fun. Nothing really lasts, anyway, except reputation
Everyone knows who Nicholas Hob is.'

Angel raised a perfect eyebrow 'Everyone?
Hob smiled easily. 'Everyone who matters.'

"And a lot of themlive in Bradford-on-Avon,' said Angel. '"Aren't you afraid soneone in authority
here will try to stop you?

"Not really,' said Hob. 'In the nagical world there is no authority, as such. The powers that be
pursue | aw and chaos, |ight and dark, good and evil as their natures and functions suggest and

conmpel . The nore powerful people are in Mysterie, the nore they tend to cancel each other out.'
"What about the WAki ng Beauty, and the thunder godling?

"For every neddling woul d-be hero, there are any nunber of villains ready to stand in their way,
in return for vague prom ses of vast rewards, once ny plan is conplete. Villains are always
suckers for inside information. And they all know better than to argue with the Serpent's Son.'

"How does that feel ?" said Angel, leaning forward. 'To know people are frightened of you?
"It feels... safe, secure. Anyway; | have spoken with the Painted Ghoul, the Bedl am Boys, the
Murder Waltz; even Nasty Jack Starlight. Froma distance. Between themthey'll cause nore than

enough trouble to distract any interfering busybodies who m ght develop an interest in what |'mup
to. In the end, nost people will quite sensibly choose just to keep their heads down, and hope not
to be noticed till it's all over. Wth the Serpent at one end and her at the other, no one wants
to get caught up in an Apocal ypse.' He grinned suddenly again. 'By the tinme everyone realises
that's exactly what it is, it'll be too late. And afterwards... | have been promni sed conpl ete
dom ni on over Mysterie. Pity about what's going to happen to Veritie, but | never |liked the place
anyway. Far too many people in the world today. Get rid of nbst of them and naybe I'll be able to
hear nyself think at |ast.

Angel | ooked at himthoughtfully. '"And what will you do with the world, once it is yours?

"Punish it, for not loving nme.'

Angel smiled. It was an unpleasant sight. 'l |ike the way you think, Serpent's Son. Miybe | won't
kill you, after all.’

Hob's nouth was dry again. He nade hinself snmile easily. 'W nust stick together, Angel. Wo el se
woul d have us?'

SEVEN

THE DEATH WALKERS

Toby Dexter and Gayl e strode down an al nost enpty Church Street, side by side, neither of them
talking to each other. Toby vaguely noted that they were back in the mddle of town again, but
just at that nonment he couldn't bring hinmself to give a damm. He had a |lot on his mnd, very
little of it positive, nost of it to do with Luna - enigmatic and powerful, undeniably beautiful

di sturbingly sexy and quite clearly as crazy as a loon. Al along he'd been foll owi ng Gayl e
because he assuned she knew what she was doi ng, but having seen the state of her sister, for al

her power, Toby had to wonder whether he should be trusting Gayle so conpletely. He really knew
very little about the real her; who she was, what nade her tick and what her notives night be. He
still loved her, but... she'd said nore than once that she didn't love him And she' d done nothi ng
at all to indicate that she had his best interests at heart. (He remenbered the ley lines, and
shuddered briefly despite hinmself.) He wanted to believe that she knew what she was doi ng, but he
had to consider the possibility that she was just as lost in all this craziness as he was.

In which case, he was in even nore trouble than he'd thought.

He realised that they were al nost at the end of Church Street, presumably headi ng back to the new
bridge. Mst of the light seened to have gone out of the day, and there were hardly any people
around. Toby | ooked up at the sky, and was shocked to find it was now early evening. How | ong had
they spent at Luna's endl essly changing residence? Did Tinme nove differently there too? As he

| ooked around, his gaze fell upon the cash machine on the other side of the street, and he quickly
| ooked away. He didn't think he could stand bei ng serenaded again. At |east the machine's
showering himwith noney nmade a little nore sense now. Presumably it knew a focal point when it
saw one, and wanted to be renmenbered kindly. Unless it really had liked his face... Toby wal ked a
little taster, and had actually got a few yards ahead of Gayle before he realised he didn't know
where they were going. He slowed and fell back beside Gayle and cleared his throat politely.
"Sacred Heart,' Gayle said briskly. 'Twel fth-century, Norman architecture, built over an ol d Saxon
pl ace of worship.'
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"Ah,' said Toby. He wasn't much of a churchgoer usually. '"Feel in need of a little spiritua
gui dance, do we?'

" Churches are for nortals,' said Gayle. 'W are nore interested in the cenetery.’

"W are, are we?' said Toby. 'Any particular reason, or are we just |looking for interesting
rubbi ngs and tonbstones with funny inscriptions?

"You can be very irritating sonetines, Toby.'

"Good. | like to think I'mcontributing sonmething to this little nystery tour. Wiy the hell do we
have to visit a cenetery?
Gayl e sighed, not particularly patiently. '"It's not so nuch the cenmetery, as what |lies beneath it.

| want you to neet the death-wal kers.

She pushed the pace again, to nake it clear that she'd said all she was going to, for the nonent.
Toby gave her a deep sigh of his own, just to show he could do noody too, and then scow ed
thoughtfully as he strode al ong besi de her. The Sacred Heart cenetery was one of the |largest and
ol dest graveyards in an old town, and the source of a great many spooky stories, including one
very down-to-earth one fromhis childhood. Followi ng the narrow path through the cenmetery and out
the other side was a well-known short cut, but when Toby was very young his nother warned hi m
sternly that there were old, sunken graves on either side of the path, often overgrown and

i npossible to see, so if he ever did take the short cut, he had to promise to stay on the path,
because ot herw se you never knew what you mi ght be treading on

Al'l the kids got that warning, and it was nuch di scussed at school, with exaggerated tal es of
brave or careless children who wal ked on the grass and crashed right through rotting coffin lids.
And there were other, darker stories, of nouldering arns that burst up out of the ground to grab
children who'd strayed too far fromthe path, and drag them down to keep the corpses conpany in
their ancient, lightless caskets. And, of course, they were never seen again. Kids |oved to tel
these stories over and over again, in the safety of brightly lit playgrounds, adding and inventing
all kinds of grisly new details until it becane a generally acknow edged dare to wal k all the way
through the graveyard after the sun had gone down, and see how close to the edge of the path you
could get... or even how far onto the grass... Toby had never worked up the courage to | eave the
path, or even go all the way through the cenetery. He'd never been particularly brave, as a child.
And now here he was, stopping with Gayle before the open netal gates, with the last of the sun

al ready sliding dowmn the sky. It was very quiet. There was no one el se around, not even a bird
singing. This was the point in horror nmovies when the audi ence started shouting, Don't go in
there, you idiots! Beyond the open gates the neatly cropped grass |ooked very green, as though
wel I nouri shed by underground sources, and the hundreds of well-tended graves nade it seema very
peaceful place. Not many fresh flowers, though. And yet the sounds of the town seened far away,
and an old fear curled around Toby's heart. He could feel the hackles on the back of his neck
rising, just at the thought of entering those open gates.

"You' re thinking about the old cautionary tales,' said Gayle, and Toby junped despite hinself. She
smled briefly. "Don't. They're just a cover story that got out of hand, to protect the secret of
what goes on beneath the cenetery.

"All right,' said Toby, a little sharply. 'Wat does go on, down anong the dead nmen? But bear in
mnd that if your explanation involves the words ghosts or ghouls or zonbies, you are going in
there on your own, and |I am headi ng for the nearest horizon, at speed.'

"Not hi ng so commonpl ace,' said Gayle. 'This is nuch nore scientific in nature. The death-wal kers
are great believers in technol ogy, these days. And recent advances in conputer science have given
them a whole new |l ease of life, if that's the right phrase. They've been here a long tinme, in one
formor another.'

' How | ong?"

"Ch, centuries. The town has always attracted and encouraged freethinkers, and those of an..
experimental disposition. Sacred Heart has |ong been a centre for spiritual power in the town.
There used to be an old town cerenony, very old, called the dipping of the Church. Once a year
the townspeopl e would cone and forma circle around the church and cenmetery, and hand in hand,
sing holy songs. It was a ritual, to harness the sacred power of the church, to drive the Devi
and his influence out of the town. And this is Veritie we're tal king about, not Mysterie. No one
knows how far back the cerenony started, but it only came to a halt in 1905, after it was

ni stakenly reported that N cholas Hob was finally dead. Wrd was the Wal king Man got him but
Hob's al ways been hard to kill.'

"What are deat h-wal kers?' said Toby, firmy refusing to be distracted. 'And why do | just know I'm
not going to |like the answer?

' Deat h-wal kers are explorers, travellers in the lands of the dead,' said Gayle. 'As astronauts

i nvestigate the planets, death-wal kers travel to the afterworlds, the territories beyond life.
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Crazy bastards, one and all, but occasionally very useful. They have access to sources of
information that even | don't. They know t hings no one el se knows, or would want to know.'

"Ch wonderful,' said Toby, annoyed but unable to keep a certain anount of relief fromsurfacing in
his voice. '"It's sit-around-a-Quija-board tine, is it? Knee to knee with broody spinsters and

t weedy pensioners, translating nessages from dyslexic ghosts? O are we going to be hol di ng hands
at a seance, hoping you won't fart just when the medi um asks, Is there anybody there? in their
best spooky voi ce? One knock for yes, two for no, three for Sorry the line is busy right now I
can't believe you're a believer in this voices-frombeyond shit, Gayle. It's all self-delusion and
confidence tricks, preying on the gullible and the bereaved. |I'mwarning you; it's only a short
step fromthis to crystals, aromatherapy and using the tarot to choose your lottery nunbers.
Surely there nust be sonething nore profitable we could be doing with our tine.

"Are you in for a surprise, o sceptical one,' said Gayle. This is Mysterie. Things are different
here."'

She led the way through the netal gates, striding off down the narrow path, apparently entirely
unconcerned. Toby hurried after her, still troubled by old chil dhood nenories, but the cenetery
turned out to be nmuch | ess inpressive than he renenbered, and nowhere near as threatening. And
then Gayl e suddenly left the path, wal king quickly across the uneven ground. Toby hesitated for a
| ong nonent before following her. H s heart was beating faster, and his nmouth was dry. In the end
he finally stepped off the path and onto the grass |like a swinmer off the edge of a pool, not at
all sure how deep or how cold the water was going to be. He took one step, and then another, the
ground entirely normal and supportive beneath him and he let out his breath in a | ong sigh of
relief. He hurried after Gayle, who was sone di stance away now, noving confidently anmong the
standi ng headstones. She finally stopped by one, and waited for Toby to catch up with her. The old
grey stone was pocked with noss and |ichen, and was | eaning slightly to one side, as the earth
beneat h had sl ow y subsi ded over the years. Toby noved in beside Gayle and studi ed the carved
lettering, its details softened by the ravages of tinme and weat her

Death I's Not The End.

Toby sniffed loudly. '"He's not fooling anyone but hinself. Wiat's so special about this grave,
Gayl e?'

She put one hand on the stone and pushed hard. The headstone tilted snoothly backwards, there was
a loud click and the whole grave suddenly slid sideways, disappearing under the grass, revealing
itself to be a shallow fake. \Where the grave had been there was now a set of wooden steps, |eading
steeply down into darkness. A light came on sonewhere below, quite a | ong way bel ow. Toby
swal | owed har d.

"All right, I"'minpressed. But | don't like this, Gayle, | really don't like this.'

"You'll like what's to conme even less,' said Gayle. 'Even | feel unconfortable around the death-
wal kers. But they're the only ones who might be able to point us where to go next. They know
things, usually disturbing, unsettling things. Stick close to ne, Toby.'

"G ve me one good reason why | should go down there, into God knows what?' Toby said hotly. 'Hell
give ne one bad reason.'

Gayl e | ooked at himdirectly for the first tinme. 'You said you'd foll ow me anywhere.'

"This is very definitely not what | had in nmind.' Toby frowned unhappily under Gayle's unwavering

gaze, and then shrugged angrily. "All right! You lead, and I'lIl follow. But this had better be
worth the strain this is putting on ny nerves.'

"Trust ne,' said Gayle, starting down the wooden steps. 'If nothing else, | guarantee you won't be
bored."’

"Isn't that what General Custer said to the Seventh Caval ry?

Gayl e's dry chuckle floated back up fromthe gl oomshe was fast disappearing into, and Toby
reluctantly went after her. He had to believe she knew what she was doi ng. She was all he had.
There were no railings, nothing to hold onto, just the bare wooden steps falling away before him
Gayl e was just a dark figure sone distance bel ow. The stairway had been cut directly into the
earth, with nothing shoring it up, and Toby couldn't help wondering how safe it was. And whet her
if he put out one hand to steady hinself against the wall, he'd feel worms wiggling in the danp
soil. He kept his arms firmly at his sides and his eyes strai ght ahead, and eventually he reached
the end of the steps and the begi nning of a tunnel

There was a bare light bulb hanging fromthe | ow ceiling, giving the scene an eerie blue cast Toby
could very definitely have done without. It was utterly quiet, and very cold. Gayle funbled at the
earth wall and found a hidden switch. There were faint grinding sounds fromup the stairs, and
Toby realised it was the fal se grave sliding back into place. They were sealed in down here now,
with whatever they'd cone to find. Toby glared about him ready to junp right out of his skin at
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the first hint of an excuse. The narrow tunnel |eading off before himwas barely seven feet high
and not much wider, and it didn't go far before it branched off into several new tunnels. There
were signs on the various walls, but they were all in Latin. Toby decided he wouldn't ask Gayle if
she could translate them just in case one of them said Abandon Hope, Al Ye Wio Enter Here. Gayle
set off confidently down a side tunnel, and Toby hurried after her, not wanting to be left on his
own.

The tunnel branched again and again, until Toby was quickly lost and totally disorientated. He

vi sual i sed a subterranean maze of tunnels, criss-crossing endl essly under the unsuspecting
visitors to the cenetery. He tried hard not to think about the coffins and bodies that were
presunably interred somewhere above the tunnel's earth roof, nmeking hinmself concentrate on what
was before him Everywhere he | ooked there were long trails of wiring, stapled into place al ong
the earth walls in a bew ldering rai nbow of col our codings, enough to run all kinds of technol ogy.
Presumably there was a generator down here somewhere, but Toby couldn't hear it running. In fact,
the whol e place was eerily quiet. Adding to the deserted feel of the tunnels were the piles of
rubbi sh strewn across the tunnel floor. It was pretty recent stuff too; takeaway pizza boxes, fast-
food wappings and all kinds of crunpled paper. There were also a | arge nunber of prined,

oversi zed nousetraps, which Toby preferred not to think about. Gayle sniffed loudly as she kicked
sonet hi ng out of her way.

"This whole place could use a wonan's touch. | suppose when you're preoccupied with solving the
mysteries of existence and eternity, you can't be bothered with clearing up after yourself.'

The tunnel suddenly opened out into a wide cavern that was again cut directly fromthe earth,
easily thirty feet across but with the sane unconfortably low ceiling. Al around the walls stood
banks of very nuch state-of-the-art conputer systens, with nonitors and ternminals piled up and
pushed together on rows of wooden tables. There were three different coffee percolators going, and
any number of abandoned plastic cups on every avail able surface. There was a pervadi ng snell of
ozone and cheap air freshener. The whole room had an inprovised feel to it, as though the nmany and
varied itenms of equi pment had been conpil ed piece by piece over the years, as required, to no
particular plan or order. Gayl e stopped, so suddenly Toby al nost crashed into her from behind. He
| ooked quickly past her, and found that a man was standing directly before them even though Toby
hadn't seen or heard anyone enter the chanber.

G ven the setting, and Toby's growing fears of what the death-wal kers might turn out to be, the
newconer was somnet hing of a di sappointnent. He was of average hei ght, average-Iooking, and wore
the scientist's traditional white | ab coat, conplete with pens and pocket protector, over sl acks
and a shirt that had clearly gone too | ong between washes. H s face was wi de and open, his manner
cal mand pleasant. He was just the kind of person Toby al ways inmagi ned worki ng on nucl ear bonbs
and germ warf are.

"Hi,' said the newconer easily. 'I'mden Jensen. | run things here, as nmuch as anyone does. W're
nmore of a cooperative really, these days, working together on whatever interests us. W had word
fromthe afterworlds that you'd be conming. Been a long time since you |ast honoured us with a
visit, Lady. I'msure you'll be inpressed by the inprovenents we've nade.

"Don't put noney on it,' said Gayle. 'This is all still just a step up fromrooting around inside
a sheep's guts and nmeki ng guesses according to which way the liver's pointing.'

Toby was rather surprised at her tone. There was a genui ne edge of anger in her voice that he
hadn't heard before. If Jensen was at all intimdated, he hid it well. He just nodded to Gayl e,
then beamed happily as he stepped forward to shake Toby firmy by the hand.

"Not often we get visitors down here. Usually it's all need-to-know, and all that security
nonsense. Still, any friend of the Lady... And we're always glad of a chance to show off our

| at est toys.'

"Real ly?' said Toby, his voice a little uncertain; he'd just noticed that Jensen was carrying a
gun in a shoul der-hol ster under his lab coat. 'Gayle's told me so little about you. What exactly
do you peopl e do, down here?

"W are death-wal kers,' Jensen said proudly. 'Explorers of the unknown, scientists dedicated to
uncovering the secrets of the last great frontier. Going where no living man has dared to go
before, and doing our very best to cone back to talk about it afterwards. It's a dangerous

busi ness, venturing out into the afterworlds. There are all kinds of hazards. Some of us don't
cone back. Quite a lot, actually. Menbership drives are a real problem and you wouldn't believe
the difficulties we have collecting dues. But the rewards can be... exhilarating.'

"Yes,' said Toby. 'But what do you do, precisely?

"W die,' said Jensen. 'W let our spirits |leave our bodies, allowthemto explore, for a
designated tinme, and then our resident necromancer draws the spirit back into the body, before it
can nove on, and he then revives the body. A whole new Near-Death Experience, scientifically
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evaluated. It's such fun, and terribly exciting. W're learning all kinds of things, all the
time.'

Toby felt seriously out of his depth. He | ooked plaintively at Gayl e, who shrugged.

"Don't get too inpressed. These people are just the philosophical equival ent of bungee junpers and
skydi vers. A Really Dangerous Sports Cub for conplete headbangers. They say they're doing it for
Sci ence and Know edge, but nostly it's just for the kicks.'

"Facing our fears is what makes us strong,' Jensen said easily. 'And fear of death is the greatest

fear of all. W have noved far beyond that, here.

"You' ve noved far beyond sanity,' said Gayle.

"And yet still here you are, coming to us for what you can't find anywhere el se.' Jensen turned
pointedly to Toby. 'Come with ne, and | et ne show you how we overcone that old devil, Death, every
day.

Just for the hell of it. W are taking Science into areas where even Einstein and Hawki ng never
dared to go.

He | ed Toby around the chanber, ignoring Gayle, naning and expl ai ning the various pieces of high-
tech equi prent, while Toby sniled and nodded and did his best to | ook as though he understood nore
than one word in ten. He could work a word processor and find his way around the internet, but
after that he was pretty nuch lost. One thing was increasingly clear, though: this was all major-
| eague equi prent. Nothing off-the-shelf here. It had the | ook of cutting-edge technol ogy, where
you coul dn't even explain what it was for w thout speaking fluent maths. Still, Toby felt he ought
to say sonething, since Gayle was nanifestly so uninterested and uni npressed by any of it.

"Who pays for all this stuff, den? You didn't get any of this equi pnent through nmail order.'
"Various corporations,' Jensen said smoothly. 'You'd be surprised how many top-rank firms are
ready to ship us anything we m ght want, under the counter, in return for access to whatever

i nformati on the equi pnent mi ght produce. None of themwants to be | eft behind, in case we conme up
with anything interesting, or useful. Corporations are technically inmmortal entities, these days,
so they're nore prepared to take the long view But, even with all this help, the nature of our
busi ness still remains... highly experinmental .’

"Transl ation,' said Gayle, 'they don't know what they're doing.

"W learn by doing,' said Jensen. 'Qur linmtations arise out of the limts of the human m nd. Qur
explorers into the infinite can only retain and bring back the nerest scraps and fragments of

i nfornati on. What we see when we die is apparently so big, so overwhel mng, so conceptually alien
that it's hard for the human mnd to conprehend it, once it has returned to the material word.
What we get nostly are inpressions, guesses and dream i ke nmenories. Through extensive correlation
and cross-checking, we have been able to obtain a few nuggets of hard infornation..

Unfortunately, they often tend to contradi ct one anot her

"It's possible that the nature of the afterworlds is, at least at first, determ ned by the

t houghts and beliefs of the observer; the human mnd translating unfamliar information into
acceptabl e netaphors. It's all very quantum really. As below, so above. And of course so nuch of
what we get is neaningless without a context or useful franme of reference. But we persevere! Every
scrap of information our volunteers drag back with themis fed into our conputers, there to be
sorted like with like, in order to build up a clearer, |larger picture.

' The deat h-wal kers have been conpiling information for centuries, but recent advances in conputer
technol ogy have nmade our lives a |lot easier. W're currently conparing and contrasting our
conpiled data with all existing religious texts, searching for useful correlations and insights.
The living human nmind may be too small and limted to enconpass the afterlife experience, but
conputer nodels are theoretically infinite in application. We fully expect to have detail ed maps
of all the afterworlds, within our lifetine.'

"How | ong have you peopl e been down here, doing this? said Toby.

"W have witten records going all the way back to the Ronman Conquest. O course, nethods then

were much cruder. W really peaked during the reign of Elizabeth |, after we'd finally broken away
fromthe Catholic Church and its inflexible doctrines. O course, we did tend to |lose a lot nore
peopl e in those days. They relied nostly on the terminally ill as subjects, in return for a

promise to | ook after their fanilies. Nowadays, we use vol unteers.'

"And what exactly have you | earned for sure, after all these centuries,' asked Gayle, 'even with
your precious conputers? Wiat can you tell us for a fact, about where people go when they die?
"Not a |lot that nakes sense,' Jensen adnitted reluctantly. 'Sonme of our people have reported quite
| engt hy encounters with the recently deceased and departed, but either the newy dead lie a |lot,
or they've got a really weird sense of hunour.'

"The nore | hear, the less | like this," Toby said frankly. "You're trying to know things we're
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not neant to know. Aren't you afraid sonmeone's going to turn up and shut you down?

"No one's turned up yet,' said Jensen. 'Actually, we'd rather like it if Someone did. There are
all sorts of questions we'd just love to put to Hm O Her. O Them W try to be open-m nded
around here. Though of course we have to be careful. Keep your nmind too open, and you never know
what mght walk in.'

' Show nme a door,' said Toby. 'Right now'

"W were all terribly excited to hear of Angel's arrival in town,' said Jensen. 'An actual one-
ti me occupant of Heaven or Hell! The things she could tell us... Unfortunately, she didn't take
too kindly to the em ssary we sent, asking for her cooperation.

"What happened?' said Gayl e.

' She sent back his lungs' said Jensen unhappily. 'Gft-wapped. W think she ate the rest. W did
try to make contact with the poor man's soul, but we couldn't find a trace of it anywhere.
Presumably he was too traumati sed to hang around, or just possibly she ate that, too. There's a

| ot we don't understand about the nature of the soul. Still, that's why we're here! Learning
sonet hi ng new every day.

"I"'mhere for information,' said Gayle. 'Miuch as it pains nme to adnmit it. | need to talk to the
recently deceased. Do you think we could nake a start, please?

"Of course, dear Lady,' said Jensen magnaninously. 'l quite understand your enbarrassnent, having

to come to us for what you can't do yourself, for all your power. But try not to be too
unconfortable. W' re happy to hel p anyone who cones to us in need, even those who have insulted
and belittled our efforts in times past. Come with me, and we'll get things noving. |'msure we
can help you out with whatever little problemis currently troubling you.

He headed for an open doorway on the other side of the room wi thout |ooking back, and Gayl e and
Toby trailed after him Gayle was scow i ng dangerously. Toby | eaned close to her

"If he lays it on any thicker, we'll end up drowning in it. Can we trust these people?
"They really can do a | ot of what he says they can,' Gayle said quietly. 'Wether we get anything
useful out of it is open to question. | need you to be brave, Toby.'

Toby was about to ask why, when they passed through the doorway and into the adjoining chanber and
he was i nmedi ately struck dunmb. This new cavern was even bigger, some fifty or sixty feet wide
much of the floor taken up with basic cots, placed side by side in long rows. And on those cots
lay still bodies, corpses; nen and wonen with staring eyes and their death wounds still bloody on
them Toby's gorge rose in his throat as he nmoved slowy forward, |ooking quickly fromone corpse
to another. W die, Jensen had said, but that hadn't prepared Toby for the awful reality. These
people had died in a variety of ways, none of themeasy or natural. There were bullet holes and
stab wounds, blood still pooling and drying around sone of the cots. Some had cut wists or
throats. Several had cords pulled tight around their necks. One had a plastic bag over his head.
Toby's head swam sickly and he felt suddenly faint. Gayle was at his side in a nmonment, holding him
up with firm hands.

'Be brave, Toby. | need you to be strong for nme.
Toby made hinself breathe deeply, and his head slowy cleared. He glared furiously at Jensen
"This is sick! What the hell is going on here?

"I told you,' Jensen said calmy. 'People die here and go forth to explore the worlds to cone.

Only we can't just stand around waiting for people to die, so we kill them No faked, technica
near - deat h here; our volunteers go nuch further than that. They have to, to get the results we
need. It can get a bit messy sonetines, | adnmit, but our resident necronmancer is quite capable of

repairing all tissue damage. And you have to understand, Toby; nothing happens here that our

vol unteers don't agree to in advance. You see, when you die, over and over, when you get used to
dyi ng, you get bored with doing it the sane old way. The thrill goes out of it. So our people are
constantly experimenting with new and nore unusual, nore violent ways of dying. Some of them have
become quite inventive.'

"l told you,' said Gale. 'Bungee junpers, all |ooking for the next big kick.'

"You're crazy,' said Toby, looking with |oathing at Jensen. 'You're all bloody crazy.

"Couldn't agree nore,' said a thick, slurred voice fromthe far side of the chanber. 'Stupid

bl oody sensation-seekers. |'d have the lot of themcommitted, put on industrial-strength Prozac
and | ocked up in rubber rooms; but no one ever listens to ne.'

They all got sonething of a shock as a figure that had been lying on a cot at the back sat up
slowy, took a long drink fromthe bottle in its hand and then lurched to its feet. Toby
distinctly heard Jensen sigh heavily as the new figure shuffled across the chamber to join them
As he drew nearer, he turned out to be fat, m ddl e-aged and shifty-1ooking, with a great bushy
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beard and a shiny bald head. He wore an old sweater with fresh food stains on it, over battered
khaki shorts that had seen better days. There was a cigar sticking out of one corner of the beard
that waggl ed when he tal ked or when he took a swig fromthe dark bottle of rumthat never left his
hand. He staggered to a halt far too close to the others, sneered at Jensen, leered at Gayl e and
sni ffed suspiciously at Toby.

"I hate visitors. W the hell are you, boy?

I'"'m Toby Dexter. \Who the hell are you?

"I'm Trash. Child prodigy, eccentric dancer and necromancer-in-waiting to the Court of St James,
the bastards. | do all the real work around here. | count themall out, and | count themall back
I hold their hands, nmop their fevered brows and help theminto nice new jackets that tie up at the
back. It's my nmagic that nmakes this appalling proposition possible. Not that you'd know it from

the way | get treated around here. It's a disgrace. | should have been a girl, |ike Mdther

want ed. '

Toby | ooked at Jensen. 'You have a sorcerer named Trash?

"Hey!' Trash said indignantly. 'I ama necromancer! If you're going to insult nme, at |east have
the comon decency to be accurate. And | like the name. Chose it nyself. It's got style, charism
it's... nme. And for some reason, people never seemto have any trouble renenbering it.' He took a

good swig fromhis bottle, blew nasty-snelling cigar snoke into Jensen's face and farted | oudly.
Trash giggled. 'Quick, get a match! We'll catch the next one!

"You're drunk!' said Toby.

"Too bl oody right I am' snarled Trash, lurching even closer so that he could glare at Toby nore
efficiently. '"You don't think I could deal with all this shit sober, do you? Place is full of dead
peopl e! And crazy dead people, at that. Depressing situation for a man of ny refined
sensibilities. And it stinks Iike an abattoir.'

Toby had been trying very hard not to notice the snell. 'Do | take it you've never done this
your sel f ?'

"Do | | ook crazy? Anyone tries to kill me, I'lIl send himhome crying with his balls in his hands.
| amstrictly managerial. |I'"monly here because soneone has to | ook out for these poor bl oody
psychos. '

" And because we pay you an entirely extortionate amobunt as a weekly retainer,' said Jensen calny
' That does help,' Trash adnitted. 'Never be a necronmancer, Toby Dexter. The hours stink, the
conditions are appalling and you have to deal with conplete | oony tunes. | was nmuch happier as an
undertaker. Till | got found out.' He took another drink and | ooked expectantly at Gayle. 'Wat
are you doing down here, Lady? Cone to shut them down at |ast?

Gayl e had been | ooking sadly at the dead nen and wonen on their cots. Some of themwere quite
young. But when she answered Trash, her voice was cal mand businesslike. 'Everyone has the right
to goto Hell in their owmn way. | don't interfere. No matter how rmuch |I may... disagree.' She

| ooked at Jensen. 'Do your lives nmean so little to you, that you'd risk themso lightly? Are your
lives so enpty that only death can fascinate you? This is the antithesis of everything |I believe
in and stand for.'

"Life is not enough,' said Jensen, alnost condescendingly. 'W don't accept any limtations to our
search for know edge. Life is only the beginning; death is for ever. W want to know where we're
going, if only so we can prepare properly to get the nost out of it. Science has al ways been about
pushi ng back the boundaries. Here, we are taking the first faltering steps into a nuch |arger
world. Qur volunteers may be doing it nostly for the thrills, but the driving force in the death-
wal kers has al ways been a | ove of know edge, first and forenost.'

"I don't like being here,' said Gayle, cutting Jensen off abruptly. "And | don't like having to
ask for favours, but it seems | have no choice.'

" Ask us anything, dear Lady,' Jensen said amiably. 'Only too happy to help; to prove our worth.'
"What the hell are we doing here, Gayle? said Toby. 'This place is seriously freaking me out.'
"W're here to find out what you want to know,' Gayle said sharply. 'Nanely, what precisely it is

that makes you so inmportant. Now be quiet and let ne handle things. And don't question nme. | know
what |'m doing.' She took a deep breath and turned back to Jensen, still smiling his condescending
smle. He could tell Gayle was unconfortable and was being especially friendly and hel pful just to
rub it in. She wasn't fooled. '|I need to talk to the recently dead, Jensen. To be specific, | have
questions for those nmenbers of the underground railway who were nmurdered at the station |ast

ni ght, Nicholas Hob's victins. | need information fromthem

Jensen shrugged. 'Shouldn't be too difficult. Their spirits won't have gone far yet.'

He | ooked at Trash, who belched loudly. 'No problem 1've got a girl ready to go out. She's tal ked
to the dead before. Doesn't freak her. Though |I'd be hard-pressed to think of anything that woul d.
She's a hard case, even for this place. You can piggyback her, she won't mind. She's died |ots of
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times. Can't keep her away. Knows her way round the afterworlds, and never has any trouble finding
her way hone. We'll send you off together, and she'll hold the spirits in place so you can ask
your guestions.'

"You know I can't go,' Gayle said flatly. "My nature nmakes it inpossible. It has to be Toby.'
"What ?' Toby span round to glare at Gayle, who | ooked steadily back at him Toby was so angry he
could hardly get the words out. 'Me go? Are you out of your mind? Let one of these crazy bastards

kill nme, in the hope they'll be able to bring ne back? There is no way in hell | amdoing this!
Shit! You had this in mnd all along, didn't you?

"I told you,' said Gayle. 'l need you to be brave, Toby.'

"It's not that dangerous,' said Jensen. 'Not these days. Al right, we lose a few, now and then
well, nore than a few, actually. | think they just don't want to cone back, which is

under standabl e really.'

' Keep that psycho away fromne!' Toby glared around him his hands balled into fists. 'l am

| eaving, right now. Just point nme down the right tunnel, and | am out of here.'
"Toby,' said Gayle, and sonething in her voice chilled him 'Toby, you can't |eave.'
"Vant to bet? Just watch how fast | can nove when |'m properly notivat ed.

'l need you to do this for ne. For both of us. You said you' d do anything for ne.
"This isn't what | had in mind, and you know it! You're taking advantage of ny feelings for you.'
"You said you' d do anything. You said you' d die for me. | need this, Toby. You're the one who said
he | oved ne.'

"I can't believe you're asking nme to do this,' said Toby. 'This is enotional blackmail.

‘I can't force you to do anything, Toby. It's up to you, and how much | mean to you.'

' Come and see our volunteer,' suggested Jensen. '\Wen you see how easy she is about it, |I'msure

you'll feel a lot better.

"Don't put noney on it,' nuttered Toby, but he allowed Jensen to lead themall to the back of the
great chanber, where a tall, busty young wonan was |ying on her back on a cot, listlessly snoking

a cigarette. She sat up as they approached and sniled sardonically at them Her skin was so pale
it was al nost |uninous, especially when set against the basic black she was wearing. She al so had
I ong bl ack hair and wore heavy bl ack eye make-up. The only touch of colour was in her blue Iips.
She had a dozen piercings on her face and ears. She was every Goth girl Toby had ever seen
cranked up to the max. She didn't | ook healthy. Her bone structure was far too prom nent in her
face-there were deep holl ows under her eyes that the nake-up couldn't conceal, and there was a

di sturbing | anguor to her novenments. As far as Toby was concerned, she | ooked half dead already.
She offered hima linp, cold hand and he shook it gingerly in case it might cone off in his grasp
"This is Betty Bones,' said Jensen, smiling approvingly at her. 'One of our nobst enthusiastic
deat h-wal kers. She holds the current record for the nost deaths and successful returns.

"Yeah,' muttered Toby. 'She | ooks it.

"Ch, we're all very proud of dear Betty. Gane for anything, aren't you, dear?

"Damm right,' said Betty, in a breathy whisper. 'Nothing is too extrenme, that's nmy notto. | did
heroin chic for a while, but this is much sexier. Dying's better than any orgasm'

"Sonetines,' said Trash, to no one in particular, 'I think I'"'mthe only normal person down here.
Whi ch, given ny background, is a truly disturbing thought. Lie down, Betty, and I'Il send you on
your way in a mnute. If you neet Elvis again, ask himwhere he's really buried. Toby, you can
have the cot next to hers. One size fits all.’

Betty lay back on her cot imediately, sniling as though waiting for a |lover. Toby sat reluctantly
on the enpty cot next to hers, and glared at Gayle as she stared inpassively down at him

"l can't believe you're asking me to do this.'

"You only think you know nme, Toby. |'ve done harsher things than this, in ny tine, when |I've had
to. And this neans a lot to ne. You will do it for nme, won't you?

Toby's anger ran slowy out of himand was replaced by a tired, bitter acceptance. 'O course |'l
do it. You knew | would before | came here. Wonen |ike you have al ways been able to get what they
want frommen |ike ne.'

"You attached yourself to me,' Gayle said steadily. 'l told you not to. There are good reasons why
mortal nust not love imrortal. But... | will be here, all the tinme you re gone, and I'Il be
waiting for you when you cone back.

"Well, that's a confort, | suppose.' Toby took a deep breath, that didn't cal mhimnearly as nmuch

as he'd hoped it would, and lay back on his cot. The stretched canvas barely gave under his weight
and there was no pillow. He was careful not to look at the cot imediately to his left, already
occupi ed by an especially bl oody corpse. Toby's heart was all but |eaping out of his chest and
despite his hurried breathing, he couldn't seemto get enough air. He wanted just to get up and
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run, but he didn't, couldn't. Even if Gayle didn't love him to be needed was sonething. She sat
on the edge of the cot beside him and held his right hand in both of hers.

"I"mscared, Gayle.'

"Cf course you are. |'mhere, Toby. | won't let go. 1'd do this nyself, if | could... but there
are sonme things even |I'mnot permtted."’

"Don't | get a local anaesthetic?' Toby tried to snmile, but his lips were already trenbling too
much to cooperate. The presence of death was thick in the room 1ike another person. 'Even the
dentist will give you a local.'

"Are you scared of the dentist?

"Terrified. What if this goes w ong?

"It won't.'
"But what if it does?
"Then | will kill Jensen and Trash slowy and horribly, and send themafter you to explain.'

"Ch ye of little faith,' said Jensen breezily, as he joined them 'W do this every day and things
rarely go wong any nore.' He stood at the base of the cot and sniled cheerfully down at Toby.

'So; how do you want it? We usually recomend poison for first-tinmers, but that can take tine, and
our Lady here is looking inpatient. O you could cut your wists; that's very popul ar right now
among the Goth community.

"Razors are cool,' said Betty dreamily fromher cot. 'You can feel your life just slipping away
fromyou along with the bl ood."
"Sorry,' said Toby. '"I"'mnot the suicidal type.'

"Fair enough,' said Jensen. 'Murder it is.'

He drew the gun fromthe shoul der-hol ster under his |ab coat and shot Betty Bones in the chest.
The bull et took her right between the breasts and she spasned on the cot, her |egs jerking. Her
head lolled to one side and Toby saw the Iight go out of her staring eyes. He started to say
sonet hi ng, but even as he turned back to yell at Jensen, the scientist was already aimnmng the gun
at him There was a sound | ouder than thunder, and something punched himhard in the chest. The

i npact drove himback into the cot, the canvas absorbing the pressure. The bullet knocked the air
right out of himand when Toby tried to breathe nore in, he couldn't. There was bl ood all over his

chest, he couldn't breathe and his head was still full of the sound Iike thunder
But he didn't die. H's body fought stubbornly to cling onto life. H's |lungs sucked and fluttered
in his chest, already filling with blood. He tried to lift his arms and coul dn't. There was no

pain yet, only a terrible, terrifying nunbness. He tried to scream and bl ood cane up his throat
and filled his nouth. He jerked on the cot like a fish caught on a hook, going nowhere. He tried
to speak to Gayle and thick bl ood spilled down his chin. She held his hand in both of hers,
pressing so hard her knuckles went white, but he couldn't feel it. There was only the new, grow ng
pain in his chest, worse than he coul d ever have anticipated, and the slow awful fragnenting of
his thoughts as the thunder filled his head.

Everything seened very far away. Darkness was creeping in fromall sides. He wanted to tell Gayle
he'd changed his mnd, that he didn't want to die, that it had all been a terrible m stake, but
there was just the blood bubbling in his mouth and Gayl e hol ding his hand, |ooking down at him
with a calm horribly inplacable face. And that was the |last thing he saw as the darkness finally,
mercifully, swallowed himup

And t hen he died.

There was no great tunnel rushing past him No wondrous light, calling himhonme. No choir of
angels and St Peter at the gate. No downward-bound train to a lake of fire. No old fanmiliar faces
to welcome himin; not even his whole life flashing past one last tine.

It was dark and then it was light, and then Toby was sitting in a waiting roomso typical it was
practically generic. The bare walls were painted in institutional pale green, and there was a
vaguel y unconfortable chair and a coffee table al nost buried under old issues of the kind of
magazi nes no one really reads anyway. At |east there wasn't any nuzak. Toby | ooked sl owy,
unhurriedly about him There was no one else waiting with him The roomfelt calmand very
peaceful and it seened to Toby that he knew this place, that he'd been here before.

Per haps while he was waiting to be born.

A door opened on the opposite side of the roomand a young woman in a stylised nurse's outfit
entered and smiled prettily at him

"M ster Toby Dexter? Death will see you now.'

Toby nodded to her, rose to his feet and wal ked over to the door she was hol ding open for him It
never occurred to himnot to. The door closed behind himwith a solid-sounding thud and he found
hinself in a bare white room just big enough to hold a standard office desk with a chair on both
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sides. Sitting behind the desk, which held two wire trays overflowing with official-I|ooking
papers, was a beautiful woman. Her smle was warm and wel coming. Toby trusted her imediately. He
knew he'd never seen her before, but her face was immedi ately famliar, as though he'd al ways
known her. He sat down in the enpty chair, while Death studied the thick file in her hands.

' Toby Dexter. You really shouldn't be here, you know. It isn't your tine yet.'

"I couldn't agree nore,' said Toby. |'m supposed to be piggybacki ng one of the death-wal kers."'
"Ch them' said Death, pulling a face. 'Bloody nuisances. They've been shooting back and forth so
often just lately I've been seriously considering installing a revolving door. It won't do them
any good. Their spirits can't travel far enough to learn anything really interesting wthout

| eaving their bodi es permanently behind. You'd have thought they'd have figured that out after al
these years. Still, hope springs eternal in the nminds of the seriously deluded.'

"You don't mind?" said Toby dubiously.

Deat h shrugged easily. 'Let them play. Everyone has to conme to terns with dying, and this is their
way. '

"Do they all get to neet you?

"No. They've never seen ne. You only got this short interview because you're special.

Toby groaned loudly. 'You have no idea howtired |'mgetting of hearing that. Al right, I'ma
focal point. But can you at least tell ne why?
Death snmiled. "It was decided where all the things that matter are decided. You have been given

the power to decide the fates of peoples and of worlds.'
"But | don't want that kind of responsibility!

"Then you're the very best kind to have it."'

"Way ne?' said Toby, alnost plaintively.

"Don't ask me. | don't nove in those kinds of circles. For what it's worth, | think the Creator
occasionally likes to test his creations, to see what they' |l do. To see how far they've cone.'
"But... what am | supposed to do? No one will tell ne!’

"You'll know, when the time cones. Every nartyr has to choose their own cross. Be strong, be
brave... and be yourself. Follow your heart, Toby. And if it does all go wong, | pronise I'll be

here, waiting for you.'

"Where is this place? said Toby.

"Don't ask ne. It's your mnd we're talking in. See you again, Toby. See you again.'

Toby sat up suddenly on his cot, his lungs sucking in air. There was blood in his nouth and he
spat it out, but there wasn't much. He clutched at his chest, but the wound was al ready heal ed.
Gayl e was still holding his hand in both of hers. Toby | ooked w Idly about him Everything | ooked
very sharp, very bright. At the next cot, the necromancer Trash was |eani ng over Betty Bones, who

was lying very still. Toby breathed harshly; his body felt Iike a snall and fragile thing, and
very precious. He also felt cold, terribly cold. He was shuddering violently now, full of the
chill of death. He started to cry, and Gayle took himin her arns, holding himclose, warmng his

body with the heat of her own. Toby would have |iked to push her away, but he didn't have the
strength. And besides, right then he needed to be held. Gayle rocked himslowy back and forth,
containing his shivers in the resilience of her own body, until gradually they died away.

"Hush,' she said. 'Hush, hush, it's all right now It's all over.'

"You don't know what you did to nme,' said Toby, forcing the words past his tears. 'You don't know
what you nade ne do.'

"I"'msorry | hurt you, Toby. | always hurt the ones who get closest to ne. |'mnot allowed to have
favourites. Goes with the job.'

After a while he stopped crying and stopped shaking, but Gayle still held him and Toby let her
hold him He needed to believe, if only for a while, that she cared for himon some |evel. But
eventual ly pride nade himpush her away, and she let go of himimmedi ately. They sat there on the
cot for a long noment, just |ooking into each other's faces.

"I'm back,' Toby said finally. 'Surprised?

"Not at all,' said Gayle. 'I always knew you were too stubborn to be beaten this easily. | never
doubt ed your strength of will to return for a nonent. Wl cone back, ny hero.'

"More like your fool,' said Toby.

"Wiere did you go?' said Gayle. 'Wat did you see?

Toby frowned. 'It's like a dream the details already fading. But... | wasn't with Betty. Were..
?I

He | ooked past Gayle to see Trash working fiercely on Betty's unresponsive form He |eaned over to
breathe air into her slack nouth, and then hit her hard on the chest, again and again, all the
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time chanting angrily in a | anguage Toby didn't recogni se. Jensen hovered nearby, capturing it al
on video. And then, finally, Betty Bones convul sed on her cot and sat bolt upright, alnmost hitting
Trash in the face. She nmade a sound |i ke being born, opened her eyes, snatched his cigar fromhis
mouth and stuck it in hers. Trash stopped chanting, patted her fondly on the head and took a | ong
drink fromhis bottle. Betty ran her hand slowy through her hair and blinked a few tines.

"That was intense,' she said dreamily. 'I went a lot further than |'ve ever been before. But |
| ost the new guy. Sonmething just... ripped himaway from ne.

Jensen quickly turned his canera on Toby. 'So where did you go, Toby Dexter? What did you see?
' She was very beautiful,' Toby said slowly. "But I can't renenber... what she said.’

Jensen | owered his canera, |ooking disappointed but not surprised. 'Don't worry, Toby. Few people
bring back much fromtheir first trip.

"So it was all for nothing,' said Toby, |ooking at Gayle. 'Everything you put me through
everything | did for you. Al for nothing.'

"l learned sonething,' said Gayle. 'I |earned what you' re made of, Toby. And how rmuch you | ove
me. '

She reached out to touch his face and he flinched back. Gayle | ooked at hi msadly. Jensen coughed
politely.

"Yes, well; let's see howour little Betty did. She's a nuch nore experienced traveller.'

He turned the cantorder on Betty, who sniled into the lens with practised ease. 'l found Hob's
victims, or sone of them anyway. They never knew what Hob was really up to; only that his plans,
or rather his father's plans, were a threat to the whole of Mysterie - a threat to its very
nature. That's why they thought they'd be safer in Veritie.'

"But the nature of Mysterie never changes,' said Gayle, frowning. 'That's the point. Wat could
the Serpent possibly be planning that could threaten the very essence of Mysterie?

And that was when all the dead people on the cots cane back to life sinmultaneously. One nonent
they were just so many bl oodi ed corpses, and the next they were all sitting up at once, thrust
back into life. Alot of themwere screaning. Trash and Jensen and even Betty Bones ran back and
froth, holding and conforting the returnees and aski ng what had happened. It quickly energed that
t he deat h-wal kers had been thrown out of the afterworlds, though they couldn't or wouldn't say by
what or by whom All they knew for sure was that Something Bad was com ng, heading right for
Mysterie and Veritie, and that they were banned fromthe realns beyond life until it was all over
one way or another. A lot of them nentioned Toby Dexter's name. And on | earning that he was right
there with them these nen and wonen who were so unafraid of death that they did it every day,
just for kicks, |ooked at himw th spooked and wondering eyes.

"I think it's tine we were |leaving,' said Gayle

"You took the words right out of my mouth,' said Toby.

They waited till they were well out of the death-wal kers' lair, and were wal ki ng back through the
Sacred Heart cenetery, before they had their row. Toby's anger had plenty of tine to build, and by
the tine he finally spoke to Gayle, who seemed as cool and calmas ever, it was all he could do to
keep from shouting at her

"You used ne.'

"Yes. We didn't get nearly as nmuch out of it as |I'd hoped, but then, | always knew it was a | ong
shot .’

"You used ne! You knew | couldn't say no to you. And all for what? Wiat do we have now, that was
worth what | went through?

"I did what | had to,' said Gayle. 'You don't know what it cost ne, to ask favours fromthem'
"Since it didn't involve getting shot through the chest, | don't think | care! So what if it hurt
your pride? | can still taste blood in ny nouth!

' Keep your voice down,' said Gayle. 'You never know who m ght be listening. Especially here.'

"l thought you knew what you were doing. But you're just as lost and confused as the rest of us,
only you won't admt it. | don't know who or what you really are, or used to be, but it's clear
you' ve been human too long. You're out of touch. |I don't know why |'ve followed you this far.'

' Because you | ove ne.'

"Do |? Do you care for ne at all, Gayle? Does ny pain nean anything to you?

"l care about it. But | can't let it matter to ne. | have to see the bigger picture.’

"You can't see anything any nore! You're as divorced fromwhat's really going on as your crazy
sister. She said | ought to ask Jimry Thunder for help, and |I'm beginning to think she m ght be
right. He has good contacts, in Veritie and in Mysterie, and | don't think he'd | ower hinmself to
betray ne the way you did.
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Gayle stiffened at the bitterness in his voice. 'l did what | had to! You can't see things as I
have to. And you can't trust anything Luna says. She's crazy.

"Then why did we go to see her?

"Don't you question ne, Toby Dexter. You don't have the right!

"I don't have the right? | died for you, Gayle!’

"I never said | loved you,' said Gayle. 'l tried to warn you away; told you you'd only get hurt if
you insisted on hanging around ne. | do care for you, Toby, but I'll sacrifice you in a moment, if
I have to. | have greater responsibilities, greater duties, than you can imgine, and | can't put

them asi de for one |ovesick young fool who followed ne through the wong door."'
"l died for you because | trusted you.
"I've seen a lot of people die.'

' Damm you.'

Gayl e | ooked at himtiredly. 'Wat do you want fromnme, Toby? | can't feel for you the way you
want me to feel. | never asked you to love nme, never wanted it. | care for lots of people, and
often | can't save themeither. If you weren't a focal point, |I'd have cut you | oose |ong ago. As
it is, we mght as well talk to Jimy again. |I've run out of ideas.'

Toby sniffed. 'l feel safer already.

El GHT

AT HOVE WTH LEO MORN

Saf e and secure in the real world, Leo Morn lived in a charming little seventeenth-century cottage
on the banks of the Kennet & Avon Canal. It was a pleasant, isolated domcile, with thick, solid
wal | s of the local creany-grey stone, heavy oaken doors and latticed wi ndows, topped with the
traditional thatched roof. The only sign of nodernity was the tel evision aerial holding up the

rat her rickety-1ooking chimey stack. There was a burglar alarm but Leo hardly ever bothered
setting it, on the unanswerable grounds that he owned nothing worth stealing. The cottage was a
confortabl e distance away fromthe hustle and bustle of the town centre, while still wthin easy
wal ki ng di stance of the nearest pub. Fromthe outside, Leo's cottage was a picturesque, even
enchanting sight, arelic of times past and qualities not forgotten. Inside, it was a tip, and
visitors had to be very careful where they put their feet. Some men just aren't suited to living
alone. In fact, sone nen are absolute pigs when they don't have a woman runni ng around cl eaning up
after them

Leo Morn didn't give a danm. Mostly.

Today he scow ed fiercely as he kicked his way through the accurmul ated junk and rubbi sh cluttering
up the floor of his living room Normally he wouldn't even have seen it, but right then he needed
sonething to take out his bad tenper on. So old takeaway pizza boxes, stacks of old newspapers and
magazi nes and nmounds of general refuse best not investigated too closely went flying this way and
that under the urging of his boot, making the living roomeven nore of a disaster area than it had
been before. Leo ran out of energy before he ran out of bile, and reluctantly slunmped into his
favourite chair. He | ooked noodily at the antique Mroccan table beside him still layered with
the debris of several neals. Leo only ever cleaned up after neals when there wasn't any room | eft
for the latest addition. In fact, he didn't think he'd ever taken the cloth off the table since
the day he first put it on. This in turn remi nded himof the tottering piles of dirty crockery
currently filling the kitchen sink, but he pushed the thought firnly aside. He was depressed
enough as it was.

Leo chewed cheerlessly at the week-old slice of pizza he'd found stuck to the top of his bedside
table. The cold crust was overly crunchy, but the pepperoni still had a pleasant tang. Leo was a
great confort eater, when he couldn't get sex. The cottage had al ways been his shelter, his safe
haven, his refuge fromall the demands the world insisted on making on him and the grow ng
certainty that he was going to have to leave it depressed himmghtily. Not that he had any choice
in the matter. Hob had seen him back at Bl ackacre farmhouse, and it was only a matter of tine
before he, or nore likely one of his nastier agents, came |ooking for the poor deluded fool who
had dared to spy on the great and powerful N cholas Hob. Leo had decided not to be around when

t hat happened. In fact, very soon now he was going to choose a horizon and then di sappear over it
at speed. He finished the |ast of the pizza, licked his fingers and scow ed about him He was
really going to nmiss this cottage. Particularly after all he'd gone through to acquire it.

The cottage was a listed building, an architectural treasure of historical interest protected by
the National Trust, and therefore not surprisingly worth at |least a hundred and fifty thousand
pounds on the open market. Leo couldn't have raised that kind of noney if his Iife had depended on
it, but he'd set his heart on living there, so he acquired it the way he usually got things he
want ed but couldn't afford; by being sneaky, underhand and utterly conscienceless. In this case
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that invol ved tracking down the pleasant fortyi sh wi dow who owned the property, and sleeping with
her. He went on sleeping with her until she agreed to sell himthe cottage, for a staggeringly |ow
sum waited till all the contracts had been signed and exchanged, and then stopped sl eeping with
her. Leo wasn't nuch of a one for |ooking back. He never answered her phone calls, didn't even
bot her opening her letters, and in the end she left himalone to enjoy his cottage. Leo had heard
about guilt, conscience and integrity, and wanted nothing to do with any of them They just
conplicated things and got in the way of a confortable life.

The cold pizza left himeven hungrier. He surged up out of his chair and stonped off into the
adj oi ning kitchen. He headed straight for the fridge, not even glancing at the packed sink, and
tugged open its filthy, fingerprinted door. Next to the piled-up six-packs was a fat |leg of |anb,
fresh fromthe butcher's that nmorning - still raw and bl oody, the way he liked it. He took it out
and ripped off the shrink-wapping, forcing the fridge door shut again with his shoulder. Hs
nostrils twitched at the delicious smell and he chewed hungrily at the raw neat and gnawed on the
bone as he made his way back into the Iiving room The sinplest pleasures were the best. And he
al ways got hungry when he was pl anni ng sonet hi ng.

Ri ght now he was planning on running away, and the only thing left to be deci ded was how far he'd
have to go before he could be sure he was safe.

The voice of his Brother Under The Hill intruded on his thoughts, the usual naggi ng rem nder of
things | eft undone. | thought we were going to talk to someone about what we di scovered at

Bl ackacre Farnf? About Hob raising the dead fromtheir graves?

"l have thought about it, and the only thing | feel |ike saying is goodbye,' Leo said firmy. "I
am not stupid enough to go up against the likes of Nicholas Hob and Angel. They could chew ne up
and spit ne out, and not even notice unless part of nme got stuck in their teeth.'

Even after they dragged your friend Reed up out of his grave and sent hi mwal ki ng through the

t own?

"All the nore reason not to stick around so he could do the sane thing to nme. Reed woul d

under stand. He knew he couldn 't depend on ne, even when he was alive.'

If Nicholas Hob is up to sonmething big, where can you go and still be safe?
"I'"ll lose nyself in London. |I've done it before. There's al ways enough nmagi cal shit going on in
the Snmoke that even the Hob won't be able to find ne. | still have ny old contacts in the clubs,

fromthe last time | toured there. They loved nme at Strangefell ows. Whatever Hob's up to, it isn
"t my responsibility to do anything about it.'

No. It never is, is it?

' Look; whatever's going to happen, | do not want to be here at ground zero when it goes off.’
Are you planning on telling anyone before you | eave?

' No'
Are you planni ng on taking anyone with you?

' No'

I would say | mdisappointed but |I've known you too |ong. Your father-

'"My father got hinself and ny nother killed trying to play the hero!' Trying to live up to what
you wanted himto be. |'ve got nobre sense

The Brother sighed heavily |'ve raised Morns for generations Been guardian to a |line of heroes and
warriors Wiere did I go wong with you

"You let ny parents die

Leo realised he'd eaten all the nmeat off the bone He cracked the bone in two to get at the narrow,
got out as nuch as he could be bothered with, and then threw the pieces of bone away They

di sappeared into the sea of rubbish on the floor Leo dropped back into his confortable chair, al
hi s energy suddenly gone He knew he had to | eave, and soon He knew that every noment he del ayed
was a risk, but leaving his hone and his town didn't conme easily to himHe' d put a | ot of effort
into establishing a confortable, undemanding, safe life, and he fiercely resented having to give
it up ALl Leo had ever wanted was to be left alone, to drift through his life as he saw fit, with
no encunbrances and no commitnments And nostly, he'd achieved that No great acconplishnents, no
triunphs to boast of, but no duties and no dependants either No responsibilities to anyone, or for
anyone And now, because of his curiosity, and a vague feeling that he ought to avenge a dead
friend, he was going to have to give it all up, |eave behind the few things he genuinely val ued,
to run off and hide in the grubbier bolt-holes of the Snoke It wasn't fair.

W1l you be taking anything with you? said his Brother, echoing his thoughts.

"Woul d you?' said Leo '"It's all junk Stuff that fell off ny life when | wasn't |ooking There's
nothing here | can't replace in London Travel light travel fast I'Il still be able to hear your
naggi ng voice. What else is there that matters?
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Are you really going to | eave your whole life behind?

Alife?" said Leo, with sudden bitter honesty 'That's sonething other people have isn't it? My
life ended the day ny parents were taken fromme | was ten years old renenber? Hell of a birthday
present Since then there's just been nme Doing what | have to to get by Lots of acquai ntances but
fewreal friends Too wild an animal for nobst people civilised people | never fit in never really
wanted to Damed by ny father's legacy to be a lone wolf Al |'ve had, all |'ve ever really had,
is you And that's only because the exorcismdidn 't work'

What about your many girlfriends? Shouldn't you at least call them tell themyou're |eaving? Some
of them m ght actually worry about you

"l seriously doubt it If you d been paying attention you d know that none of themare currently
speaking to ne | keep telling them| don't do the commitnent thing, but they never listen They
just smile and nod and think, This time it'll be different, until finally | have to rub their
noses in it And then they get all upset Sonetines | think |I should prepare a formletter to hand
out in advance, just so they've got it in witing'

It certainly mght have hel ped the one who cut her wists.

"l drove her to the hospital, didn't [?

Why are you al ways breaking up with them Leo? Sone of themreally do care for you, though God

al one knows why they shoul d.

Leo sighed tiredly 'If you leave themfirst, they don't get a chance to hurt you by | eaving

Li ke your parents left you ?

" Shut up Just shut the hell up Let ne think '

Leo lurched to his feet and kicked the hell out of everything around him including the fittings
and furniture He broke a satisfying nunber of things, and generally redistributed a | ot of the
junk on the floor, but in the end nothing had changed Hs life was still the sane He stood in the
m ddl e of the room breathing heavily, head hangi ng down, and couldn't say he felt any better

Thi ngs had cone to a pretty pass when even casual viol ence and destructiveness couldn't confort
hi m As al ways, when pushed into a corner, Leo |ashed out.

"Stop trying to make ne feel guilty about |eaving! There's nothing I can do here, and you know it.
Not agai nst N cholas Hob and Angel !’

I know many things, said his Brother Under The Hi Il calmy | see the past as well as the present,
and sonetines hints of things to come | see the ever-changing web of fate and the way its strands
reach subtly out to entangle people struggle as they may Whatever Hob is planning, it must be
somet hi ng bi g somet hi ng unprecedentedly significant, even for himlt's hard for me to see him at
the best of tines given who and what he is, but right now the skeins of fate are boiling al
around Bl ackacre changing and reformng with every nonent, with every thought and deci sion

Ni chol as Hob has |'ve never seen such terrible potential in one place before Whatever he's

pl anni ng threatens the whol e of Mysterie.

'Good,' said Leo. 'Let it all burn. Nothing good ever cane out of Mysterie; only threats and
dangers and madness. And cursed, dammed lives |like mne.'

And me? Am | a curse?

"Look, even if | was prepared to stay, which I'mnot, what the hell could | do? I'mnot a power in
this town; let one of the real novers and shakers deal with Hob. Soneone who's happy to play the
hero. | amout of here.’

There was a sudden, and very unexpected, knock at the front door. Leo froze where he was, hardly
breat hi ng. No one should be able to approach his cottage without his Brother noticing. No one
normal . Leo | ooked quickly about him There were no lights on in the cottage, no sounds, nothing
to show that anyone was at honme. He stood perfectly still, listening. Beads of sweat popped out on
his forehead. He could hear soneone noving restlessly outside the front door

"Can you see who it is? he said nentally to his Brother

No. Wiich is unusual, in Veritie. Only one of the really major players would be able to shield

t hensel ves that thoroughly, in the real world. But | think we can safely assume it isn 't N chol as
Hob or Angel; on the grounds that they wouldn 't have bothered to knock

"But why would a mmjor player cone |ooking for me? No one el se even knows | was at Bl ackacre.'
Whoever it was knocked at the door again, a little nore firmy. They clearly weren't going to go
away. Leo scowl ed, and very reluctantly crossed the roomto the front door. Wth his current |uck
it was probably soneone fromthe Inland Revenue. He opened the door just enough to | ook out, and
then wider as he took in his visitor. She was pretty in an unfinished kind of way, only just out
of her teens, all blonde hair and wi de eyes and an innocent snile, and Leo was damed if he
recogni sed her at all. He was pretty sure she wasn't an old girlfriend. He usually liked thema
little older and a | ot nore experienced. She was wearing a light sumery frock, and a cute little
bl ack beret over long blonde hair that fell straight to her shoul ders. Her hands were cl asped
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tightly in front of her, the knuckles white with tension, but her snmile was sweet and open. It
took Leo a nonment to realise that for all her youth, she had icy-blue eyes as old as the world.
Hel | and damation!, said his Brother, something very |ike shock in his nental voice. | don't
believe it! That's Lunal

"Jesus!' said Leo.

No, I'mpretty sure it's Luna.
"What the hell is she doing out in the real world?
Ask her in and find out. |I'm absolutely dying to know.

Leo qui ckly renenbered what passed for his manners, and stepped back fromthe door, inviting Luna
inwith a nute wave of his hand. She glided forward into his living room noving with nore than
nat ural poi se and grace. Then she stopped and | ooked about her, frowning prettily, politely
appal l ed by all the nmess but too well bred to say so. Leo stared at her for a while, honestly
enchanted, then pushed the front door shut and hurried forward to clear the best chair for her to
sit in. She regarded the chair dubiously for a noment and then smiled and settled into it as if it
were a throne. Leo pulled up his other chair and sat down facing her. Something about her took his
breath away, even apart from knowi ng who and what she was. Luna turned the full force of her
beami ng smile on himand Leo did his best to smle back. It felt rather Iike having a lion in his
living room Luna was a Power and a Domination, not to nention as crazy as a loon, and could crush
himlike a bug if the notion took her

"So,' said Luna, in a light, breathy and not at all threatening voice, 'l have tracked you to your
lair, Leo Morn, last of the line of Morn. Not quite what | expected, but then | so rarely know
what to expect any nmore. The world is a conplete surprise to ne. Yes. You know, you really are
going to have to do something with this place. Preferably involving fum gation.'

Leo |l aughed politely. 'How did you find ne?" he said, careful to keep his voice entirely
respectful. "I didn't think people |like you knew people |ike ne even existed.'

"I see all, fromny high vantage,' Luna said airily. '"Nothing is hidden, nothing is ever |ost,
nothing is ever forgotten. That's al ways been part of ny problem’

Leo studied her openly and for the nmonment she seened content to let him Luna hadn't wal ked in
Veritie, the brutal and unforgiving real world, for as |long as anyone in the town could renmenber.
Her honme only existed in Mysterie, a magical refuge surrounded by ancient and powerful spells of
protection. As nuch, sone whispered, to protect the town fromher, as vice versa. And there she
lived her quiet, insane life, troubling no one, asking only to be disregarded and | eft al one. And
anyone with any sense did just that. One does not wake the dragon w t hout good reason. Now here
she was, out and about in the real world, w thout even a warning. She |ooked small, vul nerable and
really quite ordinary Pretty enough, but nothing spectacul ar And she had a sad, battered, beaten-
down | ook that was i mediately famliar to Leo, a harsh remi nder of every wonan he'd ever used and
hurt and abandoned Despite hinself, he felt obscurely guilty.

He knew the story of Luna's rape Everyone did.

‘"l cane to you,' Luna said suddenly, 'because | know your Brother Under The Hill |'ve known him
for along time And | have been out of touch for so long that he is the only one in this town that
I can still renmenber Apart fromny sister, of course Poor Gayle, still trying so very hard to be
human Your Brother is very special | remenber himfrom before he was Under The Hill'

Leo's ears pricked up imediately 'Really?" 1 don't suppose you know who put himthere? He won't
tal k about it to nme '

"He's never told you? Then perhaps it's not ny place to say either | know so nany things, and it's
hard to renenber which of them are supposed to be secrets But if you need to know.

| put nyself Under The Hill, said the Brother heavily, | killed the first of your line Leo The
first Morn long long ago He was a good nan and a great hero though | didn't realise that until it
was too late This is my penance to be interred for ever and a day because | was w ong Because

was blind and woul d not see.

"And now you see everything ' said Leo, 'and you re still killing Morns '

| have raised and guarded heroes' Preserved the line fromits many enenmies But for all ny years
amnot infallible Yes | failed your parents Leo |Is that what you want nme to say? | nourn their

| oss just as nuch as you do | am your Brother.

"What was he?' Leo said to Luna "Originally, | nean Do you renenber?

O course | renenber That was back when giants wal ked the earth, and he was one of them He was
Nephi hm child of angels So beautiful, and so cursed Hello, Brother Hello
Hel |l o Luna How are you?

"Better than | was '

Leo | ooked sharply at Luna 'You can hear hin? | thought I was the only one
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"l hear everything, frommy high station,' Luna said sadly 'That's al ways been part of ny probl em
It was clear to Leo that if he followed up all the questions he wanted to ask, he and Luna woul d
still be sitting here this tine tonorrow, so he nmade hinself concentrate on the matter at hand.
"What brings you here, Luna? To ne, inreality?

"My sister Gayle cane to see ne,' Luna said slowy. 'Her presence awoke me fromny | ong stupor
frommy dreans. She canme to ne for advice and hel p, which shows how desperate she nust be. There
was a young man with her, a focal point. His presence helped to focus nme, to collect ny scattered
selves, if only for a while. | feel stronger now, nore... coherent. Together. Yes. Gayle's words
stay with me. Wiat she said, and what she didn't say. For once, | didn't forget.

"So | went out into the town, to | ook around. It seens nuch the sane in spirit, though the details

have changed. Not for the better, | suspect, but then, I'mno judge. And as | walked in Veritie,
my reason no |onger clouded by my own protective spells, | could see the Hob was pl anni ng again
He's had plans before, his own and those of his accursed father, but this... this is sonething
new. | can tell. The Serpent's never been this ambitious before. He knows sonething, or thinks he
does. | think this tine he's planning to play for all the marbles..."'

Leo didn't know what to say to that. Anyone el se of her rank and station he would have believed

i medi ately; but this was Luna, whose very name was a byword for nmadness. And yet... he'd seen Hob

and Angel, sitting together in that rotting farmhouse, seen the dead men standing guard in the
dead woods.

'How are you enjoying reality? he said finally, just to be saying sonething, and then wi nced as
he realised how t hat sounded.

"It's very cranped,’' said Luna, quite seriously. 'Miuch too snall and confining, conpared to what
I"mused to. But | couldn't go travelling in Mysterie without Hob noticing, so | was forced to

translate nmyself into the real world. It was quite a shock. | haven't been real in such a |ong
time... but | amnore centred here, nore focused. Less crazy. |'ve been able to think here.’
"Why haven't you gone to see your sister? said Leo. 'She's still a Power. She can do nuch nore

for you than I can.’

'Gayl e has been human too long,' Luna said flatly. '"All those years of being real have linmted her
thinking. She's reluctant to enbrace her responsibilities and take on her aspect again. She could
leave it too late, and find herself unable to stop Hob. And she's enotionally linked to the young
man, the focal point. Dangerous things, focal points. This link, whatever it turns out to be,
makes her unpredictable. Bottomline: we can't trust her to do the right thing.'

"But why come to ne?' Leo said plaintively.

'Because | need a hero. | need a Morn. Thanks to the Brother Under The Hill, those of your Iline
have been chanpi ons of the good and the just for centuries.’

"But I'mnot |ike them

"You'd better be,' said Luna. 'O we're all dead.

Leo felt like whining. He had a very sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. 'Define all
"Everyone, in all of Veritie and Mysterie, perhaps. O maybe worse than dead. You can't outrun
what's comi ng, Leo Morn. No one can. Not even ne.'

"What is coning?

"I don't know. But it feels like the End. O everything.'

There was a | ong pause, and all Leo could think, over and over, was oh, shit. He searched
frantically for some hole in Luna's argunent.

' How coul d even Nichol as Hob hope to hurt your sister?" he said eventually. 'Gven who and what
she is? Hob may be the Serpent's Son, but she's a | ot bigger than that. Even with Angel at his
side, surely there's a linit to the damage he can do?

Luna cocked her head on one side. 'You know about Angel ? Ah, yes; you went sneaking out to

Bl ackacre, and saw themin conference together. | knew there was a particular reason why | canme to
you. You found a way in, past all Hob's defences. Quite remarkable. | want you to do it again.
Take ne back there, into the dark heart of Bl ackacre.'

Leo could feel cold fingers wapping tightly around his heart. This just kept getting worse and

worse. |If there was one place in the world he definitely didn't want to see again... There had
been a definite air of madness and awful intent about the dead house in the dead wood, a sense of
danger to body and soul. But he couldn't just say No, thank you, or, Not a chance in hell, not to

as powerful and potentially crazy a personage as Luna. Even here in reality, sitting in his chair,
all sweetness and innocence, Luna was scarier than Hob and Angel put together. She could turn him
inside out with a thought, and still keep himalive and suffering for as long as it anmused her
She' d done worse, in her tine.
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'What about you, Brother?' he said finally, desperately. 'Can you see anything of Hob's plans? O
anyt hing to suggest that the worlds are in danger?

No, said the Brother thoughtfully. But given the nature and strength of a creature |ike Hob

woul dn't expect to In fact if he put his mind to it he could be standi ng outside your front door
right now and | wouldn't know it until he d burned the cottage down.

"Now t here's a conforting thought' Leo |ooked unhappily at Luna 'Wat exactly are you planning to
do, if | can get you to the farnhouse?

"I will talk to Hob,' said Luna '"He is nmy son '

"I see And when did you last talk to hinf

Luna considered for a while '"Do you know, | don't think | ever have So it's probably well past
tinme we sat down and had a good not her-and-son chat |'ve been neglecting ny duties
"Look,' said Leo, 'l really don't think this is such a good idea'

Luna stood up abruptly and took just a little of her aspect upon her The cottage was suddenly ful
of a shimering silver light, alnpst too bright to be borne It suffused Leo's body and mind like a
how of ancient days, of running free in the wild woods, and his heart |eaped in response He
wanted to fall to his knees and worship her, to hunt down sone fleeing thing and lay it bl oody and
snoking at her feet She was the mistress of his soul, of his wild and untaned | one-wol f soul, and
he woul d have done anything for her right then, anything at all, sacrificed or been the sacrifice,
all for her, for she was the goddess of the hunt.

The I'ight snapped off and was gone and Leo was unsurprised to find hinself on his knees before
Luna But even as he tried to find a voice to say sonething, Luna frowned and the whol e cottage
shifted as she translated it out of Veritie and into Mysterie, by sheer act of will For a nonent
the living roomwas full of the ghosts of its previous owners, drifting and flickering through the
room until Luna dismissed themw th a wave of her hand Leo bowed his head, sweating and
shuddering, in the presence of sonething so rmuch greater than hinself.

Luna snmiled terribly upon him and then shut down her aspect and becane just a woman agai n She sat
down in her chair, arranged herself confortably and smled sweetly on Leo as he scranbled to his
feet and all but collapsed back into his chair

| have need of you, Leo Mdrn,'Luna said calmy, inplacably ' The Morns have al ways been heroes
But | abdicated.' said Leo, whining. And of course you have so many other inportant things to do
"Whose side are you on?' said Leo, feeling outnunbered and distinctly hard-done-by.

Wait a minute. Soneone's here... | didn't see themconing. Wiy didn't | see themcom ng? Hell's
teeth, it's Angel! She's found us, now we're in Mysterie! She's right outside the front door

Leo surged up out of his chair and sprinted across the roomto |lock and bolt the front door

That won't stop her. Steel plating won't stop Angel, if she wants in.

"Then think of sonething that will!'

"l don't suppose you have any weapons in this place? said Luna, rising unhurriedly from her
chair. '"Arthanmes, Elder Signs, shaped curses?

"Never felt the need for any before now ' Leo | ooked quickly about him 'Come with me. There's a
back door. ..

And then they all fell silent as they heard Angel run up the outside wall of the cottage. It was a
light, eerie sound, like an insect the size of a man scuttling over the uneven stone. She strode
unhurriedly across the roof, her great heavy footsteps crushing the thatching, to | et them know
where she was. The room shook under the inpact of each awful tread and Leo was afraid she mnight
conme crashing through the roof at any nonent. Luna craned her neck back to | ook up, seemi ng nore
interested than anything. It occurred to Leo that this was his worst nightrmare cone true: to be
trapped between two powerful wonen who m ght destroy himin their fight over him He tried to
smile at the thought but there was no humour in him and anyway his nouth was too dry. Angel had
cone to kill him and there was nowhere |left to hide.

The heavy footsteps stopped. Leo and Luna | ooked around them It was very quiet. And then there
was a thud outside the front door as sonething heavy hit the ground, and even as Leo span round,
Angel smashed through the | ocked and bolted door in one sudden novenment. The solid oak tore |ike
paper, and the hinges flew across the roomlike shrapnel, torn fromthe door janb. Angel stood
franed by the weckage of the doorway, a nmenacing figure as pale as a ghost, wapped in black
tatters, grinning fiercely and with glowi ng, blood-red eyes. Leo made a sound in his throat. Ange
took a step forward and | aughed happily as he took a step back

"Little animal, | have sniffed you out,' said Angel, smling her inhuman snile. 'You shouldn't
have cone spying to Bl ackacre.

Shoul dn't have made yourself known to us. Nicholas Hob wants to talk to you. I'd just as soon Kill
you now, but he's curious. Maybe after he's finished with you, he'll let me play with what's left
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of you.'

"I don't play well with other people,' said Leo. He tried to sound cal mand conposed, even
threatening, but Angel didn't |look at all inpressed.

"Pretty Angel,' said Luna. Her face had gone all vague, and her eyes were unfocused. Her sunmmrery
frock had changed to a gypsyish outfit of brightly coloured bl ouse and skirt, and her bl onde hair
now had thick curls in it. The black beret had been replaced by a knotted kerchief. Leo's heart
sank. Luna was drifting again. Being in Veritie had kept her focused, but the nove back to
Mysterie must have weakened her grip on herself. Angel |ooked at Luna and frowned.

"I feel | should know you. But it doesn't matter. Stay out of my way or I'Il kill you.

Luna gi ggl ed and brought one hand up to her rosebud nouth so she could suck on her thunb. Her eyes
were very far away now. Angel turned back to Leo.

"Cone with me. Cone with ne now, or |I'll hurt you. | think you' d break very easily.'

"Ah, hell,' said Leo resignedly. 'Some days fate just won't | eave you al one.'

He reached deep inside hinself, called on his father's heritage and changed. Thick fur burst out
all over his body. Hi s legs lengthened. Caws erupted fromhis feet and hands. H s back arched and
a tail burst out of his hindquarters. H's face shot forward, formng a | ong nuzzle cramed with
sharp fangs. Hi s clothes disappeared as he fell forward onto all fours, seven foot |long, three
hundred pounds, all wolf and angry with it. Like his ancestors before him Leo Morn was a shape-
shifter. A lycanthrope. A werewolf.

"Cute little puppy,' said Angel. 'You are full of surprises, aren't you? Still, tine to go
wal ki es, Leo Morn.'

Leo went for her throat.

Hi s powerful back |legs propelled himforward faster than the human eye could follow, his vicious
jaws gapi ng and sl avering as he | aunched hinsel f, but Angel didn't even fall back a step. She
caught himby the throat with one hand and held him fast, absorbing his speed and the inpact of
his weight as though it were nothing. Leo kicked and scrabbl ed hel pl essly as her fingers cl osed
around his w ndpi pe |like steel bands. Angel |aughed in his changed face and threw himfromher. He
flew across the width of the living roomand smashed into the far wall, hard enough to crack the
plaster. He hit the floor already back on his feet again, and went to neet Angel snarling as she
advanced on him her pale fingers crooked |ike claws. Luna wasn't even wat ching.

Leo ducked under Angel's reaching hands and tore a wide rip across her belly. The bl ood that
flowed was thick and dark, intoxicating in the wolf's flaring nostrils. He how ed, an ancient,
primal sound full of rage and defiance and bl oodl ust. He and Angel circled each other for a
monment, respectful of each other's strength, and then Angel |ashed out and her nore-than-hunan
fist crushed the side of his skull, driving the bone sharply inwards. A killing bl ow, under nornal
circunstances. Leo grinned wi dely as the bone popped back out again, and the wound healed in
seconds. He was were, and only silver could hurt himnow.

For God's sake, Leo! The Brother Under The Hill was yelling in his mind al nost constantly now,
forcing his words through the wolf's killing frenzy. Grab Luna and get the hell out of there! ['l|
think of something to sl ow Angel down. You can't beat her! She really is a descended angel

"What nmekes you so sure?' said Leo, allowi ng some of his human nmind to resurface for a nonent.
Because | recogni se her.

Which was a very interesting statenment, and one Leo woul d have liked to follow up, but Angel cane
at him again, and the bl oodlust drove all other thoughts fromhis mind. They sl ammed together
poundi ng and cl awi ng at each other, ignoring the damage they took in their determination to bring
the other down. To Leo's enhanced wol fi sh senses, Angel seemed nore than real, burning bright I|ike
a flame at night, elenmental and alnost pure in her fury. Part of Leo wanted just to curl up at her
feet and be petted, but that only nade himfight all the nore fiercely. H s enotions were |arger
now, nmore extreme. He could still taste her blood in his mouth, and he wanted nore.

He surged forward, ignoring the pale hand that clawed his left eye clean out of its socket, and
fastened his jaws around her throat. The flesh actually resisted his fangs, but he bore down,
forcing his nouth shut with great wol fish jaw nuscles, and bl ood spurted into his nouth as his
teeth sank in. They fell to the floor, tearing at each other like lovers in the heat of a furious
passi on, and Angel grabbed Leo's elongated head with both hands and forced his jaws away from her
throat. She was bl eeding heavily and | aughi ng breathl essly. She brought her knees up sharply, and
Leo's ribs splintered and broke under the inpact. He coughed harshly, his own blood flying from
his muzzle to spray Angel's face.

She ki cked hi maway and rose quickly to her feet as he lay scrabbling on the floor, struggling
desperately for breath. And then she stepped forward and stanped on his head. The skull fractured,
and Angel stanped again and again and again, not allowing the splintering bone to repair itself.
Sharp bone fragments were driven deep into Leo's brain and all he could do was how |ike a sou
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newl y dammed to Hell.

And then Luna woke up. She stood tall and proud in a | ong gowmn of shimering samite, and |ight

bl azed from her face as she took her aspect upon her. The silver light hit Angel |ike a hamer,
forcing her away fromLeo. The harsh, inplacable light drove Angel back, for all her struggles,
and sonmething in that light seened to dininish her, nmaking her snmaller and nore human. In the end
Angel screamed with rage and turned and fled, rather than face a light and a presence that was so
much greater than she was.

Leo lay on his side on the floor, panting hard, listening to the sharp popping sounds in his head
as his skull repaired itself. Angel's blood was still sharp in his nmouth, and he surged to his
feet, turning his head back and forth as he tracked the sound of Angel's departing footsteps.

Don 'tyou dare, his Brother said firmy. You were lucky, Leo. For all your heritage, you are not
in Angel's class. Now change back. We need your human mind, your compn sense, because we sure as
hell aren't going to get it from Luna.

Leo becane a man again, in a series of twists and jerks, his bones cracking loudly as his shape
changed. His fur sank back into his skin and his clothes reappeared - a very useful rider spell to
the original curse. Luna appl auded, her clapping hands a surprisingly soft sound. Leo |ooked at
her carefully. She was back in the sumer frock and beret again, but she was at |east a foot
taller. Leo decided he wouldn't nention it.

"Vell fought, Leo Morn. And now you will take ne to Bl ackacre.

Al'l Leo could say was, 'Yes, mm'am

NI NE

DEAD | NDOCRS

Gayl e and Toby Dexter exchanged hardly a dozen words as they headed back, through an increasingly
enpty town, to Jimy Thunder's godly semni-detached, which was probably just as well, as Toby had a
lot of hard thinking to do. So far he'd been nore or less content to foll ow where Gayl e | ed,
partly because she knew this magical world so nuch better than he did, and partly because he was
so utterly captivated by her; however he didn't feel he could do that any nore. He no | onger
trusted her, not after the death-wal kers. Not after what she'd nade himdo there. But if he
couldn't rely on Gayle, that neant he'd have to take charge hinmself, and Toby |liked that idea even
| ess. He'd never been confortable about maki ng decisions, for hinself or others. He was nuch
happi er to stand back and | et sonmeone el se do all the hard word and shoul der the responsibility.
And if Gayle couldn't, or wouldn't, help himdiscover what the hell he was supposed to do as a
focal point (and just possibly as Humanity's Chanpi on, though he still had strong reservations
about that), he was going to have to work it out for hinself, unfortunately. Toby had drifted
through nmost of his life, taking it as it came, and the |onger he spent in the magi cal and

di sturbing world of Mysterie, the nore likely it seemed such an attitude was going to get him
killed, in any nunber of appalling ways. Everywhere he went the shadows had teeth, and quite often
an agenda. More and nore Toby felt he was under threat fromall sides, and being backed into a
corner, fromwhere he woul d have to do sonething. And time, as treacherous as always, was running
out on him

There was a part of Toby, the cal mand reasonable part, that wanted sinply to wal k away from
Gayle, and go to talk with Nicholas Hob, lay the whole situation out before himand listen to his
side of the story. Toby didn't believe in villains, not in people who were sinply evil and nothi ng
else. Surely if he could just sit down and talk with Hob, man to man, they coul d work somethi ng
out together. Arrive at a basic conproni se, where everyone got sonething they wanted in return for
giving up sonething else. That's how the world worked. And then he, Humanity's bl oody Chanpion

m ght not have to do anything after all

But he'd seen Angel, crouching on a rooftop overl ooking the Shanbles, |ike sone nal evolent |iving
gargoyle, and just the sight of her had nade his skin crawl. She was a predator in a world of

prey, a dark and dangerous force with none of the hunman weaknesses such as conscience or restraint
or sanity. Toby knew, on sonme |evel as deep and prinmal as instinct, that there was no point in
bei ng reasonable with Angel. And she was Hob's creature, his trusted right hand, his supernatura
attack dog. Which nmeant... Toby sighed unhappily. This was Mysterie, not Veritie. They did things
differently here. Maybe there were villains, here.

Whi ch was a pity because he sure as hell didn't see hinself as any kind of hero. He was just Toby
Dexter, shop assistant and wage sl ave, the man who had turned underachieving into an art form And
for all his journeys through this strangely transformed town, he was no nearer understandi ng what
he could, or should, do. H's frown deepened into a scow as he strode al ong besi de Gayl e, thinking
hard and | ong about the problem of N cholas Hob, and Angel, and Bl ack-acre.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Sim...side%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (85 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:21 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

The door to Jimry Thunder's place swung open even as they approached it, and there was the godling
hinself, large as life and twice as broad, this tinme dressed in black biker's |eathers, conplete
with gl eam ng steel studs and dangling chains. Toby couldn't help feeling that Jimy |ooked | ess
like a Norse deity and nore like the god of Harl ey-Davi dson worshippers, the kind of people who
probably recited braking distances under a full nmoon, and sacrificed a Kawasaki when t hey needed
to beg a favour. The thunder godling | ooked nore relieved than happy to see them again, and
beckoned themin with an urgent wave. Gayle stal ked right past him not even |ooking round, and
Toby was hard pressed to nanage nore than a polite smle

Luckily, Jinmmy was so excited and full of his news that he didn't notice. He ushered theminto his
great hallway and the front door slammed shut by itself as he turned to address them

"Damm, it's good to see you two again! | was about to go out |ooking for you; |'ve been hearing
stuff you wouldn't believe! The whole town's tal king about you!' He finally took in Gayle's
forlorn, beaten-down expression, and the excitement | eaked out of himlike a burst tyre. 'Gayle?
What ' s happened? You | ook exhaust ed.

"It's been a long, hard day, Jimy,' said Gayle, sniling wanly as she reached up to kiss himon
his bearded cheek. "And | think I may have really screwed up, this tine.'

"You? Inpossible,'" Jimry said loyally. He offered her a huge, leather-clad armto | ean on and she
accepted it gratefully. Al the certainty and arrogance had gone out of her and she | ooked sonehow
smaller, nore vulnerable. Jimy led her to the nearest door |eading off the long corridor and it
swung snoot hly open before himas he | ed her through, nurmuring soothing words like an adult with
a hurt child. Toby went after them quietly annoyed that Jimry hadn't thought to offer himan arm
Not that he woul d have accepted it, of course, but it would have been nice to be acknow edged, at
|l east. He was just as tired as Gayle, and with nore reason

They were back in Jinmy Thunder's huge nediaeval hall, that | ooked nore |ike the inside of an old
Vi ki ng 1 ongship than ever. Toby couldn't help visualising it with two great ranks of oars, surging
proudly up the River Avon to ransack the towns beyond, set fire to governnent buildings and
pillage the big corporations. He wondered if he was getting |ight-headed from fati gue.

Jimy insisted Gayle sit down on the nearest wooden bench and conjured up from sonewhere an

oversi zed mug of his own honebrewed nmead. It was a mark of how dispirited Gayle was that she
accepted it wi thout comment. Jimy waved for Toby to sit on the bench facing Gayl e and provi ded
himw th a nug of nmead too. Toby studied the thick golden Iiquid dubiously as he sat down. It had
things floating init. But he was tired, and it felt so good to be sitting down, and he was
thirsty, so..

It was actually quite pleasant, in a thick, glutinous and over-sweet sort of way. It warned him
nicely and it wasn't until the third gul p went down that the alcohol content hit himlike a flying
brick to the head. His eyes misted for a nonent and he was gl ad he was sitting dowmn. He could
practically feel the stuff putting a polish on his fillings. But once the shock had passed, he did
feel decidedly perked up. He | ooked across at Gayle, and of course she was drinking the stuff with
no visible reaction whatsoever. Jimy Thunder sat down beside her with his own nug and put a
conforting arm around her. She sighed, and | eaned heavily against him her eyes closing, and Toby
tried not to bridle too obviously. Jimmy |ooked from Gayl e to Toby and back agai n.

"So; is there any particul ar reason why you two aren't talking to each other?

"Ask her,' said Toby, not quite growling the words.

Ji my nodded understandingly. 'It's a hard thing to be human and nortal, in a world of Powers and
Dom nations. Harder still to be a nortal in love with an immortal. It always ends, and it usually
ends badly. You have to understand, Toby, Gayle's concerns are always going to be so much | arger
than yours. She has responsibilities far beyond your conprehension. She can't live for the nonent,
like you. In her life, you're just the blink of an eye.'

"Responsibilities? said Toby, too tired to disguise the anger and betrayal in his voice. 'Wat
about her responsibilities to ne? To soneone who | oved her, trusted her?

Jimy shrugged. 'I'mthe wong person to ask, Toby. Mrtal wonen have never been nore than passing
fancies for nme.'

"Yes, but that's because you're a bastard,' said Gayle. 'I've been human, |'m supposed to know
better. Tell ne your news, Jimy. | could use a good distraction right now What's happened that's

got you so excited? Is Hollywood planning a remake of Grl On A Mtorcycle?

"Even stranger!' said Jimy, getting quite animated again. 'Luna has |eft her home! She disnantl ed
all her protections, left her sanctuary and went wal kabout! In Veritie!'

"That's inpossible!" Gayle said sharply. She sat upright, pushed herself away from Ji nmy and
glared at him 'Luna hasn't translated herself out of Mysterie in centuries! |I'mnot sure she even
knows what the nmodern world | ooks like. Way in God's nane woul d she want to go travelling in
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reality, where she's even nore dininished?

'Hey, don't shoot the messenger,' said Jinmy. 'I|'ve been asking questions all over town, but no
one knows where she's gone, or why -not even the Waki ng Beauty. Once Luna becane only human, she
dropped of f everyone's radar. She could be anywhere by now. Could this be sonething to do with Hob
and his plans? Could he have lured her out? O devel oped sone kind of influence over her?

"Unlikely' said Gayle, frowning deeply as she considered the matter. '| hel ped her set up her
protections, long, |long ago, and nost of them were designed specifically to keep her safe from
Hob, or anything he might send against her. I'd have known i mediately if they'd been broken, even
in ny human condition. No; it's much nore likely this is all ny fault. | took Toby to see her
earlier today. She seened agitated, though admttedly with her that's hard to tell. It's entirely

possi ble that my visiting her after such a | ong absence stirred her up in some way. God knows,
she's capable of practically anything once she gets a bee in her bonnet.'
Then why did you go to her?' said Jimry, honestly baffled. 'You nust have known...'

"All right, it was a mstake, | admit it! | should have known better. But | was desperate. And so
out of touch.' Gayle shook her head. 'I've been human so |ong, and out of the loop for ages by ny
own choice, and | didn't know who to talk to any nore. | don't even know who the real novers and
shakers are these days. It's been centuries since | |last took on ny aspect, beconming nmy full self.
| wanted, needed, to steep nyself in being just hunan, and as a result |'ve becone isol ated,
dangerously isolated. | didn't even know Hob was back in town, and | should have known.'

' The answer seens obvious,' said Jinmry. 'Take on your aspect again. Become who you really are. |
don't understand why you're so reluctant to enbrace your full domain.'

‘Because... what if that's what Hob wants? Wat if that is what this is all about; the object of
his plans? | can't believe all the changes, all the threats, all the provocation |'ve been put

through are just coincidence. | think Hob wants me to take on my aspect and jeopardise all ny hard-
won humanity. | haven't becone in so long, that 1'mno longer sure just what | mght becone. It
took me so long to learn the sinple, everyday human concepts of conpassion and mercy... and | ove.

I won't give themup.'

"I'"ve been searching for answers everywhere,' said Jimry, tactfully changing the subject. 'After
your last visit, it seened to nme that I'd been mssing a lot of things | should have noticed
before now. | contacted all my usual sources, only to find that nost of them had gone into hiding.
So | barged into a lot of places where |I'm not usually wel cone, and threw ny weight around a bit,
but still nobody wanted to tal k, except about Luna. Everyone's tal king about Luna. In the end,
came back here and put Scilla on the job. As a magic mirror, she has the nost anmazing and
unsuspected links with all kinds of sinulacra and sentient paraphernalia all over the town.
Including quite a few objects whose owners don't even suspect are sentient. Don't praise her too
nmuch; she's been insufferably smug all afternoon.

"Thank you, Scilla,' said Gayle, nodding graciously to the mirror on the wall.

"It was ne! Al ne!' said the mirror triunphantly, using Jimy's voice and inmage, just to rub the

point in. 'He couldn't find out anything, but I did! | amw se and wonderful. | know so nmany
things now, I'mthinking of applying to be upgraded to oracle. The whole town's in an uproar
behi nd the scenes! You wouldn't believe what's going on out there!’

"Thank you, Scilla,' said Jimy heavily. '"I'Il tell them' He glowered at Toby. 'Nothing worse

than a self-satisfied talking mirror.

"l heard that! There's nothing worse than an ungrateful thunder godling! And by the way, Toby, you
| ook awful, like death warmed up. Have you been taking your vitamn ns?

"Ignore her,' said Jimry. 'l do, as much as possible, but then, |I've had practice. Anyway; the
point is, all across the town the seers and soothsayers are crapping thenselves. Al of a sudden
no one can see the future any nore. And the skeins of fate have becone so convol uted that none of
the patterns make sense. It's like both fate and the future have been put on hold... unti
sonet hi ng significant has happened.’

He | ooked neaningfully at Gayle, and then at Toby, who pulled a face. 'Yeah, |I know,' he said
heavily. 'Focal point, Humanity's Chanpion, all that bullshit. Haven't any of your contacts been
able to tell you sonething useful ?

' Maybe,' said Jinmy. 'Sonething is happening in the sun, and | don't just nean the solar flares.
Apparently the sun has actually grown in size, just a little.

"That can't be possible,' said Toby.

'The Serpent is stirring,' said Gayle, hugging herself tightly, 'The Serpent In The Sun, the Ad
Eneny. W were wong all along; it was never Hob's plans we were dealing with, but his ancient
father's. The Serpent, operating through his son, pursuing his old anbition: the utter subjugation
of all living things to his will.'

Jimmy and Gayl e | ooked at each other for a long time, their faces unreadable. Toby stirred
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unconfortably on his bench, and cleared his throat tentatively. 'Just how dangerous could Nichol as
Hob be, if he put his mind to it? Is he sone kind of sorcerer? Does he have... powers?

"He's bigger than that,' said Jimy. 'He was born human, but he's still the Serpent's Son, and

ol der than you can inmagine.'

'Hob has al ways preferred to act through agents,' said Gayle. 'Never puts hinself at risk. But he
has been responsible for a great many evils and atrocities, down the years. He's supposed to have
started the Geat Fire of London, after one of his plagues got out of hand. The fires of the sun
have al ways been his to command, for short periods.'

"You don't have to tell nme,' said Jimmy. 'I saw himincinerate a whole crowd of refugees in one
nmonent. There was nothing left of thembut ashes floating on the wind. Scary.'

'The Hob's al ways taken an interest in disease,' said Gayle. 'Suffering and human nutability
fascinate him He's known to have been responsible for at |east two outbreaks of plague right here
i n Bradford-on-Avon, back in the seventeenth century. One in three died then, for his pleasure.’
"Why does he keep coming back here?" said Toby. 'Someone as powerful as he is should be working in
the centres of power, deciding the fates of nations. Wiat's the appeal for himof one snall
English country town?'

"l thought you'd have worked it out by now, Toby,' said Gayle. 'Bradford-on-Avon is the secret
heart of the world. What is decided here, decides how the world will go. If Hob, or rather, the
Ser pent working through Hob, can control and domi nate the powers that operate here, the world is
his for the taking. That's why Hob has returned, followi ng his father's orders."

"Al'l right," said Toby. 'How are we going to stop hin?

Jimmy | ooked at him and rai sed an eyebrow. 'We?

"Damm right, we,' said Toby, giving Jinmy a hard ook in return. '"This is ny tow, nmy honme. |'m

i nvolved. | would be even if | wasn't a bloody focal point. Hob has to be stopped, so what are we
going to do?

" Maybe there's nothing we can do,' said Gayle. '"If the Serpent is stirring... If the sun is

growi ng..."'

She sounded | ost. She | ooked exhausted, as though she'd been running on reserves for too |ong and
had finally given out. Her face was slack and enpty, her eyes were dull, her shoul ders sl unped.
Toby had never seen her look so... small. Jimy put his armaround her again, and hugged her to
his broad chest. She nestled against himlike a weary child. Toby tried not to be jeal ous.

"Big old bear,' Gayle murnmured drowsily into Jimmy's warnth, as though wanting only to escape into
sl eep and | eave all her worries behind her

"This is all your fault,' Jimmy said to Toby, scowing. 'You' ve run her off her feet, draggi ng her
all over town today.'

"My fault?' snapped Toby. 'I got bloody shot! | have been through a Total Death Experience, up

cl ose and personal! | died and canme back for that bl oody woman, and | still can't get a straight
answer out of her about anything!’

Toby and Jimry were both on their feet now, glaring at each other. The thunder godling was easily
twi ce Toby's size, but Toby was so mad he didn't give a damm. After everything he'd been through
he was in no nood to take any shit from anyone, |east of all one of Gayle's old boyfriends. It
still came as something of a surprise when Jimry placed a hand flat on Toby's chest, gave hima
bit of a push and threw himten feet backwards. Toby sail ed over the bench he'd been sitting on
and crashed to the floor sonme di stance beyond it. He cane down hard, the breath knocked out of

him He was still groaning and trying to get up on one el bow when Ji my stepped over the bench and
advanced on himgrimy. Toby scrabbled backwards, common sense pushing aside his hurt feelings to
make a sudden coneback. Toby had never been much for fighting, and especially not wi th bikers
built like brick shithouses who carried a bl oody big hanmer on their hip. Toby kept retreating and
Ji mmy kept coming. He was smiling now, and it was a really unpl easant snile.

"What part of imortal godling didn't you understand, little human?' said Ji my, cracking his huge
knuckles loudly. 'You don't talk like that in ny presence. | think you need a | esson in nmanners,
tiny nortal .’

I think I need a Magnum 45 and a good running start, Toby thought, just a little desperately.

Maybe if | hit himhard enough with ny face I'll damage his hand. What the hell was | thinking of
chal  enging Godzilla in biker |eathers? So; apologise loudly, kiss his |eather-clad arse and maybe
later I can sneak up behind himw th sonething | arge and heavy and preferably pointed... oh shit,

this is going to hurt.

Jimy | ooned over Toby, grabbed a handful of his shirt and Iifted himeasily off the ground.
Toby's heel s kicked a good two feet above the floor, as the thunder godling glared right into his
face. Toby opened his nmouth to apol ogi se, and then thought, Hell with that, and spat into Jinmy's
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right eye. The godling roared deafeningly with rage and drew back an enornous fist, and then Gayl e
was suddenly there, hauling on Jimy's armw th both hands and yelling at himto put Toby down.

‘Do it right now, Jimy Thunder! Do you hear ne? Put himdown or I'll never speak to you again!'
Jimy growl ed deep in his chest, glared at Gayle and then opened his hand and | et Toby drop to the
floor. He fell hard again, but was so relieved he was still in one piece he didn't care. Gayle

crouched down beside himand hel ped himsit up. Jimy glared at both of them

"Mrtals should know their place.'’

"Don't you judge him Jinmmy Thunder, don't you dare. He's been through things for ne, suffered
things for me that even you would balk at. He's one of the bravest souls |I've ever nmet. Even if he
does have a tendency to speak before engaging his brain. Are you hurt, Toby?

"Don't worry, |I'magetting used to it.' Toby rose slowly to his feet, leaning on Gayle a little
nmore than was strictly necessary. 'Good thing you intervened. | was just getting ready to kick his
arse.'

"Of course you were, Toby. Now conme and sit down before you fall down.'

Toby winced. 'l think I'd rather stand for a while.

"Ah,' said Gayle. 'Did you hurt your...'
"Yes | did, and | don't want to talk about it, thank you.'

Gayl e smiled suddenly. 'I could always kiss it better.'

Toby nanaged a small snile too. 'Maybe later. | don't think |I'd appreciate it right now.'

"I think I'm about to be sick,' said Jimy.

Gayl e gave hima hard look. 'l don't want any nore troubl e between you and Toby, do you hear ne,

Jimmy? We're going to need Toby's brains, and his outsider's viewpoint, to get us through this.
think that's why he was chosen to be the focal point. And | can't pretend |'min charge any nore.
|'ve been away too | ong.

Ji mry shrugged and sat down on his bench again. H s anger had subsided as quickly as it had been
aroused, and he was all business again. 'Watever you say, Gayle. He's your pet.'

Gayl e turned her back on himand persuaded Toby to come and sit, gingerly, on his bench again.
This time she sat down beside him He tried not to read too nmuch into that. He couldn't help
reflecting on how easy she'd seened in Jinmy's conpany, as opposed to his. Not really too
surprising, considering Thunder was an inmortal too. How | ong had they been an item and how | ong
ago? How could a nere man hope to conpete with a godling? He realised Jimry and Gayl e were tal king
agai n, about how best to take on N chol as Hob, and he nade hinsel f pay attention

"l could always smash nmy way into Bl ackacre and go berserk on him' said Jimy. 'One of the nore
useful parts of ny godly heritage. There's not a |lot can stop me or stand against ne when |'m

ber ser ki ng.

"Not nuch except Hob,' said Gayle. '"And let's not forget Angel. Even if you could get through all
the defences Hob's bound to have strung up all around Bl ackacre, Angel would probably stop you
right in your tracks, rip off your armand beat your head in with the soggy end. Berserking's
overrated. Your ancestor Thor was al ways going berserk with any problemthat required too nuch
thinking; it was one of the reasons he and | never got along. Though his nother was al ways

mat chmaking...' She noticed the | ook on Toby's face, and sniled. 'Don't let it throw you, Toby.
I've been around a long tinme and net a lot of fampous people, but very few of themwere worthy of
their legends. |I've noticed you becom ng increasingly |less inpressed or intinidated by the various
super nat ural personages we've encountered, and that's a good thing. Were a | ot of humans woul d
have frozen, or run away screaning, you've stood your ground and out-thought or outnmanoeuvred nopst
of them And when you couldn't, you endured trials for nmy sake that woul d have broken nost, |esser
people. |I'minpressed, Toby. Really.

"Of course, one of the reasons why you were able to out-think a |lot of those personages was
because npbst magi cal beings aren't too tightly wapped. That's what comes of having to believe ten
i mpossi bl e things before breakfast, just so you can get on with your neighbours. In Mysterie
they're all bound by their roles and natures, which seriously limts their thinking. Being human
and nortal, you aren't. You're free to be greater than you think you are. That's what makes you so
i mportant. Your unclouded mind is a weapon we can use agai nst Hob and The Serpent In The Sun, and
bring them down.'

Toby got angry all over again. 'You were doing really well there, Gayle, and then you had to bl ow
it. I really was starting to think that you cared about me, about what you'd put ne through, but
inthe end it cane back to naking use of ne. That's all | amto you; a weapon. An expendabl e
weapon, that you can throw agai nst your enemes. Well | have had it up to here with being usefu

to you, being your weapon, your pet. | don't care any nore. Not about Hob, or this town, or you. |
am out of here.'
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He started to lurch back onto his feet, but Gayle grabbed himby the armand nade himsit down
again. Either she was stronger than she | ooked, or he was even weaker than he felt. Either way, he
woul dn't struggl e agai nst her. He wouldn't give her the satisfaction. He stared strai ght ahead,

not |ooking at Jimmy, or at Gayle as she tal ked.

"You're right, Toby. You have every reason to be angry with ne. | have used and m sused you. And
am sorry you have suffered so very nuch, for nme. But you nust stay.'

"Why?' said Toby, still refusing to | ook at her.

'Because you're a focal point,' said Gayle, 'and the town needs you. And because | need you.'
Toby turned his head to | ook at her. 'Keep talking. I'll listen. But if you say the wong thing
again, | will leave, and you'll never see ne again.'

Gayl e sighed. There was just a hint of tears in her eyes, though her gaze was steady and her nouth
and her voice were both firm 'You only know the human side of ne, Toby Dexter, and that's really
such a very small part of who and what | really am Al the centuries |I've invested in being human
are only a nonent in the long span of my existence. If | amforced to take on ny aspect, there is
a very real chance that the whole of ne would sacrifice you, without hesitating, for the greater
good, to save the town and the worlds. That's why | can't afford to care for you, to let you
matter to ne. | nustn't |ove you, Toby. Because it would hurt nme so nuch to | ose you.

"Too late,' said Toby softly. 'Too late...'

Their faces were very close now, feeling each other's breath on their lips and in their nouths as
they stared into each other's eyes, saying nmore in that |engthening nmonent, in that silent

communi cation, than they could ever bring thenselves to put into words. Of to one side, entirely
forgotten, Jimy Thunder was shaking his head resignedly. The mirror on the wall was quietly
singing the thene fromLove Story.

"What am | going to do with you?' said Toby, after a while.

"We'll think of something,' Gayle nurnured, 'later.’
"If there is a later,' said Toby, pulling back a bit. He | ooked away and his breathi ng began to
return to normal. 'Sonething has occurred to ne.

"Real ly?' said Gayle. She was sm|ing when Toby | ooked back at her

" About our current problem' said Toby, frowning to show he was being serious again. 'G ven that
Hob and Angel, and possibly the Serpent, are such a clear and present danger, why don't we put out
a general alarmand raise the whole town against then? Get together all the nost powerful people,
formour own arny and take Bl ackacre by force? Surely if we all worked together...'

He trailed off. Gayle and Jimy were both shaking their heads. 'Never happen,' Jimy said bluntly.
"First, because nost of the people here wouldn't want to get involved. Too afraid of backing the
wong side. And second, those whose natures might inpel themto get involved are already too busy.
Soneone, whose nane probably begins with an H has persuaded all the main villains in the town to
run wild simultaneously, so that all the heroes who night have hel ped us have their hands ful
trying to contain the villains. R ght nowthere's blood in the town's streets and a fair anmount of

structural damage, and the fighting' s still going on.'

"In other words, Hob has renoved all the najor players, good and bad, fromthe equation,' said
Gayle. 'l should have known. He wants this to be his story, and his alone. W're on our own.'
"There's always the Mce,' said Toby.

Jinmmy sniffed dismissively. Gayle raised an eyebrow. 'I| think we're a bit past the need for
spies.’

"l have sonething else in mind for the Mce,' said Toby, smling m schievously. 'I've been

t hi nki ng about how best to take the fight to Hob, and certain strategi es have cone to nind
Certain... off the wall, unprecedented strategies.

"You' ve got a plan, haven't you?' said Gayle.
' Maybe.' Toby | ooked directly at Jimry Thunder. 'Luna said | should ask you for help; that you
were a good nman at heart. Are you gane? Can | count on you?

"Luna sent you to ne?' Jimmy | ooked honestly surprised. 'I didn't think she even knew | existed. |
never met her, even when Gayle and | were an item Never wanted to, to be honest. No offence,
Gayl e, but just her reputation scared the crap out of ne.'

"Very wise of you,' said Gayle. 'She worries me, and |'m her sister.'

"To get back to the subject,' Toby said firmy. 'There are a fewthings | still need to get
straight, if 1'"'mgoing to make this work. Starting very definitely with what it actually neans to
be a focal point. Do | have any powers? Any magi ¢ of my own?

Jimy and Gayl e | ooked at each other, their expressions unreadable to Toby. 'Wll, yes and no,'
Gayl e said carefully. "You're not powerful in and of yourself, but you have been nmade significant.
At the npst inportant point, whatever that turns out to be, you will be placed in a position where
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you wi |l have to nake a decision, and whatever you decide at that nmonment will shape and determ ne

the outcone of this present struggle. | can't say what that might involve. No one can, until the
time comes.

"But... why? Wiat's the point of a focal point?

' Peopl e have been asking that question, in increasingly aggrieved tones, for a hell of a |ong
time,' said Jimry. 'It's one of the great nysteries of Mysterie. There are a | ot of answers,

dependi ng on who you talk to, and how drunk they are, few of them particularly hel pful or
satisfying. The best bet seenms to be that God, or sonebody fairly high up in the celestial chain
of command, has got a really twi sted sense of hurmour. | know which way |'d bet."'

"All right,' said Toby, pressing on deternmnedly, '"I'"'mnot sure |'many wi ser than | was before,
but then, that's Mysterie for you. Next big question. | need to know exactly who and what you are,
Gayle. Al I've got fromyou so far is a whole bunch of hints and allusions. Wy does it have to
be such a big secret? Wiy can't you just cone out and say it, whatever it is? Wiat could be so
shocki ng that you don't think |I could handle it, after all I've seen and been through today?
Everyone el se seenms to know.'

"Everyone el se does know, in Mysterie,' Gayle said slowy. 'There's a reason why | haven't told

you, Toby, or let anyone else tell you, and it's not a very nice reason. | don't want you to know,
because once you do, you... you mght not love me any nore. And | might need to rely on that |ove
for you to save ne, to save us all, when you have to nake your fateful decision.'

And that was when the dead starting appearing out of nowhere, dropping out of the enpty air and

into the long Norse hall. There were dozens of them and nore appeared every nonent; dead nen and
wonen raided fromthe ceneteries of Bradford-on-Avon, sent forth to tear down the living, driven
by Hob's overpowering will. They were in varying stages of preservation and decay, and grave nould

spotted their funeral clothes and sunken faces. They snelled of earth and fornal dehyde and
corruption. They had unkenpt hair and long fingernails, grown long in their graves. They noved
stiffly, old bones creaking loudly as an awful nmagic forced notion from shrunken nuscles. And al
their grey faces had the sanme mal evol ent expression, fromthe single mnd that noved themall and
saw t hrough those who still had eyes.

Hob had come to the thunder godling's home, in dozens of dead bodies, the unliving forced into an
act of horror against the living by one nman's hateful intent. They |urched down the hall towards
their victinms, grinning horribly, their hands |ike cl aws.

Jimy and Toby junped to their feet and | ooked wildly about them but Gayle just sat where she was
and | ooked at them baffled. 'Wat? she said. "Wiat's the matter?

"What's the matter?' Toby said incredulously. 'It's Night of the Living Dead tine! The whol e pl ace
is crawing with zombies!'

"She can't see the dead,' Jimmy said quickly. '"It's a blind spot, part of her special nature.
Toby; listen to ne. W can't let these bastards get anywhere near Gayle. She nmustn't be hurt or
damaged. It's vital, for everyone's sake.'

Toby | ooked i medi ately for the nearest exit, but there were already a whole crowd of the dead
bet ween him and the door. There was no way for himto get Gayle out. He noved to stand back to
back with Jimy. To his surprise, he wasn't as scared as he thought he should be. The dead | ooked
distinctly upsetting, but he'd seen nmuch nastier things in horror novies. Mdstly he felt angry,
even outraged, that Hob should seek to hurt the worman he | oved.

"Hate liches,' said Jimry, his voice thick with loathing. 'Never a fair fight, and never any

honour in it. Not a real eneny, just... things, that can't be killed because they're already
dead.'
"I know how to deal with zonbies,' said Toby, trying hard to sound confident. 'I've seen all the

novi es. Just shoot themin the head. Take out the brain.'

"You're thinking of the wong novies' said Jimy.' This is nore Evil Dead territory. Tear them
apart, rip theminto pieces, or they' |l just keep coming at you. Every part of themis a part of
Hob's will. 1'mgoing to have nightmares for weeks after this, |I just knowit. Hate liches. Fee
free to grab any weapon fromthe wall you |like the | ook of. And whatever you do, keep them away
from Gayl e.

He gestured at the weapon plaques on the walls bearing fine displays of swords and axes. Myst had
clearly been designed to be wielded by sonmeone of Jimmy Thunder's size and strength, but Toby

qui ckly spotted a sword he thought he could handl e. He darted over to the wall, pulled the sword
fromthe plaque and hefted it in his hand. He'd never handled a sword in his life, but the solid
wei ght felt conforting, even reassuring, and he'd seen enough swordfights in filnms that he thought
he could fake it. He glared about him sweeping the shining blade back and forth before him doing
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his best to | ook dangerous. The dead were closing in fromall sides now, and none of them | ooked

i npressed in the |east.

Gayl e had stood up by now, but was still |ooking blankly around her, unable to see or appreciate
the danger they were in. Toby grabbed her by the arm haul ed her over to the nearest wall and then
dragged wooden benches into position around her, fornmng a basic barricade. He nanaged to pile it
t hree benches high before the first dead got too close, and he had to | eave her. He was breat hing
hard now, not all of it fromthe exertion. He really didn't |ike the odds. He would have run -if
there'd been anywhere he and Gayle could have run to. He tried to snile reassuringly at her, but
his mouth was very dry and he wasn't sure how it cane out. She sniled and nodded back at him
trusting him expecting himto save her. Toby | ooked around him at the zonbies shuffling forward,
draggi ng their dead feet, and he grinned suddenly.

Ah hell; how often in real life do you get the chance to play the hero? To be the good guy,
protecting his lady fair fromthe forces of darkness? So stop thinking and worrying, suck it in
and go for it!

He noved to stand back to back with Jimmy Thunder again. The godling had his hamrer in his hand,
and was hefting it thoughtfully.

"Don't try confusing them or setting them against each other,' he said tersely. 'There's only one
m nd guiding them and that's Hob's.

"How can he control so many bodi es at once?' said Toby.

' Same way he got past all ny defensive shields,' Jimy grow ed,

'because he's the Hob. Fight well, Toby Dexter. O if you can't nmanage that, at least try to die
wel | .'

He drew back his great arm and | aunched his hammer Molnir like a guided missile. The ancient
weapon smashed into the nearest zonbie, punching a ragged hole through its chest and out of its
back. The hammer sped on, hardly slowed at all by the inpact, and slanmed through half a dozen
nore bodi es. The zonbies were thrown to the floor, but the terrible damage hardly affected t hem
and they were already rising anwkwardly to their feet. A whole group of the dead |urched
deliberately in front of the flying hammer, slowing it down until dead hands could snatch it out
of the air and then pull it down, holding it to the floor by the sheer weight of their bodies.
Jimy snarled angrily.

' Sone days, things wouldn't go right if you paid them Al right; we do it the hard way. Watch
your back, Toby.'

The dead surged forward and the thunder godling went to neet them He |ashed out with his great
fists, smashing skulls and tearing heads from bodies. Sone of the dead he tore linmb fromlinb and
others he smashed to the ground and tranpl ed underfoot. The dead fell, unable to match his i nhuman
strength, but there were always nore to replace them They clustered about him clutching at his
arnms and back and trying to drag hi mdown. He flexed his great arns and bodies flew fromhim But
still they cane.

Toby wat ched Jimmy fight and envied himhis godly abilities. All he had was an all-too-hunan body,
already tired out froma really hard day, and courage that was nore stubbornness than anything

el se. But still he stood his ground before Gayle's inprovised barricade, and didn't even think
about retreating. He tried to hold his sword |ike he knew what he was doing, and was surprised at
how steady his hands were.

The first of the dead reached him an old man in his best black suit, a shock of white hair
hangi ng down around his gaunt face. The eyes and nouth were open, the edges ragged from where
they'd torn through the nortician's stitches that had held them shut. He stank of the grave, and
hi s reaching hands were crooked like claws. Hi s yell owed eyes were deeply sunk, but full of

awar eness and hate. Toby stepped forward, and swung his sword with both hands |like a golf club
The |l ong bl ade flashed round in a great sideways arc, and sheared cl ean through the dead man's
neck and out the other side. The bl ow staggered the zonbie, and the grinacing head toppled from
the shoulders. Still the body staggered forwards. Toby scowl ed. He noved to one side, and tripped
the body so it went crashing to the floor. Toby then gave the severed head a good kick, so it went
rolling anay, well out of reach of the body's graspi ng hands. Toby grinned. Not bad for a first
attenpt. He | ooked down at his sword, that had suddenly seened so light and effective in his
hands. Trust Jinmry Thunder not to have an ordinary sword on his wall.

More dead cane lurching forward and Toby went to neet themwith a confident smle on his |lips and
a dangerous gleamin his eyes. His sword was a blur as he noved qui ckly anong the sl ow noving
dead, cutting themup and easily evading their grasping hands. He was soon breathing hard fromthe
exertion, and his arns and back ached fiercely, but his success put new vigour in him and he felt
as if he could have done this all day. To his great surprise, he found he was actual ly enjoying
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hinmsel f. After a day of being the butt of everything that happened to him it felt good to be

i nvol ved in sonmething sinple and straightforward, with a whol e bunch of tangible bad guys for him
to take out the day's frustrations on

But still, for every dead body he di snenbered and sent crashing to the floor, there were stil

nore com ng forward, and appearing out of nowhere to join the crush. Good as he felt, Toby knew he
couldn't keep this up for ever, and just maybe they could: the dead didn't get tired. It occurred
to Toby to wonder just how rmany dead Hob had at his command. There were a |l ot of ceneteries in

Br adf or d- on- Avon: very old, very large ceneteries. As he thought that, the crowd of risen dead
around hi m seenmed even thicker, and the snell becane al nbst unbearable. Toby set his back agai nst
Gayl e's barricade, and fought on.

There was a sudden cry fromacross the hall, and Toby | ooked round sharply just in tine to see
Jimy Thunder fall beneath an unstoppabl e wave of the dead, that was draggi ng hi m down by sheer
wei ght of nunbers. The thunder godling was still fighting, throw ng broken bodies away from him

but the dead held himdown, clawing at himw th their cold hands and fastening on himwth their
yel l oned teeth. Toby got a brief glinpse of Jimy's face, already streaked with bl ood, as he

| ooked right past Toby to Gayl e.

"Danmit, Gayle, take on your aspect!' he yelled, his voice touched with hysteria. 'Your presence
m ght be enough to bl ock Hob's sending!'

"I daren't' Gayle said mserably. That has to be what the Serpent wants. He nmust have set up sone
way to turn it to his advantage. It's the only trunp card |I've got. | daren't play it too soon.'
"Gayl e, damm you...' And then the thunder godling was |ost to sight and sound under a nass of the
dead that withed like a pile of naggots.

Toby heard the mirror on the wall scream right behind him He | ooked round to see three of the
dead hanmering at the mirror, trying to smash and shatter it with their cold fists. Toby cut al
three of them down before they even knew he was there, and was back defending Gayle in a noment.
He rather thought he was getting the hang of this. Even if his arns hurt like hell, and it was
growi ng harder to get his breath with every minute. H's image in the mrror babbled thanks, and
then raised its voice urgently.

"Use the artefacts in the display cases!' the mirror shrieked al nost hysterically. 'They're al
weapons!'

Toby | ooked over at the rows of glass display cases. Hi s sword was getting harder to wield. The
dead were taking longer to go down. He didn't have a godling' s strength, but if he had a godling's
weapons... Mst of the cases were already out of reach, overrun by the dead, but the first few..
He used the last of his strength to clear sone space with his sword and then sprinted forward to
smash the glass of the first case with his swordhilt. The sign said Mrror of the Sea.

H's prize, when he got it out, turned out to be a snmall hand nirror, in a battered steel framne.
Toby lifted it uncertainly in his free hand, not at all sure what he was supposed to do with the
bl oody thing, and then the carved runes on the back of the mirror seenmed to cone alive, tw sting
and squirmng before him and words cane fromhis nouth before he was even aware he knew them He
didn't understand what they neant, but the mirror did. He could feel power roaring in the ancient
artefact, like a head of steamthat had been building for centuries, and was only now breaking

| oose. The mirror shook and shuddered in his hand and then a jet of dark water shot out of the
mrror's face.

The water canme flying out like a fire hose, an endl ess stream under enornobus pressure, bowing the
dead clean off their feet and casting them away. None of them could stand agai nst the crushing

i mpact, even for a nonent. Toby grinned fiercely as he turned the mrror back and forth and the
poundi ng stream of water nowed down the dead around him The mirror was a gateway to the ocean, to
the deep dark bottom of the sea, where water under uni magi nabl e pressure never knew the |ight of
day. He knew this, just as he'd known the right words to activate the mrror. And nore: where the
waters hit the dead and soaked their clothes, they were slowy dissolving. Their nouths screaned
silently as dead flesh nelted away. It was the salt in the ocean water, Toby realised. Salt had

al ways been a defence agai nst zonbi es. He | aughed al oud and advanced on the dead and they fel

back before him

Until a dark, rubbery tentacle studded with tw tching suckers suddenly burst out of the mrror's
face, blocking the flow of the water. Something in the depths of sone faraway ocean had discovered
the hol e, and becone curious. Toby shook the mrror hard, but the face remai ned bl ocked. The

tentacl e snapped back and forth, curling and uncurling, until it encountered a zonbie that had
ventured too close. It snapped around the dead body, crushing the mdriff to pulp in a nonent, and
then tried to pull its prize back through the mirror. Toby swore disgustedly and threw the mrror

to the floor. The tentacle had nmade it useless to him
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The dead were al ready regathering and advanci ng once again. Toby turned to the next display case
Thor's Gauntlets turned out to be a pair of ancient, ratty |eather gloves, falling apart and much
mended with assorted patches. Like the mirror, they were covered in sigils and runes, this tine
spelled out in black iron, but Toby didn't need to be able to read themto know what you did with
a pair of gloves. He put his sword to one side and snatched the gloves out of the shattered

di splay case, pulling themon carefully. They were so delicate the leather felt |ike |ace, but
they fitted himperfectly. Toby felt a new strength flooding through himand sniled confidently as
the first zonbie came within reach. He drew back and hit the dead man square in the face. The
zonbi e's head shattered and flew apart, and the glove all but disintegrated under the inpact,
falling away from Toby's hand in scraps of crunbling |eather. Sone artefacts just weren't built to
| ast .

Toby swore | oudly, pushed aside the headl ess body that was still reaching for himand hurried over
to the third display case. Sonme of the dead were getting too close to Gayle's barricade. Fromthe
way she was glaring desperately about her, it was clear she could sense the danger, even if she
couldn't see it. Over to one side, Jimy Thunder was still fighting desperately under the nound of
dead bodi es hol ding hi mdown, crying out angrily as they clawed at his flesh and snapped at his
face. And that was when Toby realised he'd left his sword behind. He snarled, and snashed the

gl ass case with his el bow, yelping at the pain. This had to be the one. There was no way he'd be
able to reach another case.

He was hoping for the nystical equivalent of a tactical nuke. What he got was Surtur's Tooth. Just
a bl oody big tooth, yellowing into brown, easily ten inches long, that culmnated in a jagged
broken end fromwhere it had been ripped out of something's jaw. There were no runes, this tine,
just the tooth. Toby cursed di spassionately and reached for the tooth anyway, only to jerk his
hand back at the last moment as the mirror on the wall screaned at him

"Don't touch it with your bare hand! It burns!'

Toby tried again, with the hand still wearing one of Thor's Gauntlets, and gingerly picked up the
tooth. It was surprisingly heavy, but it didn't burn him A dead man came out of nowhere to go for
his throat, and Toby reacted instinctively, jamm ng the tooth deep into the zonbie's chest. The
dead body burst into fierce yellow flames. It fell to the floor, kicking and arching its back, and
then was still as the |eaping flanmes consuned it. Toby allowed hinself a sigh of relief, and then
went to neet the dead as they came crowding in around him Wenever the tooth touched dead fl esh,
t he bodi es burned, and soon the floor of the great Norse hall was littered with charred and

bl ackened forns with no novenment left in them

Hob's unwilling arny was at rest again, all his unnatural |ife burned right out of it.

Toby was soon able to rescue Jinmy, and with the somewhat battered and bl oodi ed t hunder godling at
his side, quickly finished off the rest of the dead. No nore new dead cane popping out of nowhere
to attack them Hob had clearly seen the futility of losing any nore of his dead servants to
Surtur's Tooth. Wen it was finally over, Toby and Jimy stood together, both grinning fiercely.
Toby felt good, pleased, at having finally achi eved sonmething. And, for the first time, he didn't
feel intimdated by the big thunder godling s presence.

Jimy cl apped hi mon the shoul der, staggering himfor a nonent. 'Not bad, Toby Dexter. Not bad at
all, for a nortal .’

They shared a snile, and then Toby | ooked down at the great tooth in his gloved hand. 'Wat is
this thing, anyway?

"My ancestor Thor had a run-in with Surtur, back in the old country. Surtur was a nmajor fire
denon. Still is, as far as | know Certainly if he ever turns up here wanting his tooth back, |
plan on giving it to himwith all the politeness at ny command. Nasty things, fire elenentals."'
They went back to dismantle the barricade around Gayl e and she energed to hug Toby tightly. She
was shaking, but it took Toby a nonent to realise that it was fromlaughter, not fear. She pushed
herself away fromhimand grinned at him

"My brave hero. I"'msure it was all very perilous, Toby, but you have to understand that all |
could see was you and Jimmy chargi ng back and forth, attacking enpty air. | couldn't see the dead
until you burned Hob out of them and they were just everyday bodi es agai n. Poor souls.
"Wonderful ,' said Toby. 'My big nonment, and I'mthe only one who saw it.'

Gayl e | ooked around her, at the dozens of snoul dering corpses scattered across the hall floor
"None of this was their fault. They didn't ask for their rest to be disturbed. But that's Hob's
way; to let the innocent suffer, rather than put hinself at risk.'

Toby | ooked around him and for the first tine saw his recent enemies sinply as nen and wonen,
their final peace desecrated in the nane of Ni cholas Hob's anbition. He felt ashaned. He'd enjoyed
fighting them cursing them destroying them
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"What am | going to do with all these bodies? said Jimry, just a bit plaintively. 'l can't keep
them | don't have the cupboard space. Besides... they're really creeping me out. Hate liches."'
"They're all going to have to be properly identified and returned to their proper resting pl aces,
Toby said firmy. 'W have to do the right thing by them None of themwanted to be here. They're
just nore of Hob's victins. The death-wal kers can probably help.'

"Yeah, well, those people give ne the creeps too,' said Jimmy. 'But | suppose you're right.'
"First,' said Gayle, 'we have to stop Hob.'
"Damm right,' said Toby. 'l won't stand for this. He has to pay. | think it's tinme we took the

fight to him No nore reacting to whatever he does. W have to go to him catch hi mwong-footed
We have to go to Bl ackacre.'

"Now you' re talking!' said Jimy Thunder. 'No nobre nessing about. Just barge right in and bust
everything up. It's what | do best. |I'Il take care of Angel. Once we're both in Mysterie, 1"l
really kick her arse.'

Gayl e | ooked at Toby. 'Like | said, linted.'

"I think we need a plan first,' said Toby, diplomatically. 'I've been thinking. First we need to
talk to the Mce...'

TEN
UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTERS
On the edge of town, isolated and abandoned, stood Bl ackacre. The trees rose still and tall

though life had left themlong ago, and no aninmal or bird or insect disturbed the suffocating
silence. But in this place where nothing |ived, sonething noved. A thick fog, blue-green and
shimering with its own unearthly |ight, canme stealing through the trees, billowi ng slowy out
fromthe ancient farnmhouse that was the foul and rotten heart of Bl ackacre. The fog pul sed and
heaved like a living thing as it progressed, swallow ng up everything in its path, until it
reached the boundary of the dead wood on every side, and then it stopped abruptly and was still;
wai ting for sone poor dammed fool to cone and disturb its donain.

Ni ght had fallen by the tine Toby Dexter, CGayle and Ji my Thunder canme to Bl ackacre. A focal
point, a God For Hre and a wonan who was so much nore than just a woman. It was a cl ear night,
but no stars were out, leaving only a ghostly silver light fromthe full noon to show their way.

I f anything, the evening seened even hotter than the day had been, and the night air was cl ose and
sweltering. Toby pulled his sweaty shirt away fromhis chest as he played the beam of his
flashlight ahead of him He felt increasingly unconfortable, and not just fromthe unrel enting
heat. He'd never been to Bl ackacre before, even though it lay only just outside the town where
he'd spent nost of his life. No one went to Bl ackacre, not even in cal mand reasonable Veritie.
Everyone knew the stories. Now here he was in Mysterie, where such stories had power, approaching
the | ast redoubt of the Serpent's Son to face the dragon in his lair; and suddenly all Toby's

pl ans and preparations seenmed as nothing, conmpared to such ancient, established evil. |If Bradford-
on-Avon really was the secret heart of the world, then Bl ackacre was the hidden canker in that
heart.

Toby still wasn't at all sure what he and his conpani ons were going to do, once they finally cane
face to face with Nicholas Hob and Angel. He only knew, on sone deep, instinctive, primal |evel,
that direct confrontation was the only strategy left to themthat had any chance of success.

They had come to Bl ackacre because they were nmeant to be there.

Gayl e had insisted they wait for darkness before setting out. And so they watched the eneny sun
sink slowmy down the sky, as the sky turned as red as bl ood, and then disappear into the dark
purpl e of evening. Darkness would hide themfromthe Serpent's sight, and the watchful, sorcerous
gaze of his Son. Toby still had a hard tine accepting that the famliar sun that shone every day,
the giver of life and light, was actually the home of Humanity's npbst ancient and awful Eneny; but
he had to admit, a night attack made sense. The el enent of surprise was practically the only thing
they had going for them

He I ed the way up the long, gradual hill that culmnated in the old forbidden wood, glaring into
the dark and shining his torch ahead of himlike a weapon. The noonlight hel ped, but the bl ue-
white gl ow made everything seemunreal, |ike walking through a dream Toby had the only

flashlight. Apparently thunder godlings didn't need such things, and Gayl e stuck cl ose to Toby.
She'd grown ever nore silent as they left the town behind them and she seenmed to stunble nore in
the dark than Toby and Ji my put together. She was holding onto Toby's arm and it seened to him
that the growing pressure of her fingers was nore for confort than support. Jinmy Thunder was
qui et too, only cursing under his breath fromtine to tine as earth turned unexpectedly under his
great weight. And so, in silence and with uncertain courage, they canme at last to the dead pl ace,
the scorched |l and, and stood at the boundary of the dead wood, | ooking in.
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The thick fog enveloping the trees cane as a surprise to them It hung about the trees like a
shroud, thick and inmpenetrable. Toby shone his light into the fog, and the glow ng m sts swal | owed
it right up. He | ooked back at the town, laid out belowin a patchwork map of gl owi ng anber

lights, and there was not a trace of fog anywhere in the slow, hot sumrer night. He turned back to
the eerie glow of the blue-green mists, and swall owed hard. He didn't need to be told that there
was not hing natural about this fog that shone with its own unclean |ight and stopped inpossibly
abruptly at the edge of the dead wood. Just looking at it nmade his skin crawl. Whatever Hob was up
toin there, he really didn't want it seen. Suddenly Toby realised that Gayle was clinging tightly
to his arm breathing heavily, and actually shuddering as she | ooked at the fog before them Toby
didn't blame her. He had an unpl easant feeling that if he stood and | ooked into the fog | ong
enough, sonething would cone out of it to | ook back at him Sonething he wouldn't want to neet at
all.

"Are we going to stand here all night?" said Jimy Thunder, and Toby all but junped out of his

ski n.

"I don't know,' he said sharply. 'Maybe. Are you telling ne this fog doesn't disturb the hell out
of you too?

The thunder godling shrugged. 'I've seen stranger shit than this in nmy tinme. The fog's actually a
good sign, if you think about it. It neans that Hob's fallen back on the defensive. He can fee
things are coming to a head, and he's worried someone night cone to stop him This fog m ght | ook
i mpressive, but it's really only a protective shield. According to the Waki ng Beauty, the rea
defence here is the small arnmy of wal king dead Hob has staked out around his farmhouse, ready and
waiting to slice up any uninvited visitors. And since none of ny artefacts is of any use this
close to Hob's seat of power, we'd better hope your plan to get us in is going to work.

"It'"lIl work,' Toby said imediately, trying at | east to sound confident. '"I'll get us to Hob
Hopeful ly by then you and Gayle will have worked out what the hell you're going to do to him
Because if you haven't, | amgoing to start running and I won't stop until I'"'min a different tine
zone. M ce! VWere are you?

They came tunbling up the hill towards him a whole crowd of large furry aninals, |eaping and

pirouetting and jostling each other, laughing breathily fromhigh spirits. Toby felt better

i medi ately, just fromlooking at them Life blazed so brightly, so freely, in the Mce. They
piled up before Toby, pushing and shoving each other and grinning broadly. Toby grinned back as he
took in four famliar Muse faces.

"Is this all of you?

"Ch yes,' said Bossy inportantly. 'l nade sure no one was |left out.

Always up for a bit of organising, ne. W're here, all twenty-three of us.

Toby rai sed an eyebrow. 'I thought there were only-'

"There are always nore of us than you think,' said Sweetie, |eaning |anguorously agai nst Toby's
hip and batting her big eyelashes at him 'For you, we've called out all the reserves. W are the
M ce. Fear our playful ness.'

"It looks like you're going to need all of us,' said Tidy, studying the fog just a little
doubtfully. O her Mce joined him their noses tw tching unhappily. Tidy snorted |oudly, and
turned back to Toby. 'Nasty stuff. Stinks of bad magics. Going to be hell getting the smell out of

our fur later. Still, anything for the Lady. And you, Toby. Don't worry; we can handle this.
Dreany, you're about to say you dreaned of this, | can tell. Don't you dare.'

"l dreaned sonething,' said Dreany doubtfully, her eyes very wide. 'But | can't renenber what. |'m
sure it was very inportant...'

"Yes, well, we can talk about that later,' said Toby diplomatically. '"Now, in you go, all of you

Spread yoursel ves wi de and cause as much trouble and distraction as you can, but don't risk
getting caught.'

Bossy sniffed disnmssively. 'There isn't anything in there that can catch us. Mce! Forward! Tally-
ho!"'

The M ce charged forward, |aughing and hallooing, and streanmed into the thick, envel oping fog,
boundi ng al ong and eager for fun. Toby tried hard to renenber that they were perfectly capabl e of
taki ng care of thensel ves. Jimy Thunder watched the | ast of them disappear into the nists, and
nodded approvingly.

"Hob can have as many dead guards in there as he likes; those Mce will run themragged all night

| ong."

"One of your better ideas, Toby,' said Gayle. She sounded tired, washed-out. She realised Toby was
| ooking at her worriedly, and nanaged a reassuring snile for him 'This place... upsets ne.
There's nothing natural here, nothing of life and the natural order. It's a setting dedicated to
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deat h, carved out of the living world. | don't know how long | can operate, or even survive, in
such a pl ace.

Toby frowned. Gayle |ooked fragile; vulnerable. Wak. He wasn't used to seeing her like that. He
didn't like it. 'Maybe you should stay here, while Jimy and |-’

"No,' CGayle said flatly. 'You're going to need me when you finally get to Hob - ny dear little
nephew. Cone on. Let's get noving before | change ny mind.'

She let go of Toby's arm took a deep breath and strode forward into the thick, pulsing fog. Toby
and Ji my quickly foll owed her in.

Gayl e barely managed a dozen steps into the dead wood before she staggered to a halt, unsteady on
her feet and gasping as though she couldn't get her breath. Toby noved in quickly beside her, and
she grabbed his armwith both hands, |eaning heavily on himfor support. She was trenbling al

over now, and her face was pale and beaded with sweat. Jimry drew his hammer Mol nir and | ooked
fiercely about himfor sone sign of a threat, but there was nothing. Toby rmurrmured soothingly to
Gayle, and tried to get her to take deep breaths. She |aughed shakily.

"God, | feel bad. Sick. | don't belong here. |I renenber... this place, before it died.' She
stopped to swal |l ow hard, and shook her head as though to clear it. 'It was a long tine ago. Just a
pl easant little wood, then. A warm and shadowed copse for young lovers to walk in. Until Hob cane
and did the terrible thing that cursed the |and and made this place for ever Blackacre. A cold
scar on the body of the world, never to heal, never to regenerate, never to know life again.'
"Way did he do it? Why would Hob want to do sonething like that?' Toby was nmore interested in

di stracting Gayle from her obvious distress than anything el se, but even as he spoke he realised
he needed to know the answer, if he was ever to understand why Hob was the way he was.

"He did it to showthat he could,' said Gayle. 'To stanp his mark on the world, his brand. So that
no matter what we or anyone el se did, there would al ways be one place that was for ever his;

al ways apart, always hurting. Just like him'

Toby gl ared about himinto the thick fog. Blackacre was horribly silent. The dark, dead trees

| oomed around him shadows in the shimering blue-green curtains of mst. He hardly needed his
flashlight any nore. The fog's own glow was |i ke burning marsh gas, or spoiled noonlight. Gayle
signalled that they should nove on and Jinmmy quickly took the point. He knew where the farnhouse
was, though he'd never been there before. Apparently he nade it his business to know things |ike
that. Gayle and Toby followed after the thunder godling, sticking close so as not to lose himin
the treacherous fog. The ground beneath their feet was soft and unpleasantly vyielding. Toby I ooked
down, and saw that they were treading through a thick [ayer of ash. He | ooked back over his

shoul der, but they'd already cone far enough that he could no | onger see the boundary, lost as it
was in the fog. There were only the dead trees and the ashes at his feet, and the fog; thick
enough to blur the surrounding world, and nuffle the few sounds he and hi s conpani ons nade. It
felt to Toby now as though he was wal king at the bottom of the sea. He kept a careful |ookout for
sharks.

Strangely, it was even hotter inside the fog than out. The heat seenmed to cone from everywhere at
once, as though they' d stepped into an oven. The air was thick, full of the corrupt stench of the
wood, and the sweltering heat was al nbst overpowering. Toby's shirt was soaked with sweat, and
nmore ran down his face to drip off his chin. Gayle was | eaning ever nore heavily on himnow, her
face shiny with sweat and her eyes half closed, but she didn't conplain. Jinmy did, but had enough
sense to keep it nmostly to hinself, grunbling constantly in a grow of Od Norse. Norse gods were
built to endure cold, not heat. Toby switched off his flashlight and put it away, so he coul d have
both hands free to support Gayle.

"l shouldn't be able to see this,' she said suddenly. "Any of it. | have a blind spot where death
is concerned. But Blackacre is as vivid to ne now as any nightmare | ever had. This is Hob's
doing; his place, his rules. He wants me to see his work, be inpressed by his power and his evil
He's very insecure, in some ways. Conmes fromhis being an only son, dom nated by his father
abandoned by his mother... We should have done nore for him In a way, all of this could be laid
at ny door.'

"Stop that,' said Jimy inmmediately, not |ooking round. 'Hob nade hinself what he is, and took
great delight init. He is the Serpent's Son, and you could no nore have changed his nature than
you coul d make the world turn backwards.'

"Wl

"And if you're about to say what | think you're about to say, | don't want to hear it. Just let ne
get himwi thin range of nmy hanmer, and 1'Il change his nature for him 1'Il give the top of his
head such a bash he'll end up having to hear out of his arse.

"I's it just nme,' said Toby, 'or does this fog have a distinctly oily feel? | can feel it, crawing
on ny skin. It's like wal king through wet curtains.'
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"The fog is alive,' Gayle said tiredly. 'It's an extension of Hob's will. Just by passing through
the msts and disturbing them we're telling Hob soneone is comi ng. Though he shouldn't be able to
tell who, as yet. My nature shields us fromhim But there will be other defences, as we draw
nearer to the old farnhouse, even apart fromthe dead guards.

Toby | ooked qui ckly about him but the thick fog threw back his gaze. He hadn't spotted any of the

dead standing guard yet, but still he had a strong feeling that he was being watched. It also
worried himthat he hadn't seen any of the Mce yet, or heard them He couldn't stand the thought
that he m ght have brought themhere to their capture, or injury... or death. They were,

essentially, innocent creatures. Toby felt isolated, and horribly hel pless. There could be any
number of threats or enemies out there in the wood, in the fog; and he woul dn't know anyt hi ng
about themuntil they were right on top of him

"Angel's the one | want,' said Jimry, not at all for the first tine. He'd been going on about her
all the way up the long slope to Bl ack-acre, and for sone tinme before. Apparently he'd taken his
defeat at the railway station the previous night very hard. Hs pride had been hurt, and he wasn't

used to that. 'You just |eave Angel to ne. I'Il take her down this time, you'll see. We're both in
Mysterie now, where nmy powers are at their peak. | will show her the true rage and power of a
Norse god in his glory, and she will kneel to ne.'

Toby had heard all this before, and a great deal nore like it, and was getting bloody tired of the
whol e subject. He glared at Jimmy's broad back

"You know, | have a major slap with your nane on it, in my pocket. Now keep the noise down, so we
can at least hear if something nasty is com ng our way.'

Jimy didn't even deign to | ook back, but he did shut up, for a while. Toby was grateful for snal
nmerci es. He was becoming increasingly worried about Gayle. She was trenbling violently all the
time now, and | eaning on himso that he was al nost carrying her. Toby was secretly pleased and
flattered that she shoul d have chosen to depend on himrather than on her old flame, the great
hero Ji my Thunder. He knew this was snall of him but..

And then the dead came |unbering forward out of the fog, chasing after scattering Mce. Jinmy,
Toby and Gayl e stood very still and the dead guards ignored them fixated on the taunting M ce
that kept just ahead of them and generally ran rings around them The Mce shot back and forth
bet ween the dead trees, throwi ng up clouds of ashes with their pounding paws, the disturbed fog
billowi ng around them The dead guards didn't have a chance, or a clue. They stunbl ed after

whi chever Mouse cane nearest, reaching out with slow dead hands after furry bodies that were

al ready | ong gone.

More and nore of the dead appeared, drawn fromtheir stations, bunping into each other, or into
trees, or being tripped up or bow ed over by the darting Mce. Soon there wouldn't be a single
dead man left to stand between Toby, Gayle and Jimy and the Hob's lair. The Mce were having a
grand old tinme. As long-tinme hippies, firmy conmitted to peace and non-viol ence, they couldn't
and wouldn't fight directly, or lend their paws to open destruction, but this... this was just

pl ayi ng. Another triunph for the nousy pranksters.

‘One of your nore inspired ideas, Toby,' said Jimy, snmling despite hinself. '"Wth so nany M ce
dashing around |ike nmad things, any signals Hob might get fromthe fog will be hopel essly
confused. He won't know what's happening until we're right on top of him'

One of the M ce stopped suddenly before Toby, eyes wide and breathing hard. It was Dreany.

"I renenbered!' she said, trenbling distractedly. 'l dreaned about this, | did. About all of us
here, in this place, at this time. Geat things will happen here, and bad things. Soneone dies,
screanming in the night.'

And then she was of f again, running through the dead trees, chasing and being chased, tornenting
and distracting the dead guards. Toby | ooked at Gayl e and Ji mmy.

"Her dreans aren't reliable,' said Gayle. The other Mce said so.'

'Stands to reason soneone's going to die here,' Jimmy said gruffly. 'Either Hob and Angel, or one
of us. No way we can all hope to walk away fromthis alive. | knew that going in.'

"No one's ever been able to kill the Hob,' said Gayle, her eyes fixed on Toby's. 'Even the WAl Kking
Man couldn't finish Hob off. And Angel is an unknown factor. She was created in Heaven's forges,
and even in her new, lesser form she is mighty indeed. The best we can hope for is to nmake both
of them back down, dismantle whatever operation the Serpent had themset in notion. And no, Toby;
I don't know how we're going to do that yet. But we have to be here. W have to face them in the
centre of their power. | can feel it, even w thout taking nmy aspect upon ne. You, Toby, of all of
us, have to be here. You will be the focal point, upon which everything else turns.'

‘"Don't rely on me to save the day,' said Toby, |ooking away from Gayle. 'I'm not the kind of
person you can rely on. | haven't got a clue what 1'Il do when | finally conme face to face with
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Hob, except probably wet nyself. Look; 1've already died once today. | should be exenpt from
further unpl easantness in that area.

"What do you want,' said Jinmy, 'a note from your nother?

Luna and Leo, two very different shape-shifters, approached the Bl ackacre boundary, not know ng
that from another side, another group was doing the same thing at the sane tinme. Luna was stil

di sturbed t hough, sensing the presence of other powers, and kept |ooking distractedly about her
Leo didn't really notice; as usual he was entirely taken up with his own concerns. In fact, he was
still thinking wistfully about the chances of doing a runner, and legging it for the nearest

hori zon. But... he knew there was nowhere he could run where Luna couldn't see, and find him and
puni sh himin all kinds of inventive and unpl easant ways. H's nature and hers neant that they were
for ever linked. So he sighed and growl ed and shook his shaggy head, sniffing unhappily at the
eerie blue-green fog snothering the dead trees before him It snelled unhealthy.

"This is new," he said finally. '"Wasn't here the last tine | came through. Hob must have set it

up, after | evaded all his other security nmeasures. W walk into that stuff, we night as well send
Hob a singing tel egram saying we're coning.'

"I want himto know we're conming,' said Luna. 'l want himto know I'mcomng, and to worry. | have
a great deal to say to ny errant son.

Leo | ooked at her uneasily. Al his instincts were yelling at himto get the hell away fromthe
unnatural fog and what it contained; but right then, Luna was scarier than anything he night
encounter in Blackacre. Her voice was horribly cold and angry, and her eyes were blue chips of ice
- goddess's eyes. Having a direction and a purpose had served to focus her again, even in
Mysterie, and of course she was much stronger in the noonlight. She was dressed all in white furs
now, the pure silver pelts still spotted with the dark bl ood of the furs' previous occupants. Her
face was thinner, alnbst gaunt, her close-cropped hair shining silver like her furs, her nouth a
thin scarlet line.

Her appearance had changed several tines on the long trek through the town and out, but her mnd
was fixed and relatively sane. Leo just hoped fervently that she woul d know what to do when she
finally cane face to face with her discarded son, the Hob. There was nore to Luna, now, a presence
and a power, even though she had yet to take her aspect upon her. She was waking up, after
centuries of sleep, and beginning to remenber who and what she was, and could be. Leo did his best
not to bring hinself to her attention except when necessary.

"He's in there,' Luna said abruptly, staring into the thick fog as though she could see right
through it - and perhaps she could, at that. 'He knows conpany's coning, but he doesn't know who.
He's curious, but he isn't scared. Yet. And... there are other presences abroad in the night,
headi ng into Bl ackacre with retribution on their mnds. Events are approaching a climax. There
will be blood and suffering, oh yes, and death and reckoni ngs | ong postponed. You rnust |isten when
I tell you these things, Leo. The |life you save night be your own.'

"Wonderful,' said Leo. 'I'mso lucky to have you here to point these things out to me. How do you
want to do this?

"W will walk into the wood, and keep wal king until we reach Hob's redoubt. And if anything gets
inour way, | will walk right over it.

"l have a strong suspicion it's not going to be quite that easy,' said Leo, carefully. 'Apart from
this fog, there are all kinds of other defences in the wood, set up specifically to keep out
people like us.'

'There are no people |ike us.'

"Yes, well, be that as it undoubtedly is, the fact remains that there is a small arny of the risen
dead standing guard in there, with orders to nmake offal out of unannounced visitors, quite apart
froma whol e bunch of free-floating defensive spells, all ready to trigger if anyone gets too
close to them Shaped curses, malignant hexes, denolition charnms; all the usual black-magic crap
designed to really ness up your day. | only avoided themon nmy last little incursion because of ny
dual heritage, and you can bet Hob will have reprogrammed them by now to take that into account.'
Luna sniffed, fixed the unnoving fog with a hard | ook, and then thrust one very pale hand into the
bl ue-green mists. The fog churned violently about her hand, as though in pain, and bright lights
flared suddenly, deep in the msts, and were foll owed by the sound of distant explosions. Leo
could feel his jaw dropping as he listened to the Hob's defensive spells detonating under the
pressure of Luna's will. So much power, linked to a mind of fluctuating sanity... Leo didn't even
want to think about what might happen if Luna ever turned such a gaze upon him but he coul dn't
seemto help hinself. He felt very nuch |ike whinpering, and did actually junp just a bit when
Luna nodded once, sharply, withdrew her hand and spoke to him

' Conme al ong, Leo.'
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Al'l he could do was nod, and say, 'Yes, mm'am

She wal ked into the fog with her head held inperiously high, and Leo slunk in after her. He felt a
sharp sinking sensation in his stomach as the thick, oily blue-green msts swallowed himup, |ike
the maw of sone hungry beast. His skin crawled at their touch, and all his hair stood on end. He
gl ared about him tensed and ready for any form of attack, but there were only the dead trees,

Ii ke dark smudges in the fog. Leo considered turning wolf, and then thought better of it. This

pl ace was upsetting enough to his nmerely human senses. He gl anced at Luna and wasn't surprised to
find she'd changed again. She was dressed in chased silver arnour now, from shimering helmto
dai nty boot, the shining netal traced with frost despite the heat, and scored all over with marks
in a language Leo didn't even recogni se.

I know it, said his Brother Under The Hill, sounding distinctly unhappy. No one uses it any nore.
It's Enochian, a |anguage for speaking wi th angels.

"Be quiet,' said Luna. 'Your chattering distracts nme.'

Listen to me, the Brother said stubbornly. There are others in there with you, powerful presences.
Not Hob or Angel

"Ch shit,' said Leo. 'It's going wong already, isn't it? Maybe we should cone back later?

Too | ate.

Suddenly a whol e gang of nice cane charging out of the fog, racing around and past Luna and Leo,

| aughi ng and whoopi ng. Dead nmen cane stunbling deternminedly after themand the Mce chased and
pestered them nmercilessly, taking turns to see who could get the closest to the grasping dead
hands and still escape untouched. The dead stubbornly pursued the Mce, who |led themoff into the
wood again until all of themwere gone, swallowed by the fog. The | ast Mouse to go was Sweeti e,
who paused just |ong enough to drop Leo a saucy wi nk.

"Friend of yours?' said Luna.

Ch, tell nme you didn't... said his Brother

' Today just keeps getting worse and worse' said Leo.

That was when the dead hands burst up and out of the ash-covered ground all around them grasping
blindly for Luna and Leo's ankles: dead nmen and wonen, buried in the dead ground, hidden from view
as another line of defence. Cold fingers dug deep into Leo's ankles and feet, tearing the skin and
crushing flesh and bone with horrid, inplacable strength. Leo yelled, fromshock as nuch as pain,
and tried to change, but the pain distracted his thinking, preventing himfromconcentrating. He
fought to keep his balance, knowing that if he fell, the rotting hands protruding fromthe ashes,
opening and closing like bear-traps, would tear himapart in nonments.

But where the hands touched Luna's cold arnour they recoiled in a nonent, seared and tw sted, as

t hough bl asted by some unseen force. They could not bear the touch of her. Luna gl ared about her
and wherever she | ooked the hands sank quickly back into the broken ground, driven away by the
awf ul power of her will. Sone of the nore slowy retreating hands actually w thered under the
pressure of her gaze, and fell apart. The ground itself rippled and roiled as the hidden dead
tried to dig thenmsel ves deeper into the earth, to get away fromher. It took Leo a nonent to
realise that his ankles were free too, now that she'd | ooked in his direction, and he quickly
knelt down to press his tattered ankles together with his hands, to speed up the healing. And so
he woul dn't have to | ook at Luna, and perhaps neet her terrible gaze.

"That was Hob,' Luna said calmy. "My son, working through the dead. Now he knows |'m here. CGood

I want himto know. And to worry.

In another part of the dead wood, Toby and Gayl e and Ji nmy stood together, watching a bright

gol den gleanming will-o'-the-wisp, as it danced in the nists ahead of them It was drawing steadily
cl oser, a golden glow bobbing on the air |ike an unblinking flame. Then suddenly there were two of
them noving paired together, racing forward through the fog. Jimry hefted his great hanmer
Molnir, and braced hinsel f. The gol den gl owi ng t hings becane the two gol den eyes of a huge dark
cat, stalking out of the msts towards them over-poweringly huge and nenacing. It stood easily
five foot tall at the shoulder, and was perhaps ten foot |ong. Thick cords of nuscle bul ged under
the night-dark hide, but for all its size it wasn't a panther or a puma or a |leopard, or any known
species. Instead, it was sonmehow all cats and none, every kind of cat rolled into one and grown to
an inpossi ble size. The abstract, perfect, primal Cat. The ground shook under its tread, as though
afraid. It cane to a halt disturbingly close to Gayle and Toby and Ji my and | ooked at themwi th
cal cul at ed insol ence.

"Wll, hello,' said the Cat, in a slow, self-satisfied drawl that Toby inmedi ately knew was how
all cats would sound if they could talk. 'You really shouldn't be here, you know. This is a
dangerous place, for the uninvited.'

"Do you know who | an?' said Gayle, her voice perfectly cal mand steady.
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"You, Lady? Always. | would bow ny head to you, in other places. But this place belongs to

anot her, and so | do not bow to you. Soon, everywhere that is will be taken fromyou, and then
will bowto you no nore, Lady.'

"Can we cut to the chase, please? said Jimy, in his best conmandi ng, godlike voice. 'l haven't
got the time or the patience for the usual veiled threats and insinuations. W the hell are you?
"So swift, so uncourteous,' said the Cat. 'You would take all the fun out of it, little god. Your

ancestors understood the need for civilised banter; a crossing of wits before the slaughter. It is
expected of us, as synbols and avatars. But style is going out of the world, along with so many
other things. | amthe King of the Cats. And the Hob has bound ne to himw th proni ses of free
reign in the world that is to cone, the world that he will bring about. No nore pets, no nore zoos
or sanctuaries. Al mankind will be ny prey, or all of Humanity that survives the transition. My
prey, to run naked and squealing before ne, to hunt and kill at mny pleasure. Such fun. And all |
have to do to earn that joy is to kill fools like you, who intrude where they're not wanted.'

"You know who | am and dare to chall enge nme?' said Jimy, as calmand collected as the Cat.

"Ch yes,' said the King of the Cats. 'Such a pleasure, to have such notable victins to rend and

tear; such godly blood to lick fromny claws. I'mgoing to enjoy running you down, and hear you
pl ead for your little lives. The diluted god, the dininished Lady and the tiny nortal. You wll
run for me, won't you? Wio knows; | mght not chase all of you.'

"Shove it," said Jimry Thunder, hefting his hamer in his hand.

The Cat | ooked at Molnir thoughtfully, his great nuscles rippling under his fur. He didn't | ook
especially inpressed. |If anything, he seened to be snmiling. And then Toby stepped forward, putting
hi nsel f between Gayl e and the Cat.

"So,' he said brightly. 'How did you get to be King of the Cats?'

"What ?' said the Cat, not |ooking away from Ji mry Thunder. His tail was |ashing slowy behind him
He m ght have been starting to crouch

"How di d you get to be the King?' said Toby. 'Start at the bottom and work your way up? Perform
marvel | ous feats of bravery and derring-do? Or is it a purely constitutional title these days,
with no real power and responsibility?

"What ?' said the Cat, turning his glow ng gol den eyes on Toby. 'What kind of questions are these?
I just... knew. When the old King died, | becane the King; ruler of all the cats, in all the
wor | ds. '

"And that's it?" said Toby. 'No exam nations, no discussions, not even a cerenony? You just think
you're the King? Hardly seens likely, does it? | don't know about this. You could be wong, you
know. Have you checked? How do you know there aren't other contenders for the Kingship? Sone of
them mi ght actually be better qualified than you. And isn't the idea of an absol ute nonarchy
dangerously outdated, in this day and age? Perhaps you'd be better off with a committee, or some
formof proportional representation. Wiat are your qualifications to be King?

"What ?' said the Cat, actually backing away as Toby advanced on him 'The... the Voice told nme the
old King was dead, so | was King. That's how it works!'

"Ah,' said Toby, nodding interestedly. 'Now we're getting sonewhere. How | ong have you been
hearing voi ces?

The Cat screaned, turned abruptly and ran off into the fog.

"How about that?' said Jinmmy, lowering his hamrer. 'He ran away, rather than have to listen to you
any nore. Mnd you, | often feel the sane way.'

The King of the Cats didn't get far before he ran into Luna and Leo. Still scream ng, the Cat took
one | ook at Luna standing tall and inposing in her silver armour and skidded to a halt, his fur
standing on end. Leo turned wolf in a flash, and threw hinself on the Cat. He'd been | ooking for
sonmeone to take out his grievances on all day. They hit the ground in a cloud of ashes, a hissing,
grow i ng ness of teeth and claws and bad tenper, tearing savagely at each other. But the Cat was
out wei ghed, outclassed, not to nention already severely denoralised, and besides, Leo could hea
all his wounds in a second. Soon the Cat was fighting only to break away and run. Leo pounced,
snapping his great wolf jaws shut on the nape of the Cat's neck. He took a firmgrip, braced

hi nsel f and shook the huge Cat violently back and forth, ignoring his pitiful hows. Leo then
dropped the Cat, bit himfiercely on the arse and chased himup the nearest tree. Leo sat at the
base of the tree, his long red tongue lolling out of the side of his grinning nouth as he peered
up, while the Cat clung precariously to the highest branch that would still bear his weight.

Luna canme over to stand beside Leo, and stared haughtily up at the treed Cat. 'Bad kitty. No nore
sour cream for you.'

"Ch God, she's going to start talking to ne now,' said the Cat. 'I think I'mgoing to have one of
my turns.'
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"A cat may | ook at a Queen, but even the King of the Cats should know better than to annoy ne,’
said Luna. 'Now cone down here and apol ogi se, before |I think of something amusing to do to you.'
I amnot coming down while that hairy thing with the thyroid problemis still down there!' said
the Cat, trying to hang on to the last vestiges of his dignity. 'Your Mijesty,' he added, as an
af t ert hought .

‘I could go up there and fetch himfor you,' growed Leo. 'In fact, | could chew himup and spit
hi m out again, and nmake you a nice pair of slippers out of his hide. If you like.'

"I don't really think we've got time,' said Gayle, behind them 'Besides; they'd clash terribly
with that arnour.'

Luna and Leo | ooked round sharply as Toby and Jimy and Gayle canme out of the fog to join them
drawn by the noise of the conflict. Up in the dead tree, the King of the Cats cringed pitifully.
"Please don't let himstart talking again! | can't stand it! My head hurts...'

Everyone ignored the Cat as the two sisters stared at each other thoughtfully and Toby and Ji my
| ooked interestedly at the werewol f.

"Thunder god,' said Jimy. 'Jimy Thunder, God For Hire.'

'Focal point,' said Toby. 'Toby Dexter, very confused.'

"Werewol f,' said Leo. 'But | think you already guessed that. Hang on while | change into soneone
| ess confortable.' He rose up on his hind |legs, and qui ckly becane human again. He was actually
gl ad of the excuse. The dead wood was too overpowering and upsetting for his enhanced wolf senses.
Toby blinked a fewtinmes as he tried to work out where Leo's clothes had suddenly appeared from
but was otherw se suitably inpressed. Leo gave Toby and Jimy his best friendly smle. 'Leo Mrn
acting hero, unpaid, under protest. Is that really Gayl e?

"Yes,' said Jimmy. 'Do | take it you're on your way to see Hob too?

"Mich against my better judgenent, but yes. Luna said | was going with her, and you can't argue

with facts like that. I'mhere to | ook after her, watch her back, remenber who she is for her

that sort of thing. O course now you're here, |I'msure you could take care of all that better
than | ever could, so I'"'mnot really needed here any nore, am1? In fact, |'d probably just get in
your way. So I'll just say Good Luck, and Godspeed, and be sure to let me know how it all turns
out...'

"Stand still, that wolf,' said Luna, still looking at Gayle. 'You're not going anywhere, Leo
Morn. '

" Ch bugger,' said Leo miserably.

The two sisters were still staring into each other's eyes. Neither of them seened all that pleased

to see the other.

"You shouldn't be here,' said Luna. 'Not here, of all places.

"l could say exactly the sane to you,' said Gayle. 'l can't protect you here.'

"l have the better right,' said Luna. 'He is nmy son, after all.

"He's the Serpent's Son. When have you ever cared about him Luna? You didn't even want to see him

after he was born. | had to take himaway.'

"Yes,' said Luna. 'And we all know how that turned out.'

"All right, | screwed up. Fostering himwith the Green Man probably wasn't the wi sest decision |
ever made. But | couldn't just kill him He won't listen to you, Luna. Wiy should he? You've never

spoken to himbefore.'

"You shouldn't be here,' Luna nmaintained stubbornly. 'This is a dead place. You have no power
here. It's outside your nature.'

Gayle smled slightly. '"Looks like we're both just followi ng our natures. W' re here because we
feel we have to be. Duty can be a real bastard sonetines. How are you feeling, Luna?'

"Surprisingly coherent, for a change. | find anger concentrates the m nd wonderfully. So, we're

off to see the Hob. Do you have a plan?'

"Do you?

"I thought not.' Luna | ooked at Toby interestedly. 'You always did have |ousy taste in |lovers. A
focal point! Well, that should conplicate things marvellously.

"Excuse ne,' said the King of the Cats diffidently, still up his tree. 'Wuld anyone object if |

were to come down now, and perhaps run away? |'d really like to run away, if that's all right with
everyone. There are far too many powers and avatars in one place for ny liking. It can only nean
that something dreadfully inmportant and significant is about to happen, and I woul d personally
prefer to be incredibly far away when the shit starts hitting the fan.'

"Be quiet,' said Gayle. '"Or I'Il let Toby talk to you sone nore.'

"Shutting up right now,' said the Cat.

And that was when a whole crowd of Mce suddenly canme running out of the fog, stream ng past the
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startled group at the foot of the tree without stopping. Al twenty-three Mce stanpeded past Toby
in full flight, not even pausing as he called out to them their purpose forgotten and abandoned
as they headed for the Blackacre boundary with all the speed they could nuster. The fog swirled
thickly about them disturbed by their passing. There was no sign of any of the dead, |eft behind
as they ran.

For behi nd them cane Angel

She cane striding out of the fog, walking on the air, as silent as a ghost, as renorseless as
revenge. She advanced unhurriedly on the group by the tree, who closed their ranks instinctively,
ready for trouble. Angel cane to a halt before them hovering sonme ten feet above the ground:
flesh white as winter, wapped in black tatters, with blood-red |ips and eyes. Even standing stil
in md-air, the fog around her was disturbed, as though by the slow fl appi ng of unseen wi ngs. She
smled down on them and that smile was a terrible thing to see. Leo was whining softly. Toby felt
i ke doing the same. Gayl e and Luna stood shoul der to shoul der, glaring at Angel with cold,

i npl acabl e faces. But Angel's attention was all for Jimy Thunder

"I knew if | waited | ong enough, you would cone to ne,' she said happily. 'You, at |east, know how
to show a girl a good tine. Not that | expect this to last long. We're both far from our
begi nni ngs, but here in Mysterie | amnore than you'll ever be. So how about it? Want to dance,
little godling? Want to bl eed and suffer and die? | alnpbst envy you the sensations you're about to
endure."’

Jimy Thunder threw Molnir at her. The ancient hanmer flashed through the fog, too fast for

nmortal eye to follow, and struck Angel squarely in the gut, folding her over and knocki ng her out
of the air. She dropped to the ashy ground |ike a wounded bird, making horrid noises as her
crushed lungs strained for air, but though Molnir struggled to return to Jinmy, she clung grimy
to the hanmer, refusing to let it go. Jimmy ran forward to take it fromher, and she rose up like
a denon fromthe pit to face him

Luna | ooked at Leo. 'Help the thunder god. Destroy the angel.

Leo | ooked back at her. 'Are you ki ddi ng?

Don't you listen to her, said his Brother. You wouldn't stand a chance, Leo.

"I had worked that out for nyself, actually,' replied Leo. 'Sorry, Luna. Scary as you undoubtedly
are, Angel is a whole different class of honicidal maniac'

"But you're a Morn!'

"And 1'd very much like to stay one, rather than becone a small pile of meaty chunks after they've
passed through Angel's digestive system | know ny linmitations.

"You get in there and help the thunder god or I will personally spread your limtations over a
very large area,' said Luna sternly.

Leo pouted. 'This isn't at all fair, you know ' 'Now you know how | feel,' said the King of the
Cats.

"Shut up,' said Leo. He shook his head and growl ed. '| should have joined the union when they
asked ne.’

He stretched and twisted into his wolf form and raced forward to hel p the thunder godling, who
was currently on the wong end of an appalling beating.

Jinmmy had | ost his hamer, and was goi ng head to head with Angel, both of them giving and

recei ving dreadful blows that shook the foggy air like thunderclaps. Any of those terrible blows
woul d have killed a | esser being inmediately, but Jimy Thunder and Angel crashed back and forth

t hrough the wood, knocking down or destroying the dead trees when they got in their way, |eaving a
wide trail of devastation and churned-up ash and earth. Great trees that had stood for centuries,
even after they were dead, were now uprooted and set |eaning at inpossible angles as Jimy and
Angel fought on

The thunder godling was |osing, and he knew it. He was strong and fast and could soak up
staggering amounts of punishnent, but in the end Angel was just so nuch nore than he was. Bl ood
ran thickly down his pul ped face as he gasped for air through a crushed nmouth and broken nose, and
it was all he could do to see his opponent through his swollen and cl osing eyes. H s back was
still straight and his blows were still strong, but he could feel the strength going out of his

| egs. He'd never fought so hard, for so long, to so little effect. It was |ike snmashing his fists
agai nst a nount ai nsi de. Angel drove himback, steadily, renorselessly, |aughing as she hit and
hurt him

Leo circled the fight, |ooking for an opening. He wasn't sure what he could do. All right, he was
a werewol f, but truth be told he wasn't even in Jimy Thunder's class, never nind Angel's. And
then Ji my Thunder roared with rage and hurt and frustration, and went berserk. Veins popped up
all over his body as his nuscles distended and all his wounds stopped bl eeding. H s eyes were wild
and fey, everything he was now focused only on attack. He surged forward, shrugging off Angel's
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bl ows, and cl asped her in a vicious bear hug, pinning her arns to her sides and crushing the air
fromher. Al her greater strength couldn't stand against his berserker rage. For a nonent Ange
was actually hel pl ess, and Leo saw his chance. He | aunched hinself at Angel and, with one vicious
snap of his great wolf jaws, tore out her throat.

He hit the ground hard, and span round inpossibly quickly, just in tine to see Angel break Jimy's
hold with one great flex of her arnms. She hit himonce, throwing himto the ground with such force
that all his berserk power was knocked right out of him Blood ran in a flood fromthe terrible
wound in Angel's throat and air bubbled in it, but she didn't fall. The pale flesh cl osed over,
knitting together, and the wound was gone. She | aughed at Jimy |lying on the ground before her and
stanped on him Ribs cracked and broke loudly. Angel did it again, and Jimry cried out in spite of
hinself. Leo threw hinself once nore at Angel, and she snatched himout of nid-air with one hand
and threw himthirty feet, to smash against a tree and break it in twd. Leo fell linply to the
ground.

Ji my Thunder, |ast of the Norse gods, last of the Iine of Thor, drew on the remains of his
strength and his heritage and called down a lightning bolt.

The stark and brilliant |even bolt slamed down through the fog, throw ng back the night, and
grounded itself through Angel. She shrieked |like a damed soul, shuddering and shaking, but held
in place like a beetle on a pin. Al her hair stood out, and her skin blackened and charred. She

shook violently, still screaming. The lightning bolt finally snapped off, and Angel's scream
stopped. She fell forward onto her face and lay still, snmoke rising fromher black and tw sted
body.

Toby hurried over to the broken, bloody thunder god, and got himback on his feet. H's wounds were
slowy healing, but his eyes were vague and confused. Leo Morn cane |inping over to join them
human once agai n.

"W'd better get noving,' Luna said calmy. 'Angel's down, but not out. Nice try though, Jimy.
Leo, look after him Toby, you help Gayle. She's only going to get weaker as we approach the

farmhouse. I'Il lead the way, while | can.'
They set off slowy through the fog. Up in his tree, the King of the Cats watched them go. Wen he
was sure it was safe, he clinbed carefully down, went over to sniff at Angel's still snopking body,

and then headed resolutely for the Bl ackacre boundary. Cats know when to cut their |osses.

Gayl e was | eaning nmore and nore heavily on Toby now, and sonetines she didn't seemto know where
she was, or why. According to Luna, they were alnost at the farmhouse clearing, but Toby didn't
know how rmuch faith to put in her. She seemed sane and col |l ected enough, but the details of her
armour kept changi ng when he wasn't | ooking, and soneti mes she addressed him by his own nane and
sonetimes by others, confusing himw th [overs from Gayl e's extensive history. Jimy Thunder

| ooked worn out and Leo Morn | ooked frankly dispirited. Al in all, they were not nuch of an arny
to take on the Serpent's Son

Part of Toby wanted just to take Gayle and get the hell out of the dead wood. Bl ackacre was

killing her. He could see it in her grow ng weakness, in the troubling vagueness of her face and
eyes. Sonmehow the dead wood was sucking all the life out of her. But even if he could drag her
out, against her will, he knew she'd only insist on going back in again. She was supposed to be

here. So was he. He could feel it, on a level too deep to deny. The focal point was being drawn

i nexorably to the point and purpose of his existence, whether he Iiked it or not. The same unknown
force that had brought himand Gayl e toget her was now demanding its price, and possibly its pound
of flesh. Toby wasn't as scared of death as he'd once been, not now he'd net her, but still he
didn't want to die. He had so much to live for, with Gayle.

Typical of his luck, really. Finally to gain what he'd always wanted, only so it could be taken
away agai n.

He was so lost in thoughts of fate and destiny, he didn't notice at first when the dead wood cane
alive around him The ancient trees stirred slowy, their |ong branches bending and tw sting and
stretching out towards the group as they passed, while dark roots burst up through the broken
ground to withe |Iike dream ng snakes. One by one the group becane aware of what was happeni ng,
and | ooked qui ckly about them as the dead trees rocked and swayed, and tore thensel ves up out of
the ashy ground. They wal ked on their roots, terrible dead giants with blind, inplacable purpose
'Hob,' said Luna, making the name a curse. '"His plan, his will. It's in everything.'

Gayl e rai sed her head slowy, and recited an old rhyne Toby hadn't heard since his chil dhood.
"Ash do grieve, Gak do hate, Wllow do followif ye walk out late.'

The dead trees were tearing thenselves free fromthe earth on all sides now, and the group fel
back before them No one had the strength left to fight them Jimmy's hand went to his hanmer,
back in its holster on his hip, but he didn't drawit. It was all Leo could do to keep Jimy on
his feet, and both of themknewit. The trees pressed forward, blocking off all routes but one,
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herdi ng the group towards the clearing, and the farnhouse.

Hob was getting inpatient.

They were only a few mnutes fromthe clearing. They stunbled out into the open space, and the fog
was suddenly gone. It clung to the edges of the clearing, but would not enter, as though even it
was afraid of N cholas Hob. Toby took his first ook at the farmhouse up close, and felt sick
There was sonething foul and unhealthy about the old structure, in its shapes and angles, as

t hough the very stone and tinbers had been infected by the evil that lived within it. Gayle's head
came up slowy and she gently pushed herself away from Toby. She didn't want to appear weak before
Hob. She wal ked steadily forward, across the open clearing, and no one ever knew what that cost
her. The others went with her. One by one the farnhouse wi ndows cane alight with a harsh bright
glare, like eyes opening. Gayle and the others canme to the front door, and it opened before them
and there was Nichol as Hob, sniling.

"Do come in. |I've been expecting you.

Hi s voice sent shivers up Toby's spine, and he | ooked instinctively behind himfor sone way out,
but there, on the edge of the clearing, stood Angel, conplete and unharned and sniling a smle
very like Hob's. One by one the risen dead enmerged fromthe fog to stand with her, a dead arny
conpel l ed by Hob's unrelenting will.

"Come in,' said Hob. "And we'll talk, for a while. You might as well. There's nowhere el se you can
go.'

He stood back and gestured for themto enter, and one by one the |last hopes of all the worlds
entered the house of their eneny.

ELEVEN

FAM LY TI ES

Toby's first thought on seeing the interior of the farmhouse parlour was that something had died
there, just possibly the roomitself. The pock-nmarked walls were seeping with what | ooked awfully
like pus, and there were larger craters too, weeping |ike discharging wounds. The fl oor was thick
and sticky with accumulated filth, and the sourceless light that filled the roomwas too sharp
too bright; overwhelm ng to the human eye, it gave everything the exaggerated, distorted | ook of a
fever dream There was a sense of sickness to the room physical, enotional and intellectual. It
was not a place where nornal, sane people could bear to live. It stank too, a rank, horrid stench
that was al nost overpowering. Toby had to fight not to gag too obviously. Houses cone to resenble
their owners. It occurred to Toby that he was getting his first real |ook at N cholas Hob's mnd
or his soul

Gayl e was even weaker here, increasingly unsteady on her feet, and Toby was having to support nost
of her weight. There were only two chairs, on either side of an elegant coffee table, all Iooking
i ncongruously nornmal in such a setting. Toby didn't wait for pernission before settling her onto
one of the chairs. Hob might have said no, if asked. Gayle's face was slack, and wet with sweat,
and her eyes were dangerously vague. She didn't respond when Toby said her name. He | ooked round
at Hob, who was sinking gracefully into the opposite chair

"What have you done to her, Hob?'

"Just brought her down to everyone else's level,' Hob said cheerfully. 'l thought it was tinme we
all had a little chat, and | don't want any... interruptions.' He |ooked across at Leo Mrn, who
was still supporting the weakened Ji mry Thunder. 'Do feel free to dunp hi manywhere, Leo. It's not

as if either of you are going anywhere, just yet.' Then, finally, he | ooked at Luna.

"Wl come to ny home, Mother. It's not nuch, but it's nmine, all nine.'

"Ch, this place is really you, N cholas,' said Luna, still |ooking round the roomrather than at
him 'You must have put a lot of effort into getting it to |ook like this.

Hob smiled briefly. 'You have no idea, Mother. Do nake yourself at hone. W have so nuch to talk
about.' He turned a charnming snmle on Toby. 'You and | especially have nuch to discuss. H; |I'm

Ni chol as Hob. |I'msure they've told you terrible things about nme, but you should know by now not
to believe everything people say. In Mysterie, there are always nore than two sides to any story.
And mne is nore conplex than nost. Ask me anything, Toby Dexter, and | promise | will tell you
what ever you want to know. Wether you'll |ike the answers... Were would you |like to start?

"How can you live in a place like this?' said Toby.

"This is where | have been forced to live,' said Hob, leaning forward in his chair to fix Toby
with an earnest gaze. He ignored the others with al nost insolent charm focusing all his attention
on Toby. 'A lot of people want nme dead, Toby Dexter. People |ike your conpanions. People such as
they have hounded me across the world and back, for |onger than you can imagi ne, never allow ng nme
to settle anywhere for long. There are only a few places |left now, where | can feel safe and
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secure. They took all the good places for thenmselves. It's time you knew the truth about ne, Toby;
and the truth about them

"Don't listen to him' said Jimy Thunder. He was sitting on the floor now, with his back propped
agai nst the wall, breathing harshly, his voice just a shadow of its former confident self. 'You
can't trust the Hob. Can't trust anything he says. He knows you're a focal point, knows you're
here for a purpose. He wants to turn you, nake you his. He'd say anything, pronise you anything,
to distract you fromyour purpose here. You can't ever trust the Serpent's Son.'

"You see?' said Hob, |eaning back in his chair and crossing his long legs with el egant ease. 'They
don't want you to listen to what | have to say. They can't allow you to know t he whol e truth.
Because there are some things they can't afford for you to know. Terrible secrets, that they've
been hiding fromyou."'

The Hob is the Prince of Lies,' said Jimy. 'Everyone knows that.'

"Way should | lie, when the truth can be so much nore damagi ng?' said Hob. 'Take Gayle, for
exanpl e. Tell me, Toby; have any of themtold you who and what your lady love really is? Wuld you
like to know?

Toby considered, but only for a nonent. 'Yes, | want to know. | need to know.'

He | ooked at Gayle, sitting slunped in the chair beside him but she said nothing. Toby folded his
arns across his chest and | ooked defiantly at Hob, who smiled back at him al nost sadly. Jimmy
tried to say sonething, but Hob overrode himeasily.

"Gayle is the human formof Gaia. Mther Earth, the planetary consci ousness, the living world that
supports us all. When she takes on her aspect, she beconmes the Earth; wonb and parent to al
humanki nd, and uni magi nably powerful. Her sister Luna, ny dear nother, is the Mon, of course.
Take deep breaths, Toby. These are big concepts, but you can handle them'

"So the Serpent In The Sun,' Toby said slowy, "is...'

'The Sun. Yes. The Gayl e and Luna you've been associating with aren't really hunman, the way you
and even | are. They're just nmasks, roles they play, suits they put on when they feel |ike going
slumm ng. Tiny extensions of thenselves they nade so that they could wal k unnoticed anong us. The
Gayl e who so entranced you is really nothing nore than a gl ove puppet. Gaia can no nore |ove you
than you could I ove one of the anpbebae that live in your digestive tract. That's why she would
never tell you the truth, or allow anyone else to tell you. She kept you close to her, in

i gnorance, because you're a focal point, and as such, useful to her.'

Toby's head was spinning. He felt sick. He wished there was another chair. Hob's voice was calm
and reasonabl e, but the things he was saying were hard to swallow, even after everything Toby had
seen so far, even though they explained so very nmuch. He was careful not to look at Gayle, or
Luna. He | ooked chall engingly at Hob

"So... all the planets are alive?

"Everything's alive, on sonme level,' said Hob. 'Everything' s conscious. And the further up the
scal e you go, the bigger you get, the nore powerful that consciousness beconmes. Gaia and Luna and
the Serpent are the real Powers and Domi nati ons, because they have power and control over

everything we do and are. W only exist on their sufferance because we're useful, sonetines. |'ve
spent all ny long life fighting them struggling to be free. For all of us to be free.
"But... you're saying Gaia, and Luna, are physically the Earth and the Mboon?' said Toby, needing

to be sure he'd got that right.

"It's nore of a netaphysical thing,' said Hob. 'The wonen you' ve been allowed to see are only the
smal l est tips of very large icebergs. Tine for a history lesson, | think - the true and terrible
origins of life in the solar system and not at all what they teach you in school. In the

begi nning was the First-Born, what we now know as The Serpent In The Sun; the first living

consci ousness. The Sun, alive and aware and terribly alone. Then, later, the planets awoke and
took on sentience, and devel oped needs and ains of their own. In the beginning they were all one
happy famly, or so |'ve been told, but it didn't last. Wen newlife, new sentience, began to
appear on the worlds, things changed.

'The Serpent was the Sun, and al ways woul d be. An individual consciousness, perfect and uni que,

but never to know the joys of raising and nurturing life of its own. Gaia, on the other hand, gave
birth to teeming hordes of life, great and small, over the mllennia. And all kinds of beings grew
strong and sentient in her loving care. As long as they didn't forget their place. Renenber the

di nosaurs? Cocky bastards, by all accounts. Anyway, Humanity cane along very late in the day, the
very |l ast species on earth to achi eve sentience. They were the weakest creatures, but the npst
subtle; and as a result, the race with the greatest possibilities for growh and even
transcendence. Wiich is why Gaia continues to tolerate our poisonous presence, despite all the
damage we do her. But don't misunderstand nme, Toby. Gaia nay approve of our species as a whol e,

but she's never given a damm for individual menbers of that species.'
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"You flowered in the real world of Veritie,' said Luna, unexpectedly. 'You nmade it your own. The
greater powers and presences always preferred Mysterie.'

'Because they're afraid of Humanity,' Hob said quickly. '"Afraid of our potential, of what we m ght
becone. "

"That's not true,' Gayle said heavily. '"He lies, Toby. He always does. It's his nature. Tell the
truth for once, Hob, and shane yourself. You planned all this, didn't you?

"Ch yes,' said Hob. 'I planned it all, every detail.'

"Wiy?' said Gayle. 'Wiy did you want us here?

"Direct and to the point, as always,' said Hob. 'I've always adnired that in you, Gaia. Dear
Auntie. Never any messing about with you. Your answers to problens have al ways been very
straightforward - an earthquake, a vol cano, a plague. You' ve w ped out whole civilisations, in

your time. Conpared to you, |'man amateur.' Hob | eaned forward suddenly to glare at Gayle. 'And
you call me evil... ny body count is nothing conmpared to yours.' He settled back in his chair, and
| ooked apol ogetically at Toby. 'Sorry about that. | just find hypocrisy so irritating. Now, where

was | ? Oh yes. Everything |'ve done since nmy return here was planned with a single aimin nind; to
bring you and Gayl e here. Spreading runours, planting information here and there, even ny attack
with the risen dead on the thunder godling' s hone were all a ruse, to distract you fromny true
intentions and lure you here, into ny parlour, nmy world. Blackacre, the one place where | have
power, and Gai a does not.

"Tell himwhy,' said Gayle. 'Tell himabout the terrible thing you did here, little nonster.'

"I've al ways been very proud of what | achieved here, but then |I'm biased, | suppose,' Hob said
easily. '"But no one else has ever torn a part of Gaia away fromher and nade it their own. It's a
uni que achievenment. Until now... But |'mgetting ahead of myself. Long ago, Toby, | called to ny
father the Serpent, and he sent out a great and powerful solar flare. | called it down to this

pl ace, to this very spot, channelled it through me, and that supernaturally charged bl ast of heat
scorched all life fromthis wood. All that was |left were dead trees in a dead |land. It becane the

one place on Earth where Gaia no |onger had any hold, or influence, or power, or access. Blackacre
became ny place, nmy world, where | could be safe at last. The view s not up to nuch, but you can't
have everything."'

"He killed it all,' said Gayle. 'Every living thing here, fromthe highest to the | owest. And now
I amhere, in this unnatural place; I'misolated fromthe living world. | cannot becone Gaia, or
call on any of ny power. Here, I'monly ny human self. Small, limted and very vul nerable - the
perfect trap. And | walked right intoit.'

"Exactly!' said Hob, clapping his hands together. 'I knew your nighty pride, your ancient

arrogance, wouldn't let you see ne or this place as a serious threat to such as you. You' ve been
human too | ong, Gayle, forgotten too rnuch.'

"No," said Gayle. 'That isn't why | cane here.'

Hob | ooked at her for a monment, and then shrugged. 'No natter. | needed you here, and here you
are. And you, Toby. You're just as inportant to ne. In fact, you' re much nore inportant than they
ever told you.

"What about the others?' said Toby.

Hob shrugged. 'Angel wanted Ji mry Thunder here. She's a bit peeved with him She wants to rip out
his heart and eat it, and who am | to deny Angel her little pleasures? Luna's presence was
unexpect ed. Who knew she'd actually | eave her wetched little bolt-hole after all these years?
haven't had the pleasure of her august presence in the sane roomas nyself since she abandoned ne
as a baby. And, it nmust be said, | had no wish ever to see her again, except at her funeral
perhaps. Still, what only son doesn't want his nother to see the great things he's achi eved? To be
awed, when he becones so nuch nore than she ever was? It's fitting she should be here, in the
monent of ny greatest triunph. You will try to pay attention, won't you, Mther dearest? |'d hate
you to miss any of it. Ah well; it's not as if | need worry about your interfering.' Hob | ooked at
Toby al nost apol ogetically. 'She's still a Power, but much weakened by centuries of feeble-

m ndedness. Frankly |'m amazed she renenbers who I am or who she is.'

"I remenber many things,' said Luna. That's al ways been my problem' She | ooked at Hob sadly with
her ice-blue eyes. The Serpent raped ne. Took ne against ny will, hurt ne till | could no |onger
resist him and then nade nme carry his seed. A netaphysical rape, but the horror was very real
Such was his power that | could not abort you, drive your unnatural presence fromny body. And so
| reduced nyself to the human, gave birth to you in blood and suffering and inflicted you on
Humanity. That was the Serpent's curse, and ny crinme. Everything else since then has been your
responsibility.’
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"Aren't relatives enbarrassing? Hob said to Toby. He snmiled at Luna. 'You know, humility suits
you, Mbdther. You should try it nore often.' Hob's charming snile disappeared. 'It didn't have to
be like that. You could have kept me, raised ne, cared for ne; protected ne fromny father. But
you chose not to. You hel ped nake me what | am'

"l hated your father,' Luna said tiredly. 'Hated what he did to ne, hated the result - you. | let
Gayl e take you away because... | wanted to forget what happened, forget you. And we all know how
well that worked out. |I'mhere now, N cholas. W can talk.'

Hob showed his teeth in an unforgiving snmile. 'Too late, Mther dearest; far too little, and far
too late.'

'Excuse nme,' said Leo Morn diffidently. 'Wat about nme?'

"What about you?' said Hob, and Leo nodded quickly, shut his nouth and hoped not to be noticed

agai n.

"Wy Bl ackacre?' said Toby. 'If you wanted a place of your own, why nake it such an awful place?
'Because | could,' said Hob. 'It felt so good, to hurt the world as she hurt nme. And because the
Serpent demanded it. He would allow nme a place of nmy own, but only on his terns. Typical father, |
suppose. Still; | have power here. You'd be surprised at what | can do, here.'

"Then why did you | eave?' said Ji mry Thunder

'The Serpent again,' said Hob. 'I have always been ny Father's servant; his weapon in the world of

men. He had a use for me, and so he drove ne out of here, with whips and scorpions, to do his

bi ddi ng. He does so love to neddle. And it's really so very typical of him and of all ny famly
I"ve never been allowed to have a |ife of ny own.

"So what's the plan?' said Gayle. She was sitting up a little straighter now, though she stil

| ooked very weak. 'Wiy do you need ne here, Hob?

"You're the key to everything,' said N cholas Hob reasonably. ' Through you, ny father and | wl|l
change everything that is. O, to be nore exact, through your death. Soon the Serpent will send
out a massive solar flare, the one he's been building up to all this time. And | will call it
down, target and channel it through nme, and send it out to sear all the life fromthis town, the
secret heart of the world. Not one living thing shall survive here, in Veritie or Mysterie. The
Serpent's natural and supernatural heat will scour the town clean from boundary to boundary, and
Br adf or d-on- Avon wi || becone just part of a nuch bigger Bl ackacre.

"And of course, as goes the town, so goes the world. Because here in nmy place, dear Gayle, you are
only human. You have no power, no defences; you will die with all the others. The earth will live
on, but you, the soul and heart and intelligence of Gaia, will be dead and gone. The Serpent wl|
take control of the new, mndless Earth, and remake it according to his wi shes. Wthout you to
stop him he will send out nore solar flares, to scorch all the life fromthe world. And then he
will combine Veritie and Mysterie by force of will into one world, which he will restock with
creatures of his own choosing and design; new life, answerable only to him And | will rule them
in ny father's nane.

"You are crazy,' said Toby, too taken aback to be anything but honest.

"You wish," said Hob. 'Let the old worlds die. They were never very kind to either of us, were
they? It's tine for a change.'

Toby | ooked at Gayle. 'Is it possible? Could he actually do that? He and his father?

"Yes,' said Gayle. 'The First-Born was al ways the nost powerful of us. Wth Gaia gone, and perhaps
Luna too...

"The end of the old and the beginning of the new,' Hob said cheerfully. 'W should be cel ebrating!
The new, joined world will be far superior to what we have now. None of the deadly dull greyness
of Veritie, none of the capricious madness of Mysterie. No nore Powers and Domi nations, screw ng
up people's lives...'

"None of the logic and sanity of Veritie,' said Gayle. 'None of the wonders and joys of Mysterie
Just the Serpent, to screw up everybody's lives...

"Wth you and your kind gone, the Serpent will have no reason to interfere,' said Hob. 'No nore

gods and nonsters, just... ordinary people. Sonmething very like Humanity, |'msure. To be frank

the Serpent isn't very inmaginative. I'msure he'll end up leaving a lot of the details to ne. He
usual |y does. The Serpent will be an absentee landlord. And | will be whatever | want to be. At

last... Let the old worlds go. | never |iked them anyway.'

"You don't have to do this,' said Luna. 'It's not too late, even now, to turn and wal k away. You
can still stop this.'

"Can you protect ne fromny father?' said Hob

"No. "

"Then | do have to do this. And | would anyway, because | want to. Payback can be so very sweet,
Mot her dearest.'

file://IG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Si...ide%201%20-%20Drinking%20Midnight%20Wine.txt (108 of 118) [10/16/2004 5:28:21 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/’eM ule/lncoming/Simon%20R.%20Green%20-%20Ni ghtsi de%6201%20-%20Drinking%20Mi dni ght%20Wine.txt

"l could die here too, with Gaia.'

"I know Isn't it wonderful! An unexpected but npst appreciated bonus.' Hob sneered at her from
his chair. I owe you so rmuch, for what you did to me. By choosing to give birth to ne in your
human form in Veritie, you ensured | would be hunman too. So nuch less of a threat to you and your
kind. You crippled ne, Mther. Condemmed ne to a nere human vessel, when | could have been so much
nor e.

Denied me ny true heritage, ny real power. What might | have been, had | been born in Mysterie, a
true son of Luna and the Serpent? | could have been greater than all of you. Instead you damed ne
to be human, with a human's limtations, no match for ny father's power. And so | becane his

sl ave, never to be free of him never to be nmy own person.'

"You coul d have been safe fromhim' said Luna. 'If you'd stayed in Veritie, where | put you.'
"And give up all my dreans of revenge? | needed the power | could find only in Mysterie. Not nuch
power, conpared to what | could have had, but enough to back ny various little schenes. To nake
you and Auntie Gaia notice ne and suffer, and regret your crines against me. And let's face it;
Veritie's a nice place to visit, but you wouldn't want to live there.'

"Revenge?' said Jimy Thunder. He'd finally got back onto his feet, with Leo's help, but he still
had to | ean against the filthy wall to support hinself. '"Is that what all this has been about?
Because Mumy didn't |ove you? How very human of you, Nicholas. Get a lifel

The Hob snatched up a netal coffee pot fromthe table and threwit at Jinmmy. It bounced off his

skul |, and his head rocked under the inpact. Fresh blood ran down his face, but he still kept his
feet.

' Speak when you're spoken to,' said Hob. He turned back to Toby, suddenly all charmagain. 'Don't
listen to them Toby. They're just jealous. You can still be a part of this. You're supposed to be
here. You have a role to play, as a focal point. You were chosen, by Powers far greater than any
here present, to help make all this possible. | knowit's a big thing, to give it all up and start

anew in a brave new world; but was your old life really so special that you want to hang onto it?
I"moffering you the chance to be a god, along with ne, to rule over a wonderful new age. A new
begi nni ng, of wonders and miracles and glorious new life. What is there in your old life that
you'd miss? A lousy job, rotten prospects, growing old, useless and forgotten? To be nortal, to
age and di e? You could be worshipped, in the world that's coming."'

"You want to kill CGayle,' said Toby.

'So should you,' Hob said reasonably. 'She's used you and lied to you all along the way. She
doesn't | ove you. She can't love you. Gayle is a lie. She has no real existence of her own, no
real personality, that could feel anything for you. She's just a mask, a puppet. The shadow Gai a
makes against a wall. Watever you mght think you feel for her is just an illusion; like the
crush you night have on a filmstar on the big screen. She knew that, but she used that |ove to
bind you to her. So that when your nonent came, your short nonent of power and destiny, you would
do what she wanted. Toby, listen to ne. | know what it is to be used by one of Them M new world
will be free of such lies, such influences. It mght not be a strictly human world, but it will be
much nore hurmane. Make the big junmp, Toby. Throw off your shackles and be free!'

"You can't expect ne to agree to the slaughter of all Humanity! To the extermination of the human
race!’

"Way not? The Serpent will produce sonething very simlar, to take its place. Every god needs

wor shi ppers.' Hob shrugged easily. 'Wen you've lived as Iong as | have, Toby, and seen Humanity
at its worst, the charmwears off pretty damm quickly. They're a spiteful, vindictive bunch, wth
few redeeming qualities. |'msure the Serpent and | can inprove on them'

That's not why the Serpent wants to kill off Humanity,' said Gayle, sonme of the old steel in her
voice. 'He's afraid of them He sees Hunanity's potential as a threat to hi mbecause they're

al ways evol ving, grow ng, becom ng nore than they are.’

"Or were supposed to be,' said Hob. 'Who knows what they m ght becone, in tine? They have no
limts on them in Veritie, to protect the rest of us fromtheir anbitions. They've already

| earned how to |l eave this planet. Eventually, there night cone a tinme when they won't need the
Earth, or the Sun, any nore. They already seek to control this world, gutting it and poisoning it
in the process. Gven tine, they'lIl wear it out and nove on, leaving this world and the Sun

behi nd."

"Finally,' said Luna. "Finally we come to the truth. To the Sun's words, and notivation. He won't
all ow Humanity to grow, because they m ght grow beyond him Mght learn to do without him M ght
even go away and | eave himalone, as he was in the beginning. He'd destroy themall first, and
repl ace themw th sonething that could never grow, and woul d never |eave him'

"Wl l, yes,' said Hob. 'After the Sun's wiped the Earth clean, with ny help, he'll subsune Veritie
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into Mysterie, and ensure that this fused world will renmain weakened, for ever under his and ny
control

Everyone in the new world will know their place and their function, and will never again grow
beyond their purpose, transcend what they were supposed to be.

"No more choice,' said Gayle. 'No nore freedom of thought.'

"Way shoul d they have what |'ve never known?' said Hob. He turned the full force of his charm and
personality on Toby. 'Join with ne. Help bring about a new start, a new beginning. You can't |ove
her. She isn't real. She isn't a person. She'll never |ove you.'

"You're wong,' said Toby. 'Gayle may be only a snall part of Gaia, but she's real, she's human
She nade herself real, by living as a human anong humans; by not just accepting her limtations,
but learning fromthem You spent so long regretting what you could have been and obsessing on
revenge that you never learned to appreciate the sinple joys and pl easures of the human condition
VWhat mi ght you have been, Hob, what m ght you have achieved, if you' d concentrated on being real?
Al'l these centuries you've lived, all the people you' ve net; didn't you ever |ove any of then?
"No,' said Hob. 'For a long tinme | thought... naybe sone day... but love isn't in ne. | don't
think I'mcapable of it. How can you feel, how can you know what you've never had? There's only
ever been ne, and the Serpent's orders. Al nmy life, others have only ever sought to use nme for

their own ends. Fromthe highest to the | owest, fromthe Serpent down to foolish, limted humans.
Open your eyes, Toby. You' ve been used, too. They made you a focal point, arranged for you to neet
Gayle and fall in love with her, knowi ng she wasn't a real person and could never return your

love. All so you'd do what They want, when the tine cane. Don't be a sucker all your life, Toby.
Fi ght back. This is your chance for revenge; to make them pay for prom sing you a |love you could
never have.

"You're right,' said Toby. 'You don't understand | ove. They, whoever They are, probably did

arrange our neeting yesterday. But | loved her long before that. | Ioved her fromthe first nonent
I saw her. | never expected anything to come of it; never expected her to love nme. It's enough
that | | ove her. She's real, she's human and she's very special. | won't betray her, and I won't

agree to the death of all Humanity, just because you're pissed off because you couldn't get a
date.'
"Ah hell,' said Hob. 'It was worth a try. Angel! You can come in now'

The door slanmmed open, and there was Angel. She strode into the room her scarlet eyes bright and
hungry. Hob indicated Ji my Thunder.

"He's all yours, Angel. Feel free to make a ness.

Jimmy had only started to push hinself away fromthe supporting wall when Angel was upon him She
snatched the hammer Molnir fromhis holster, raised it high and brought it smashing down wth

i nhuman speed. The hamrer tried to turn in her grasp, but her strength was relentless. The hanmer
sl anmed violently against Jimy's unprotected head, and there was a loud crack as it caved in the
side of his skull. Jimmy fell linply to the floor like a steer in a slaughterhouse and lay there
twitching. Angel hit himagain with the hanmer, just in case, and because she enjoyed it.

Leo Morn, who'd never thought of himself as any kind of hero, who knew he didn't stand a chance
agai nst Angel, turned wolf in an instant and threw hinself on Angel's back. He'd al ways adm red
Ji my Thunder, who was a real hero, and nmuch to his surprise, he found he couldn't just stand by
and watch while Angel killed a real hero. He | anded on Angel's shoul ders, and she cried out in
shock and staggered away from Jinmy, as Leo's claws sank deep into her pale flesh. He bit
viciously at the back of her neck.

Leo! shouted his Brother Under The Hill. Get the hell away from her! You don't stand a chance! You
don't have to do this!
"Yes | do,' said Leo. '"I'ma Mrn.'

H s great wolf teeth savaged Angel's flesh, and her hot bl ood sang agai nst his tongue as his jaws
piled on the pressure until his teeth grated agai nst her neck bones. Angel dropped the hammer

M ol nir and spun round and round, screanming in pain and rage, while Leo clung grimy on, fighting
to sever her spinal cord. But in the end he was just a wolf, and she was Angel. She forced her
arnms back until her hands could reach his hairy shoul ders, and then her fingers sank into his
flesh |i ke knives. His bones cracked and broke as her grip tightened, and then she tore hi maway
from her.

Leo kicked hel plessly as she held himup before her with one hand, studying himw th hot, angry
eyes, and then she casually tore his left forelinb right out of its socket. Blood spurted clear
across the roomas Leo how ed in agony, nore like a man than a wolf. Angel pulled off his other

| egs, one by one, and only then tore off his head. She | ooked at the bl oody pieces piled on the
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fl oor before her, her head cocked slightly on one side, as though puzzled by the extrenity her
rage had driven her to. Passions of all kinds were still newterritory to her. Hob made tut-
tutting noi ses.

"How nany tinmes do | have to tell you, Angel! Al ways clear up after yourself. Renmenber, we have to
live here.'

Angel shrugged, and threw the pieces of what had once been Leo Morn out of the door, followed by
Jimy Thunder's still tw tching body.

Leo! NO NO

They all heard the Brother Under The Hill scream ng, thundering through their m nds, a harrow ng
scream of rage and | oss and bitter intent. And they all heard the earth runble and break, as just
outside the town a hill began to open. On the side of that hill was an ancient drawi ng of a giant

human form carved out of the white chal k beneath the grass in centuries past, so | ong ago now
that few indeed renenbered by whom and why. There are chal k carvings on hillsides all across the
country. Some say they mark the worship places of forgotten gods; others that they are fertility
synbols. Only in Mysterie did a very few renenber that chal k giants marked the resting places of
dead or sleeping Nephilim the giants in the earth. And under the carving on the hill outside

Br adf or d-on- Avon a giant was stirring, his ancient blood awakened by a terrible | oss. The hil
shook and trenbl ed and broke apart, the cold wet earth splitting open, and out cane the Brother

Under The Hill, roaring in his anger even as he wept for the last of the line of Mrn
He was twenty foot tall, a great and muscular figure of nmore than human grace and perfection
Entirely naked, wet mud still daubing his golden skin, the old wounds still show ng on his back

fromwhere he'd torn away his wings |ong and | ong ago. He cried out, and his great voice filled
the night. No longer resting in the earth, no | onger bound by his ancient oath, the last of the
Nephilimin the world of men headed for Bl ackacre with bl ood and vengeance on his mnd

Nephi i m human-angel hybrid. Sterile, like all hybrids, they adopted human fanilies as their own.
The Brother had adopted the Mrns, watched and guarded them down the generations, had taken pride
in their heroic deeds. Now they were all gone. The Brother came striding through the night with

i nhuman speed, to stop the Serpent's plan in Leo' s nane.

In a mtter of nonents he was upon Bl ackacre, and crashed through the boundary without sl ow ng.
The thick fog shrank back from himas he passed, unable to bear his overwhel mi ng presence. The
dead guards canme to stop himand he swatted them aside easily, sending their broken bodies flying
and tunbling through the night. The great trees lurched forward on their roots to forma barrier
before him and he crashed right through them rending and breaking the dead wood with his huge
gol den hands. He was Nephilim sem -divine, touched by the Holy, driven by |oss and renorse and
cold, cold anger, and he would not be stopped.

He strode out of the broken trees and into the clearing, and approached the farmhouse. Hob seal ed
all the doors and wi ndows with his magic, and called up all his defences till the old building
glowed in the dark. The Brother didn't care. He | ooned over the farnmhouse, defensive spells
crackling harm essly against his golden skin |like static, and brought his huge fist down |like a
hamer. He beat against the farnmhouse with his bare hands, and the old stone and tinbers creaked
and groaned under the onslaught. One by one the defensive spells went down, shattered by the
Nephilims presence and resolve. Stone cracked and crunbl ed, roof tiles exploded and the whole
structure shuddered, as though afraid.

I nside, dust was falling thickly fromthe groaning ceiling and wi de cracks opened up in the walls,
| eaki ng unheal thy fluids as though they were bl eeding. The whole roomrocked Iike a boat at sea.
Hob was screaming with rage. Al his plans were being put at risk, by the one thing he hadn't
bargai ned for. He glared furiously at Angel

"l can still do this. You; buy me sone time. Get out there and do sonething!’

"No!" said Luna, noving swiftly to put herself between Angel and the door

Hob didn't hesitate. 'Kill her, Angel. W don't need her. W' ve got Gayle. But do it quickly,

pl ease. She is ny nother, after all.

Angel turned her crinson gaze on Luna, who didn't flinch. If anything, she |ooked sad. 'From ny
high station, | see everything. | saw you fall, Angel. And | renenber what you have forgotten
Look at ny arnmour, Angel. Read what is witten there, and know the truth.

Angel frowned, and nmoved slowy forward to stand before Luna, alnbst as though drawn agai nst her
will. She studied the script that was graven into the shimering netal

"I know this,' she said softly.

"Yes,' said Luna. 'It's Enochian, a |language for talking to angels. Can you read what it says?
"Yes,' said Angel. '"It's my nane, and ny history. | renmenber who | am | remenber everything,
now. '
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Her voice rose, suddenly sweet beyond bearing, powerful and potent, as she called out to the

Brot her in a | anguage never spoken in the world of nmen. Never spoken because the human voice coul d
not support it. She spoke to the Brother, the Nephilim in the | anguage of angels, and he halted
his attack. There was a | ong pause. The night grew quiet as the house slowy settled, licking its
wounds. Hob glared about himlike a trapped aninmal. And then the front wall of the parlour split
apart fromtop to bottomand slowy opened up Iike a pair of stone curtains, letting in the night.
Through that great gap | ooked the kneeling Brother, the rage in his face replaced at |east for the
monent by shock and wonder.

"Uiel? he said slowy. '"Is that you?

"Yes,' said Angel. "It's me, finally. It's been a long tine since | |ast saw you, Brother To
Humans. My son.'

‘"I's there anyone here who understands what's going on?' said Toby, but no one answered him Hob
and Luna and Gayl e only had eyes for Angel and the kneeling Brother. In the end, Angel turned
round and | ooked at Toby, and for the first tine her face seenmed cal m and rel axed.

"Once upon a tine, Toby Dexter, because the best stories all start that way; once upon a tine, in
the days before human history was set in stone, angels wal ked the earth. You see, there was once a
Great War in Heaven, between those angels loyal to the Creator, and those loyal to the

Morni ngstar. W all know how that turned out. But there were sone angels who coul dn't nake up
their mnds as to which side they should be fighting on, and even if they should be fighting at
all. So after the War was over, sonething had to be done with them Not pure enough for Heaven, or
evil enough for Hell; for their indecision, their lack of faith and |lack of noral conviction, the
Creator sent them away. He reduced themfromthe immaterial to the material, and placed them on
earth, there to live as nortals anong nortals, and learn norality the hard way.

" Now angel s have no sex of their own, no male or fenale. But once nmade nortal they became nen and
worren, better to help them appreci ate and understand the new world they noved in. And, not
surprisingly, the nortal angels mated with nortal humans, and produced children. These hybrid sons
and daughters were the Nephilim giants of great power and huge enotions. Perhaps luckily for the
path of human civilisation, these hybrids were sterile, or their descendants woul d have domni nated
Humanity's story for ever. Still, there were giants on the earth in those days, |egendary kings
and conquerors, statesnen and phil osophers, heroes and villains; long-lived, but not imortal.

Most of them are gone now, dead or sleeping, buried in the earth, at peace at |ast.

The nortal angels slowy learned norality, through their own actions or those of their children
and one by one they deternmined their true natures, and they departed the earth as the Creator

called them honme, back into the immterial. But sonme of us never forgot our children. I... had
unfi ni shed busi ness here, that continued to haunt ne. So after nmany restless centuries, | was
allowed to return here. | descended back into the material, to neet with ny only child, the |ast
of the Nephilimstill involved with the world of nen.

"But it all went horribly wong. | had to forget nuch of who and what | was, to be able to operate
on the imted, material plane, and this left nme weak and vul nerable. The Serpent In The Sun saw
me fall, saw an opportunity, and interfered with ny descent. He shut down all rny nenories, and

even arranged for ne to materialise as a female this tinme, to further distance me fromny past
identity. Hob was the first living thing | saw, so | inprinted on him and served him as the
Serpent intended. Sorry, Hob; but we were never truly conpanions. |I'mjust sonebody el se your
fat her used.

"But why?' said the Brother. 'Wat brought you back here, back to nme, after all this tine?

' Because | never said goodbye,’ said Angel, or Uriel. 'And because | never told you | |oved you.'
"You killed ny Leo,"' said the Brother

"Yes,' said Angel. 'I'msorry, now.'

"Families!' said Hob bitterly. "It always cones down to famlies, and the ties that bind. |'ve
never been allowed to have anything, and now they've even taken you away fromnme, ny fierce and
bl oody Angel. In the end, you were just sonething else nmy father could use to hurt me. Well; the

hell with all of you. This is my place, and | have power here. Power to punish the world and
everything init. Power to call down the sun! Father! Send ne your fire!'

Angel threw herself at Hob and wrestled with him They were both i nhumanly strong, and neither
coul d overpower the other. The Brother put his great hands on the broken parlour wall and tried to
wi den the gap, so he could get in and hel p. The house cried out as nore dust fell fromthe
ceiling. Luna watched it all with wi de, wondering eyes. Gayle turned to Toby, gripped his arm and
pul | ed hi mdown so that they were face to face. She called up the |ast of her strength, that she'd
been saving for a nmonment such as this, and her gaze and her voice were strong and sure.

"This is your nmonent, Toby, your reason for being here. Angel can't stop Hob, not here. Not in his
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pl ace, not his power. No one could. He will destroy Angel, summon his father's fire and channel it
through him and do every awful thing he swore to do. He'll kill us all, and rape and renake the
worl ds of Veritie and Mysterie. He'll damm all the life that replaces us to an endl ess ni ght mare
under his control, and his father's, unless you help ne stop them As a hunman, as Gayle, |'m
hel pl ess to intervene. But you still have a foot in both Veritie and Mysterie; you have a link to
both worlds, no natter where you are. | can't access ny power; but you can bring it to ne.'

"How?' said Toby. 'Tell me how.'

"The ley lines,' said Gayle. 'MW power, the power of the living earth, travels along those I|ines.
I put you in touch with them earlier today. You're still linked to them You can reach out and
touch them even here, and bring ny power to ne. | can use that power to becone ny true self,
Gai a, and do what nust be done to stop the Hob, and the Serpent.'

"I renenber the ley lines,' said Toby, neeting her gaze steadily. 'Just touching themfor a nonent

hurt ne beyond bearing. Holding onto themlong enough to bring themto you would kill me, wouldn't
it?

Gayl e nodded slowy. She wouldn't let herself |ook away from Toby's rel entless gaze. 'Yes. You
could die, Toby. Being a focal point mght protect you, or it mght not. |I don't know The odds
aren't good. Ch, Toby... | have no right to ask this of you. You already died once for ne today.
But you're the only one who can do this. |I can't nake you. It has to be your choice, your

deci sion. But we can save the worlds, Veritie and Mysterie. O you can let themdie, and be
repl aced by sonething el se. Your choice.'

"My choice,’ said Toby. 'The one that changes everything.'

"Yes,' said Gayle.

'Hob was right about one thing,' said Toby. 'Looking back, it wasn't much of a life | had. But it

still sounds better than anything Hob or the Serpent have planned. And | won't condemm all of
Humanity to death just because | never got the breaks. | don't want to die, Gayle. | want to live
on, with you. | love you, even if you are only a mask for sonmething that could never |ove ne. |
understand now. Mortal nust not love inmortal, for the sane reason that the noth nmust not fly too
close to the flame. Unfortunately, |ove doesn't care about things like that. So I'll do what's

necessary. Bring the ley lines here, and burn on their coals. Not for the worlds, or even
Humanity, but for you. Because a nortal man called Toby Dexter finally found | ove, and woul d
rather die than live without it. Can | get a goodbye kiss, for |uck?

Gayl e rose up out of the chair, put her hands on either side of his face and ki ssed him Wen they
noved apart, she held his face close to hers, so that she could ook right into his eyes.

"l don't know what will happen when | becone Gaia. It's been so long... but whatever happens,
whatever Gaia finds it necessary to do here, know this, Toby Dexter. | |ove you. The worman call ed
Gayl e, the human role | nade for nyself, loves you with all her nortal heart, and always wll.
You're a good man, Toby, and you deserved better than this. Now do what you have to.'

Toby | ooked around him Tinme seened to have stopped while they were tal king. Angel was stil
struggling with Hob, Luna was still watching, the Brother was still trying to get in. Jimy
Thunder and Leo Morn were still dead. Toby tried to take in every detail of the scene, in case it
was the last thing he ever saw. And then he reached out, in a direction he could feel but not see
or name, and there were the ley lines, shining so bright and powerful and perfect it hurt to | ook
at them He called themto himand the thundering energy of the living world | eaped forward into
Bl ackacre and surged through him wld and terrible, burning himnore fiercely than the Sun ever
could have. He woul d have screaned at the awful pain, but his voice was lost to him He tried to
see Gayle, one last tinme, but she was gone fromhim lost in the overpowering i ncandescence of the
ley lines. They were destroying him tearing himapart. He could have let them go, but he didn't.
He clutched themto himand grounded themin Mysterie, in Blackacre, in the farmouse.

Gayle saw the ley lines and called themto her, and they went inmediately, |ike dogs to their
owner's voice. Toby could feel Gayle's arns around hi m now, supporting himand hol ding him
together, and then taking the burden of the ley lines' terrible energies fromhim She Iet himgo
and he crashed to the filthy floor, shaking and shuddering, but still alive. He saw Angel and Hob
stop fighting, transfixed by the sight of something so nuch nmore inportant than either of them
Luna was | aughi ng. Toby couldn't nove his head, but he could just nove his eyes, and so he saw at
| ast as Gayl e took her aspect upon her and became Gai a.

She became transfigured, still human in shape and size, but of awesome depth and quality; so nuch
greater than Toby could ever have imagi ned. She was the force that drove |life through every
creation, fromthe smallest to the largest, the source and protection of every living thing on

pl anet Earth. She was Mother Earth, cone into her kingdomat last. WId and glorious, |oving and
sorrowful , inhumanly just and terribly inpartial. She was Gaia, and she was all those things and
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nor e.
She snil ed, and Bl ackacre was dead no | onger. Life rushed through the dead wood |ike a pul se, and
the trees burst into life again. Blackacre bl ossonmed, throwing off its long death |ike an old
coat, revealing what had been underneath all along. The unnatural fog faded away and was gone,
unabl e to bear Gaia's gaze, and the dead guards |lay down and were only corpses again, free at

| ast. Bl ackacre blazed with Ilife, and Hob screamed with rage and | oss.

The one place that had been his was his no nore, and nuch of his power had gone with it. He could
not undo what Gaia had done, and with Bl ackacre gone and Gayl e transforned, the Serpent's plan was
undone. But he was still the Serpent's Son, and he woul d have revenge. Hs father's fire stil
burned within him He let it all out in one great rush; a blast of supernatural heat that was nore
than enough to reduce the farmhouse to ashes, and everything nortal within it.

But suddenly Luna stood before him and called up her aspect, and the Moon reflected the Sun's
heat right back at Hob. He bl ackened and burned and finally exploded, torn apart by the great
warring forces, and his ashes were scattered across the room But all the tinme he burned, he

| aughed: a hard, bitter, defeated |aughter that had no regret in it, perhaps only a little relief
that his long, unhappy life was finally over. N cholas Hob, the Serpent's Son, was dead at |ast,
by his own hand as nuch as anyone el se's. The Serpent In The Sun no | onger had an agent in the
world of men; no longer had any way to reach them or punish them Veritie and Mysterie were safe.
Luna gave up her aspect and becane just a wonan again. Her arnour was gone, replaced by a sinple
white shift. She sank to her knees beside the scorch marks on the floor that were all that

remai ned to show where her only son had stood. She didn't cry, but she | ooked very tired. She'd
tried so hard not to love him tried so hard the effort had driven her nmad, and she had had to
retreat fromthe world that held her son. And when she finally pulled herself together, and went
out into the world again, it was only to watch her son die. The Courts of the Holy were crue
sonetines, in their necessity.

She' d al ways known he woul d die at her hand, eventually. Because she was the only one who could do
it.

Gai a | ooked around upon her works, and saw themto be good. She | ooked down on the fallen Toby, as
though froma great height, and smled fondly. Gayle had forgotten so much; forgotten that Gaia

| oved all her creatures. How could she not? She was their Mther. She put aside her aspect and
became Gayl e again. She knelt beside Toby, and hugged himto her fiercely. The ley |lines had
wacked him but he still lived. He was only nortal, and she was not, but she would | ove him as

Il ong as he lived. Gaia knew what Gayle had forgotten: that love is worth the pain it brings with
it. Toby stirred in her arns and smled up at her. Gayle smled back

Angel was talking quietly with her son, the Brother from Under The HIl, when Leo Morn | urched

t hrough the door, completely intact. He stal ked over to his astoni shed Brother, reached up and

sl apped himround the head as hard as he coul d.

"lIdiot! You of all people should have remenbered that only silver can kill a werewolf. Playing
jigsaw with nmy body parts won't do it. Putting myself back together hurt like hell, mind, and took
some tine. | take it we won, since we're all here and Hob isn't. So, that's what you | ook |iKke,
Brother. 1've often wondered. |I'minpressed, really. But we're going to have to find you a pair of
trousers, before you give the rest of us an inferiority conplex. Now woul d soneone please fill ne
in on what happened while | was out of it?

"OF course,' said the Brother. He indicated Angel. 'Leo, |1'd like you to neet ny father.'

Ji my Thunder cane through the door next, wincing as he gingerly felt the side of his head. Gayle
| aughed.

"l shoul d have known you couldn't kill a Norse god by hitting himon the head.'

"Not with his own hamer,' Jimy agreed. 'l|'ve had worse hangovers than this. Can we go hone now,
pl ease?"

"Yes,' said Toby. 'It's been a |ong day, one way and anot her.

TWELVE

THE MORNI NG AFTER

Unusual ly early for a Sunday norning, Gayle sat at her kitchen table in her silk wap, working her
way happily through a large plate of scranbl ed eggs, her enjoynent only partially soured by the
know edge that scranbl ed eggs are what you end up nmeking after you start out to do sonething nore
anmbi ti ous and then decide you can't be bothered. CGayle put aside the thought very firmy. She

i ked scranbl ed eggs. Especially with toast soldiers and a | arge mug of steam ng bl ack coffee.
Life's little pleasures... Gayle was al so reading the main section of the Sunday Tinmes, which was
propped up on the table against a coffee pot, |ooking bulky and authoritative. It appeared that
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the nmenacing solar flares had stopped, as suddenly and nysteriously as they had begun, and that
everything was getting back to normal again. Gayle snorted |oudly, and slurped nore hot coffee. As
in so many things, the real world had no idea how close to the wire it had gone. Wich was just as
well, really.

She | ooked up as Toby cane into the kitchen, carrying a carton of mlk and a bunch of bright red
flowers. Gayle qualified her welconming snmle with a stern gaze, but Toby just grinned as he laid
the flowers down before her on the table.

T know, you don't approve of killing flowers, so | got you silk ones instead. Happy now?
"Deliriously,' said Gayle. She ran an appreciative hand over the soft petals, and then got up to
give hima happy, norning-after kiss. Toby sat down at the table and westled with the mlk
carton, while Gayle retrieved his serving of scranbled eggs and toast fromthe oven. Toby sol ved
the problemof the recalcitrant carton by the application of a certain anbunt of brute force, and
a certain anount of mlk sprayed all over the tablecloth. He smiled apol ogetically at Gayle and
poured the rest of the mlk into the waiting jug. Gayle put his breakfast down in front of him
shaki ng her head, and he got stuck in.

' Not nany peopl e about in the Shanmbles,' he said, indistinctly, 'but then, nost people have nore
sense than to be up and about this early on a Sunday norning.

"Sorry to kick you out of bed so early,' said Gayle, sitting down opposite him 'But needs mnust
when the stomach runbles. Sorry | had to send you down to the Shanmbles, too, but 1'd forgotten |
was so low on mlk. You tend to forget things |ike that when you're busy saving the world. Where's
my change?

Toby dug in his pocket and canme up with a handful of small change. Gayle took it from himand
counted it carefully while Toby concentrated on his eggs. He wasn't normally nuch of a one for a
cooked breakfast, but a night of good sex always left himhungry. The two of them sat together in
silence for a while, happily eating, confortable in each other's conpany. Sunlight poured through
the open kitchen wi ndow, bringing with it the sound of birdsong, occasional traffic and the pea

of church bells fromacross the town, sunmoning the faithful to prayer.

"If only they knew how cl ose they'd cone to not waking up at all this nmorning, the pews would be a
damm sight fuller,' said Toby.

"Don't talk with your mouth full,' said Gayle. 'And Veritie never knows, if we've done our job
right. You' ve got a bit of egg on your chin.'

"Sorry.’

"And you haven't shaved this norning, have you?

"I didtry,' said Toby. "But all I could find in your bathroomwas that tiny razor | assune you

use on your |legs. Dam near cut nyself to ribbons before | gave up. If we're going to be an item
I'd better bring sone of ny things over.' He stopped eating, and | ooked at Gayle. 'W are an item
aren't we?'

"Well, after last night, 1'd say so,' said Gayle.

Toby grinned. 'So, | passed the audition, then?

Gayl e | aughed. ' Men! Al ways seeking reassurance. Wat do you want; marks for style, endurance and
star quality?

"God, | love it when you talk dirty. But really, that was a pretty amazing night, love. | don't
think 1've ever been happier.'

"I"'mglad, Toby. |I'm happy too. And as for the bedroom gymastics; you don't live as long as
have wi thout picking up a fewtricks along the way.'

Toby considered for a nonment, slowy chewing. 'l won't ask.'

"Best not to, dear. More coffee?

"Sure. Good eggs. Like the soldiers.

"You're wel cone.'

Gayl e finished the I ast of her breakfast, wi ping her plate clean with the toast. Toby couldn't
hel p noticing that for a Power and a Doni nation, Gayle was a really nessy eater. Toby approved. He
needed to feel she was as human as he was. It also nade himfeel better about his own | ack of
manners. He always felt a little self-conscious, the norning after (always - all three tines...),
when the first glow of romance has faded, and you actually have to talk to them Discuss things
li ke who showers first, while trying to renmenber where you threw your socks in a nonent of
passion. He liked it that Gayle was so organi sed about things. He'd never acquired the knack
sonehow, despite or perhaps because of living alone for so long. He |iked the feeling of being

| ooked after. He finished the [ast of the eggs and pushed his plate away with a satisfied sigh
"So,' CGayle said brightly. 'Wen do | get to see your place?

"Not until it's been tidied, cleared up and possibly fum gated. Wth a flane-thrower,' Toby said
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firmy. "If you were to see how | normally live, you' d dunp nme on the spot. I ama nman who |ives
alone. My place is a ness. It's expected of me. | have a reputation to |live down to.' He stopped,
and | ooked thoughtfully at Gayle. 'Wiy do you prefer to live as a human, Gayle? And put up with
all our... inperfections?

"To ground nme,' said Gayle. 'To remind ne that the snall picture is just as inportant as the big
picture. Gaia takes the overview, always thinking in the long term for the future. If | let her,

she'd forget that there are no popul ations, no countries, only individuals. And each and every
man, woman and child matters just as much as the fate of nations. Gaia w thout a consci ence woul d
be a terrible force indeed. | like to think I help keep her sane. Ch, by the way; Jimy Thunder
called while you were out.

Oh yes? Toby wanted to say. He did, did he? Your old flane, checking up on ne, perhaps?

"That was nice of him' he said neutrally. "Bit early in the norning, though. Wat did he want?

"Just to bring ne up to speed on what all the others are doing’ Gayle said easily. 'He's
recuperating, and al ready exaggerating his exploits and his part in what just happened, to
everyone who'll listen on the internet. It's where he finds nost of his worshippers these days. He
spends hours | ogged on, listening to themtal k about him when he's not working. He has a whol e
bunch of tribute sites, set up by worshippers with nore tinme and noney than sense, and you can bet
they' Il be punping himfor every detail of his |atest adventure. 1'lIl show you, later. | guarantee
you won't recogni se his version of what went down at Bl ackacre | ast night.

Toby shrugged. 'He probably wouldn't recognise ny version. I'ma little concerned about Bl ackacre.
What will people say when they see it's cone alive overnight?

"Beats ne,' said Gayle. 'Sonme scientist will explain it, eventually. They always do. Veritie
doesn't have the patience for mysteries.'

‘"l can't believe it all happened so quickly; that all the dramas and battles and destinies
fulfilled took place in a single day and night,' said Toby.

"All your fault,' Gayle said easily. 'After all the years, the centuries, of people and places and
things nmoving into position, all the pressures building cane to a head when you deci ded you were
inlove with ne. Wen you crossed out of Veritie and into Mysterie, to be with ne, you becane a
focal point, and the last piece finally fell into place.

"And everything could begin, at last.'

Toby consi dered that, thought about raising the subject of free will again, thought better of it
and finally decided to change the subject.

"What's happening with your sister? he said carefully. 'How is she doi ng?

"Apparently Luna is nmaking arrangenents to go travelling. She doesn't want to stay in Bradford-on-
Avon any nore; not after seeing her son die here. Now that she's feeling nore herself, and |ess

i ke several other people, she's looking to centre herself by studying other people - real people.
It's been a long time since Luna went wal kabout in the real world. | can't help feeling she's in
for quite a shock, and a few surprises. She mssed a |ot, cooped up in her cage.'

"WII she be all right?

"Of course. She's Luna.'

Toby deci ded to change the subject. 'How about Leo Morn?'

"Leo has returned to his cottage, and has let it be known that if ever we're in urgent need and
trouble again, if ever we need a hero... would we please ask soneone el se. Anyone el se. And, that
if we ever cone knocking at his door again, he's going to barricade hinself in and throw things at
us.'

Toby had to smile. 'Yeah, that sounds |like Leo. Do we have any news about his Brother and Angel ?'
Gayl e shook her head slowy. 'No one's seen anything of them since they disappeared together |ast
ni ght. They've dropped off the map conpletely, which is a pretty good trick in a town like this.
Presurmably they want to be left strictly alone while they do their catching up. Personally, I'm
prepared to let thembe lost for as long as they want. | have a feeling they could get really
irritated with anyone who intruded on their reunion; the kind of irritation that ends up with the
i ntruder being sent home in several small boxes. At least the Brother repaired his hill before he
went m ssing. Though the chal k giant does ook a bit crooked now.'

Toby | ooked Gayle straight in the eye. 'You haven't mentioned N cholas Hob. Is he really dead and
gone, this tinme?

"Yes,' said Gayle. "Killed by the only people who could do it. Caught between, and destroyed by,
the not her and father who gave himlife.'

"What's to stop the Serpent trying again?' Toby said slowy. 'Could he create another child,

anot her agent in the world of nmen? Could he try to... rape sonmeone agai n?

"W're ready for himnow,' said Gayle, and her voice was cold and hard. 'Protections are in
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pl ace.'

Toby decided not to press the point any further. He didn't think he wanted to know the details.
Certainly it was clear that Gayle had said all she was prepared to say on the matter. He changed
t he subj ect again.

"What happened to the Mce? Did they all get back safely?

"Oh yes,' said Gayle. 'There are fewthings in either world fast enough to keep up with a properly
noti vated Mouse.'

"I still feel a bit guilty about endangering them' said Toby.

'Nonsense,' Gayle said briskly. 'They had the tinme of their lives; nbst fun they've had in years.
The Mce live for pranks, and putting one over on the bad guys.' She poured herself nore coffee
and offered the pot to Toby, who shook his head. Gayle frowned, suddenly thoughtful. 'The only
real victins were the dead, torn fromtheir graves to serve the Hob. Jimry's arranged for the
deat h-wal kers to retrieve all the bodies from Bl ackacre, and fromhis hall. They'll use their

i nsi der know edge to identify each body properly, and see they' re put back where they bel ong.

M ni mum of fuss, for the famlies' sake.'

' Must have been quite a |ong phone call, while | was out,' Toby observed to his coffee cup. Gayle
put a hand on his arm

"Don't be jealous, Toby. | got over Jinmy a long tine ago. I'mstill fond of him as a friend, but
I have no illusions about him He's brave and he's a hero because that's what his nature conpels

himto be. You were brave and a hero through your own choice. It was your decision. That's a hell
of a sight nore inpressive. Whoever decided to make you a focal point knew what they were doing.'

Toby snorted. 'I hope they also know that | amvery definitely retired fromthe focal - point
business. | don't ever want to be that scared again. What if |1'd chosen wong?'

"But you didn't. You're a remarkable man, Toby Dexter. |I'mvery proud of you.'

Toby met her gaze squarely. 'But nortal must not |love i mortal.

"No one said this was going to be easy,' Gayle said quietly. '"I'mhunman, but Gaia is not. Long
after you're dead and gone, Gaia will still be here.’

Then let's make the nost of our tine together,' said Toby, taking her hand in both of his.
'Because the snmall picture is just as inportant as the big picture.’

They smiled together, lost for a |long nonent in each other's eyes.

"This is why | stay human,' Gayle said eventually. These transient, passing joys that are nore

i mportant than sagas and destinies and the rise and fall of worlds. Because in the end, there's
not hi ng nore nagical than |ove, ny sweet.'

They ki ssed, and for a while nothing el se nattered.

'So,' said Toby, eventually. '"Do | take it you have no plans to assune your aspect again, any tine
soon? To beconme Gaia, the Mdther of the Wrld?

"No,' CGayle said firmly. 'l decided |long ago not to interfere. If Gaia were to get involved with
your species's progress, how could you ever learn to grow and evol ve and transcend yoursel ves?
m ght preserve your present but deny you your future. |I'myour Mther, not your Nanny. Humanity's

potential is too great to put at risk by neddling.
"Even if we continue to pollute the planet, and maybe sonme day even destroy it?

"Even then. You have to have faith, Toby.'

"So... what do we do next?

"Well, first we clear the table and do the washing-up. Then... | have a life to get back to. My
special children don't care about ny problens, they have too many of their own. Humanity is
sonet hing you |l earn by doi ng. How about you?'

"I amnot going back to ny old job, my old life,' said Toby. 'I couldn't, not after everything
|'ve seen. There's so nuch out there that | want to know about. |I'mgoing to go exploring in
Mysterie, find all the weird places and weirder people. See everything there is to see.

'Good,' said Gayle. 'That should stir things up a bit.'

"Of course,' said Toby, scowing, 'there is the problemof what |'mgoing to do for noney. | don't
suppose your teacher's pay is going to cover both of us.'

Gayl e | aughed. 'Toby, |'ve been around for centuries, remenber? I'mrich. Conpound interest wll
do that for you, if you just live |ong enough.'

"I knew there was a good reason why | fell in love with you,' said Toby.

VWhat val ue can one ordinary man have in a magi cal world? Wiat can a nortal bring to the affairs of
i mortal s?

I nsight. Honour. Morality. Perspective.

Because not hing nakes love and life matter nore than the know edge that sone day it nust end.
After they'd finished the washi ng-up, Gayle produced a bottle of wi ne she'd been saving for a very
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speci al occasion. Od, dark wine fromthe borderlands where night nmeets day. She opened the bottle

expertly, and poured two |ong gl asses. They toasted each other and drank together, a w ne so dark
it had stars in it. Mdnight w ne.
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