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  Chapter One


  
     
  


  The woman might have been beautiful, once. It was impossible to tell because the flickering blue blush of the gaslight cast a pall of sickness across her face. The harsh light picked out the shadows of her pocked skin, flaunting her imperfections. Whatever she might have been, she was not beautiful now.


  She carried a basket of wilting flowers. The wet stems nestled against the pearly ruffles of her blouse leaving a grimy circle of damp beneath the swell of her left breast.


  The man who called himself Nathaniel Seth smiled at her pantomime of propriety as she adjusted the lie of her bustle on her generous hips and teased the set of her porter’s knot. It was all a show, an elaborate charade to mask the fact that she was loitering on the corner of Bedford Square.


  A flower girl.


  A prostitute by any other name.


  Where other girls made for the warmth of the palatial Alhambra down in Leicester Square or the dancing rooms of the East End where the music of desire filled the snuggeries and lust parted the amorous from their shillings, this one waited out the night on a dimly lit corner, clinging to the dark places she knew well. 


  She listened hungrily to the sounds of the night, the clatter of horses’ hooves sparking on distant cobbles, the cries of the street hawkers and below them, the soft feet of the young cadgers running back to their nests to share whatever spoils their light fingers had plucked. 


  He cursed his luck, willing her silently to move on, find another perch or slip into a Hansom Cab and disappear into the cloying smog.


  He could smell her perfumes, wantonly applied to douse the reek of those other wanton fragrances that clung to her ample flesh. It was cloyingly sweet.


  At that moment the world had such small horizons: it spanned from the mouth of the Square to the shadowy steps of the British Museum. He opened his hand, stretching the stiffness out of his fingers. His pocket watch ticked against his breastbone. He counted the movements, inhaling and exhaling shallowly with every third one, twenty breaths in a full minute of watching the woman.


  She showed no sign of leaving.


  She was, he thought, looking for someone. An expected rendezvous, perhaps? A pre-arranged tryst? Or business? He listened intently for another set of footsteps, the slow measured confidence of a tallyman come to collect her bawd’s cut of the night’s take.


  He cracked his knuckles one at a time and stepped out of the sheltering obscurity of the hanging gardens, pushing back the tears of a weeping willow. The melancholy leaves fell across his face, leaving smears of pollen on his lapel like poisonous kisses. The metal tip of his cane marked each step precisely as he crossed the cobbles toward the waiting woman, the harsh sound hanging in the air.


  Halfway across the square he heard the first chime of midnight from St. Giles’ church. It was taken up a moment later by the great bells of St. Pancras and St. Luke’s, and before the first chime had stopped resonating, by The Holy Trinity out by Lincoln’s Fields. The chimes were like a ripple of sound spreading out across the city. He paused for a moment, to listen to them. They were not an unpleasant last thing to hear . . .


  He smiled warmly, imagining himself in her eyes: tall, debonair, a dashing city gent both educated and cultured and a long way from his element, walking a lonely road at night, a fool in other words, waiting to be parted from his money. The tails of his Churchill topcoat swirled around his ankles like a clutch of yapping terriers. The cut of his suit was expensive, the threads exquisite, imported from the Far East. Seeing her half-turn, half-smile, he inclined his head and tapped the silver wolf’s head of his cane to the brim of his silk plush Waverley and returned her smile.


  He decided then that he would be merciful. It was curious how a simple thing like her smile could buy even that small relief from him. On another night, he knew, that same smile could just as easily have been reason enough for him to choke the life out of her with her own sex-stinking garter. But tonight it saved her pain.


  She made to offer one of the rather dejected looking blooms from her basket, but a wry smile and a slight shake of the head stayed her hand.


  The light was indeed deceptive. Up close, stripped of the mask of shadows and the blush of youth betrayed itself.  She could not have been more than eighteen or nineteen but already the curse of old London town had stripped away so much of her life. He could not give back her youth but he could bring an end to the relentless slide into decay her flesh was on. He had heard it said that eight years was the best a flower girl could hope to last on the streets. That was a sorry state of affairs. As the looks began to slide so the coin would dry up. Desperation would see to the rest. It was a devil’s deal if ever there were one.


  She curtseyed, lowering her eyes at his intent inspection, the blush in her cheeks was a lie painted on inexpertly with a thick cake of makeup.


  In the distance came a sad wailing strand of music, whisper-thin on the chill air. It reminded him of the life all around, and the countless eyes that could by chance glance the wrong way as he did for the flower girl.


  ”It’s a cold night to be out alone, my dear,” he said, sketching a slight bow.


  She had bad teeth, he saw, as she smiled. They had been whitened with some kind of paste but the underlying decay was barely hidden.


  ”Good fortune that I am not alone then, is it not?” Her smile was playful, but the cracked and broken teeth rendered it charmless. He could not imagine lying with the woman. ”Can I interest you in a flower for your lady?”


  He leaned in close, as though drinking in the juniper, anise, and other more potent scents that prickled his sinuses, and inclined his head meeting her gaze at eye level.


  ”Alas, I have no lady,” he said.


  ”A shame, for sure, handsome fellow like yourself.”


  Her eyes were empty of anything approaching emotion. This was all theatre, the flower girl a player and he her hapless foil.


  ”I have pledged my life to a higher purpose, my dear. The seven sins of this great city are of no interest to me,” he reached around, almost affectionately resting a hand on her shoulder and leaned in conspiratorially. The flickering dance of the gaslight and its shadows took his broad smile and leavened it, widened it, stretching it across the entirety of his face until it was both artificial and gruesome. ”I cannot stand the stench, the ceaseless grunting and groaning, and worse, come close my dear, for this confession I dare only whisper.”


  She leaned in, pressing her ear to his lips.


  He wondered for the silence between heartbeats if she could feel his false smile, so close was her skin to his, and then with a tenderness approaching sadness he whispered, ”It didn’t have to be like this,” as he tangled his fingers in her hair, working them deep beneath the knot. With a single savage motion he twisted the bones of her neck until they cracked.


  She convulsed against him, a scream stillborn on her lips. It was a pitiful sound. It didn’t matter, there was no one to hear.


  He forced her neck back further, until it snapped. Her legs kicked out weakly, the heel of her laced boot breaking off on the edge of a cobblestone. And in that long moment he watched her eyes, looking for the instant when, the nerves shorn, spine broken, the light that was the flower girl was snuffed out. She sagged against him, her eyes like glass. There was genuine regret in his voice as he said, ”All you had to do was walk away.”


  He stepped back, letting her fall. The basket tumbled out of her arms and rolled across the cobbles leaving her flowers strewn across the street.


  He walked on toward the museum steps, crushing the petals beneath his heels.


  A shadow, like black wings, gathered shape and form within the darkening smog around him. For a moment they hung behind him, remaking him as a dark angel before they ghosted across Charlotte Street, weaving through the black iron gates and into the grounds of the British Museum.


  Less than two minutes had passed since he emerged from beneath the weeping willow. He looked left and right down the length of Charlotte Street, but there wasn’t a soul in sight. This time his smile was genuine as he loped easily across the six remaining paces to the iron railings and boosted himself up and over them. They weren’t a serious defence—but then the museum was arrogant enough to believe no one would dare rob it. It was that insufferable smugness, along with the curator’s stubborn refusal to move into the next century that he was counting on as he moved quickly to the west wall. He moved along in the gathered shades. There was a small door set midway down the long wall. He didn’t bother with trying to pick his way through the lock, knowing that it was weighted with a complex clockwork counter-balance mechanism and three thick deadbolts. There was no need. He moved fast, running low, to the imposing portico. There were unprotected windows aplenty along the galleries, including rusted shutters and pitted locks that would take less than a second to work open with a thin blade.  He took one of six smile spikes from his pocket and wedged it into the crevice formed where the huge fluted stone column touched the wall. He forced a second and a third spike into place, creating footholds for himself. Using the stone column to brace himself, he climbed nimbly up to the second story and hauled himself over the balcony rail, face to face with a leering stone gargoyle as he collapsed onto his back. He waited a full three minutes, counting them out with his slowing heart to regulate the rhythm, and then rolled over onto his stomach. He pressed his hands against the stone and arched his back, rising in a single swift movement. Without pausing, he moved off down the western wall, counting off the lead-lined windows until he reached the one he was looking for.


  Through the darkened glass he saw the silhouette of the Harpy Tomb from Xanthus and the seated figures from Branchidae, a sepulchral monument pillaged from an Etruscan tomb. Reaching into the deep pockets of his Churchill, he withdrew a thin stiletto knife. The blade was coated with an oily residue. He worked the blade patiently between the leading and the glass, gently teasing the leading loose. Strip by strip he pared it away and then chivvied the tip of the blade beneath the edge of the glass and pried it up. There was a soft popping sound as the glass came free. It slid. He caught it before it could hit the floor, and set it down gently. Reaching inside, he undid the very basic locking mechanism and eased the window open and slipped inside.


  The air inside the museum was stale, musty and, to his nostrils, reeked of antiquity.


  He moved with the surety of a man who belonged, ghosting through the room without disturbing a thing despite the fact that there was no artificial light within the Ancient Greek gallery. It was yet another of those antiquated notions of the curator’s, the fool actually believed electric lighting would damage the integrity of the treasures under his care. Still, the reliance upon the sun offered him a wealth of shadows now. Indeed, the only electric lighting within the entire museum was in the Reading Room, allowing the scholars to pour over the wealth of words well into the dark hours without the risk of a clumsy candle or drips of wax marring irreplaceable texts.


  The huge door opened with a sigh; in the darkness it sounded like the last breath expelled by a dying man.


  He stepped through the crack and eased the door closed behind him. It was thirty-nine steps to the mausoleum room and the colossal chariot-tomb erected to Mausolos by his sister-wife Artemisia, forty-two more to the Elgin room, overflowing with the grandest remains of Greek sculpture, the Parthenon marbles and procession-frieze. His footsteps echoed hollowly up and down the long galleries, the only sounds in the otherwise silent museum. Five rough and ready bruisers were employed as night-watchers, but with the building itself being an enormous square with four huge wings and the central Reading Room being a completely different construction, they were nothing more than a token. They did their rounds together, sharing a dram and lying about the various delights of the bordellos, bawds and hussies they had conquered with liberal coin. They paid scant attention to the task at hand, after all, who would dare rob the Empire’s treasures and risk the wrath of a surly Victoria?


  He lurked in the shadows of a standing sarcophagus, waited patiently for them to pass and be on their way. Not one of the five so much as glanced in his direction. When their laughter and ribaldry faded he moved on.


  Wall upon wall was dominated by bound manuscripts, rare editions and exquisite typographies. None of these interested him. He walked the length of the corridor, past marble busts, zoological specimens, mammals, birds, rare Arctic dwellers and curious sand worms, past rooms of rare coins and fossilised plants, pygmy elephants and splendid meteorites fallen from the sky. He moved deeper into the museum, looking for the Kruptos Door, which itself was masked from idle discovery. The door opened on to the true secret treasures of the museum, the Arcanum, the stolen artefacts that between them promised the power to transmute, alter, and restore the flesh and spirit. Beyond the door lay the treasures of the One-Mind, as the alchemists called them, the evidence that linked Heaven and earth.


  He followed the clues laid down in the stones of the floor, alchemical cyphers for spirit, which looked oddly like a cross from the Holy See, and earth, an inverted triangle with the lowest angle marked out. The cyphers were laid in the stone with tin, silver and copper wires and scuffed down by the weary procession of tired feet for the best part of eighty years. They led through the lower galleries, the manuscript salon and the exhibition of fine line drawings, down a twisting stair to the Roman gallery and beyond, to the bronze room with its clutter of hulking deities, heroes, mirrors, candelabra, lamps, and urns hiding the door itself. He moved carefully through the detritus of civilizations past, guided by the cyphers on the floor.


  Twin black crows marked either corner of the door, symbols of the black processes, calcination and putrefaction, and a golden knocker was set in its centre. The knocker was expertly wrought, a dog being consumed by the jaws of a wolf. Visitors to the gallery heard tales of Romulus and Remus, the twins of Rome, and the She-Wolf, but it was nothing more than spurious supposition on behalf of the docents. There was more symbolism hidden within this peculiar image, readily apparent to the knowing eye—the purification of gold using antimony.


  There was no doubting what lay behind the door, the clues were there for anyone with the vision to see them.


  He placed his hand flat against the wood, whispered his name, and pushed. It gave with a gentle snick, opening onto a dank passage that coiled down another fifty feet beneath the lowest galleries into the very foundations of London herself. The floor sloped gently downwards. Every sixth step the short stairs accelerated the descent. The door closed behind him, plunging the passage into darkness. He didn’t so much as break his stride, taking a small, sulphurous bezoar from his pocket and sparking it against the rough wall. The compacted stone caught light immediately and burned with a small yellow flame that gave off no heat. The bezoar conjured a chiaroscuro of light and dark; within it he saw all that he needed to see. He walked on, his footsteps amplified by the peculiar acoustics of the tunnel.


  There was a second door, deep below the city streets, forged of iron and braced with lead, tin and silver. Rather than a key, the lock mechanism was a combination of pattern recognition and forgotten black alchemy, with over sixty symbols to choose from and any number of possible combinations. He knew the combination, just as any true adept would. He didn’t even have to think about it. With four confident depressions he squared the circle: the fiery golden sphere of the sun, the triangle of the fire itself, the smaller circle of gold, and finally the all-encompassing square. And then a fifth depression, the quincunx, encompassing it all, man, his empire of dirt, and sky above. The final piece of the puzzle nestled into place with a delicate snick. The lock mechanism was protected by a quicksilver tilt; the wrong combination would tilt the switch, leaking quicksilver into the mechanism and fusing the lock closed forever.


  He grasped the golden handle and turned it.


  The pin pressed up against the glass and the clockwork mechanism ratcheted into place, but not hard enough to crack it.


  He opened the Kruptos Door and stepped into the al kimia, the hidden chamber as the words translated directly from the Arabic root. The wordplay amused him, as it no doubt amused the brothers of the rosy cross when they sealed the room up so many years ago. Even the most cursory inspect proved the place was every bit the treasure trove he had hoped. Skin-bound grimoires rested on lecterns, open on long-forgotten wisdom. A glass cabinet contained the shards of a humble cup, a grail of sorts, though not the one so precious to the Christian stories. A black grail. It was, if the small note beside it was to be believed, the vessel used to collect the sacrificial blood of Iscariot after he had been cut down from his hanging tree. He pressed his face against the glass, his fingertips less than six inches away from the black chalice. He could feel the malice emanating from each fragment of the simple cup.


  He smiled and turned his back on it.


  Numerous other treasures caught his eye: statuary claimed from Tibet, a jade jaguar with the ghostly essence of the great beast bound to its stone, the stone tip of the spear of destiny that wounded the Nazarene, the corpse of a clockwork man fashioned by Kepler long before he obsessed upon his astronomical clock, an ethereal figurine of unbeing, a Vodoun effigy of Baka and a statuette of Baron Samedi, the sketches of Hausenhofer’s blueprint for the uberman and more marvels inked on roll upon roll of vellum. On a small mahogany table sat a seemingly empty phial. He picked it up, turning it around and around in his hand until the essence began to solidify; a soul trapped in a bottle, bound to the vessel in death. There was so much more in the room, so many clues to the mechanisms of Heaven and Hell. He ignored them all, fixating on a stone cross braced upon the furthest wall. It was almost half his height, and engraved in a lost tongue.


  He knelt before the cross, his fingers feeling out every tongue and groove within the carving. He closed his eyes, committing them to memory. There were seventeen shapes, four engraved on each arm of the cross, four on the head and four at the feet, and one at the apex, a crucified man with a bestial face set in a snarl of seventeen teeth. It was a homunculus, a false human, twelve inches in height and rendered in perfect detail. A serpent was wrapped around the homunculus’s length. The cross itself was a key. The outside markings on each limb corresponded to an element: earth, air, fire and water, but it was the others that were interesting. Images of Shango, father of storms, and Mawu-Lisa, the hermaphrodite joining of twin, male and female deities, side by side with more obscure Judeo-Christian symbolism, and other markings that made no earthly sense whatsoever. Together they formed a complex cypher around the body of the homunculus that when deciphered unlocked a treasure map.


  The Brethren already had possession of the map, procured from a nameless tomb in the Afghan wilds. They had protected it for over two centuries, seeking the location of the key without realizing it lay under their noses in the very heart of Holborn.


  With the cross in to decode the map, he felt sure they would unearth the whereabouts of the fabled Catamine Stair, and with that knowledge would come the power to unleash the horrors buried deep since the dawn of time.


  ”There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in our philosophy. And isn’t that just the truth of it,” he said to himself reverently as he lifted down the huge stone cross.


  In doing so, the man who wore the name Nathaniel Seth as effectively as any mask assured that all hell would break loose.


  


  Chapter Two


  
     
  


  Dorian Carruthers walked the copper thruppenny bit across his knuckles and made it disappear in a flourish of fingers. It was a simple trick, the eye reduced to believing what the hand wanted it to. He grinned wryly at the slight prestidigitation; it was smooth enough that only the most discerning spectator would have spotted the manipulation. He repeated the walk from finger to finger, slower this time, concentrating on the final palming of the coin. He spread his fingers wide and held out his hand, palm up. The coin was nowhere to be seen.


  In the doorway to the smoking room Anthony Millington teased off his white gloves and applauded.


  ”Your hat, sir?” Mason, the chamberlain asked, the slightest hint of distaste in his cultured tone. Millington was, after all, an actor. He was new money and rather proud of his vulgar exploits, regaling the gentlemen with stories that most assuredly kissed-and-told.


  Millington tipped the brim and rolled the plush aile de corbeau the length of his arm, catching it with a snap of the wrist. He held the top hat out with a raffish grin. ”Good man,” and to Carruthers, ”I see old man Locke is out like a light, as ever.”


  Brannigan Locke was indeed asleep, his face pressed up against the leather wing of his chair, his pipe still balanced precariously between his teeth. His lips rattled against the stem as he snored softly.


  Carruthers pocketed the coin. ”What news?”


  ”None of the good variety, I am afraid,” Millington said.


  ”And of the other variety?” Eugene Napier asked. Millington watched him tap out the ash from a thin cigarillo into the silver salver resting on the arm of his high-backed leather Chesterfield. Smoke curled lazily out of Napier’s mouth, rafting up across his pale face. He was a beast of a man, almost six and a half feet tall and built like the proverbial brick outhouse, his crisply laundered and starched white shirt straining across his barrel chest. His eyes were overshadowed by thick-knitted eyebrows and an atavistic brow. For all that, he was curiously soft-spoken.


  ”Plenty of that, I’m afraid,” Millington said, tossing his white gloves onto the table beside one of the empty armchairs. He sank rather theatrically into the Chesterfield, gesturing with two fingers at the decanter. Mason nodded once and took down one of the Waterford crystal snifters, filled it with two fingers of Delord Freres 1848 and served it to the actor. The rich Armagnac clung to the glass as Millington rolled it in his hand. He watched it with utter fascination before raising it to his nose, and breathed deeply of its nutty bouquet. He knocked it back in a single swallow and smacked his lips. ”But where to begin?”


  The Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club, nineteen spacious rooms—and a few not so spacious ones crammed with curiosities—in what used to be a lodging house on Grays Inn Road, was a sanctuary, a haven, a place for a few like-minded men to sit in quiet meditation undisturbed by the world, to smoke their hand-rolled cigars and Meerschaum pipes while leafing through the London Times and sipping vintage cognacs. There was an air of culture, of class, about the gentleman’s club. The wood panelling in every room was polished to a rich lustre and smelled of both wood and the ingrained wax, while old leather and smoke added to the flavours of the place. The marble floor in the reception room was inlaid with a stylised sun within a sixteen-pointed star fashioned out of overlaid triangles. Each of the points was engraved with alchemical elements; the devil’s fork or Poseidon’s trident of antimony; the interlocking closed and open triangles of arsenic; the broken figure eight of bismuth; the triple-barred figure X of copper; the circle within a circle of gold; the circle and arrow of iron, so like the symbol of man; the zigzag lines of lead; the D broken by what appeared to be an axe that represented magnesium in this very different rendition of the elements; and the rest, mercury, phosphorus, platinum, potassium, silver, sulphur, tin and zinc. None but the initiated would realise that they were walking across the First Matter of the universe, or the Khem, as the old alchemists of the Nile delta knew it. It was the most overt clue as to the true nature of the building and the purpose its inhabitants put it to.


  Twin open stairways, one on either side of the mosaic, lead up to the heart of the old lodging house. Each one was immaculately carved out of oak and closer inspection would reveal more of those telling details, in this case, carvings of chthonic snakes, salamanders, sometimes represented with wings the higher up the staircase one climbed, the solar phoenix and the cauda pervonis, both important alchemical symbols of rebirth, while on the central wall where both stairs met hung a huge portrait of a beautiful hermetic couple, male and female in a single body. Behind them the great spread black wings of a raven seemed to fold around the loving couple to embrace them.


  There was an immaculate carving of a hippogriff beside the double doors that opened into the Smoking Room. The detail of every single feather and claw was beautifully rendered. To the casual eye it was nothing more than a curiosity, but of course, like everything else in this place, that was deliberate misdirection. The hippogriff was an alchemical crossbreed of griffin and horse—predator and prey. 


  Beyond the double doors the gentlemen sat in the soft leather chairs, the open fire crackling in the hearth. Queen Victoria the First’s royal crest was engraved into the mantel above the flames. The motto beneath was filled with coal dust, making the Latin Honi soit qui mal y pense stand out in stark black letters. Evil to him who evil thinks. . . it wasn’t the queen’s motto, but rather something far, far older. It belonged to the Most Noble Order of the Garter, the medieval Order of Knight bachelors that were the inspiration for the poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and so many other Arthurian and Holy Grail stories. The sentiment tied these Gentleman Knights of London that gathered in the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club to their antecedents.


  So while on the surface it was all very civilised—which was the image these few men had cultivated for the club—it was so much more.


  And like the chambers themselves, none of these men were what they first appeared; they were adventurers, explorers, thrill seekers. They were also gifted. Their gifts set them apart from the normal men and women of the city.


  Eugene Napier still bore the dusky tan of his recent expedition to the wilds of the African Continent, and brought with him stories of rain forests and fabulous creatures that stretched the bounds of credulity. He had stalked big game, giant gorillas, water elephants and such like by day, and more dangerous game at night. The locals called it a Palo Mayombe, a sangoma, lured to the servitude of the black arts. Superstition was that this Zulu priest could commune with the tribal spirits of the dead, but having opened himself up to their realm, the corruption of the afterlife twisted his soul, turning his gift for healing into a bane against all things living. Napier ended his misery, and nearly lost his own life in the process.


  This was what the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club was truly about, tracking and destroying the unnatural, the evil, the abominations of spirit and flesh. The Reading Room contained over eleven thousand texts and treatises on everything from alchemical formulae to divinations, testaments of witchcraft, confessions of idolatry and daemonology, and so much more, gathered from every corner of the globe. Together it represented the sum of man’s knowledge about The Art. Not black magic or hoodoo or witchcraft, these few men knew the truth; there were no such things. There was The Art, pure and simple. The means The Art could be put to were dictated by the practitioner, not the stuff of magic itself. That was akin to blaming the fountain pen for the words its writer espoused. It was elemental knowledge, not sorcery, that manipulated the stuff of the world.


  Even now, the seventh of their number, Simon Labauve, was out there somewhere between Chatham Quay and the New World navigating the Greyfriar’s Ghost through treacherous waters in response to reports about strange happenings in the deep. Reports of a steam clipper having vanished had reached them at the turn of the month. Coupled with older reports of similar disappearances in the same region what appeared a tragedy became something else entirely.


  Haddon McCreedy sighed, making a show of folding the pages of the broadsheet loudly. He took the pince-nez from his nose and laid them on top of the newspaper. ”Would you care to share your adventure, Millington? Or are we expected to pay for a performance like the hoi polloi?”


  ”A little appreciation would not go amiss,” Millington said, making a show of adjusting his position.


  ”We all appreciate you, Anthony, now please, talk before we die of old age.”


  ”All in good time, my man. All in good time.” Millington winked at him. ”I’ve had my snifter but a man needs a smoke before he talks of unbearable things.” The actor snapped his fingers and Mason appeared at his shoulder with an open humidor. Millington made his choice, clipped the cured leaves and lit up, puffing theatrically on the thick Havana. ”The city’s in a peculiar mood,” he said in all seriousness. ”The Peelers have found a dead flower girl.”


  ”A shame, but not the most unusual of occurrences in our beloved city,” Carruthers said, tossing the thruppenny bit into the air. He didn’t catch it because it never came back down. ”Pray tell, what is it to us?”


  ”Perhaps nothing,” Millington said, ”other than where she was found.”


  ”And where was that, Anthony? It is like squeezing water from a stone getting information out of you sometimes.”


  ”A little too close to home.”


  ”Here? There was no commotion, surely we would have heard the cries of blue murder?”


  ”Bedford Square, in the shadows of the museum, soon after midnight.”


  ”Close to Charlotte Street,” Napier observed. ”Perhaps the unfortunate girl merely wandered a little off her patch. There is nothing to suggest—”


  ”She had three and six in her purse.”


  ”So it wasn’t a robbery but there is still nothing to suggest we need to be overly concerned, I think you are jumping at shadows, dear boy,” Dorian Carruthers said. Once again the small coin walked across his knuckles. He didn’t so much as look at the actor when he said, ”But then, you always did have a penchant for the melodramatic, didn’t you?”


  Downstairs the door to the street slammed. The sound cut across their conversation. Frantic footsteps charged up the narrow flight of stairs. All eyes turned to the doorway as Fabian Stark, the last of their number, burst into the room. The emaciated Stark held up a hand for silence even as he bent double, gasping heavily. He straightened a moment later, his face livid as he took a final deep, steadying breath, and exhaled. He looked at the others one at a time before he finally said, ”We’ve got trouble.”


  


  Chapter Three


  
     
  


  Haddon McCreedy closed the door to the Reading Room.


  The latch fell into place with a satisfyingly substantial snick. The door was heavy, made from well-seasoned thick oak timbers and varnished with a cherry lacquer. Every wall, from floor to ceiling, was lined with books. The room soaked in that wonderful aroma of old paper.


  Haddon lit the gaslight and drew the heavy velvet drapes, effectively isolating the room from the outside world. There were curious markings etched into the wainscoting of the windowsill and again around the frame of the door; glyphs meant to ward off unwanted eavesdropping. He traced his fingertips over them. The same glyphs had been embroidered into the lining of the curtains themselves. More curious still was the thin line of salt beneath the sash window. The floorboards were polished to a shine, but even the thick veneer of gloss couldn’t mask the five-pointed rosewood star set into the boards. The round reading table was placed in the pentagram’s heart. 


  Stark, Millington, Locke, Carruthers and Napier were already at the table.


  Carruthers stared at that coin of his as though it were the most fascinating thing he had ever seen while Locke breathed two streams of stale smoke from his nostrils that rose in front of his face like horns. The others sat unmoving, waiting for Haddon to join them and the Council of War to begin in earnest.


  Haddon adjusted the girth of his exquisitely brocaded red silk waistcoat, and withdrawing the silver fob watch from his pocket to mark the time, sat himself at one of the two empty chairs.


  ”The Kruptos Door was breached,” Stark said, laying his hands flat on the table.


  ”Impossible,” Eugene Napier said without thinking, utter contempt in his soft voice.


  ”And yet at sometime after midnight the seals were broken.”


  ”Just after midnight,” Millington noted, ”while the Peelers were preoccupied with the dead flower girl, curiouser and curiouser, no? If this life of ours has taught me one thing it is that there is no such thing as meaningful coincidence.”


  ”What was taken?” Haddon asked, ignoring Millington’s musings. He snapped the silver cover of his fob watch closed and slipped it back into his pocket. There was no room for blather, what was missing almost certainly dictated who was behind the theft, and more importantly, their ability to do harm.


  Fabian Stark turned to Haddon, his cracked front tooth chewing into the pink of his lower lip. ”Only one thing, so far as I could ascertain.”


  ”And that would be?”


  ”The Homunculus Cross.”


  ”But . . . that’s just a gewgaw . . . why that of all the things?” Brannigan Locke steepled his fingers, cracking each one slowly and methodically.


  ”Why indeed?” Haddon said, thoughtfully. ”I suspect the error of our thinking is going to be made very clear to us before the sun rises.”


  ”What do we know about the cross?” Dorian Carruthers asked. 


  ”Precious little, in truth, but even what we know is enough to warrant great concern. Do you have the ledger, Napier? There’s a good man.”


  The big man pushed back his chair, scraping the legs across the scored-deep line of the pentagram and rose to retrieve a large, smythe-sewn ledger from one of the lower shelves. He placed the book almost reverently on the table, cracked open the spine and turned through the pages until he found the entry he was looking for amid the cramped spider-like scrawl and began reading: ”The Homunculus Cross has been in our care since it was recovered from a mystic’s tomb in what was the Byrsa district of Carthage almost ninety years ago. Initial scrutiny suggests it pre-dates the Pyrrhic War by quite some time, centuries perhaps, though it is difficult to gauge its precise position in antiquity due to the poor record keeping of the region. There are several familiar markings on the limbs of the cross itself that lead one to suspect it is in some way alchemical in nature, as the pictograms balance the elements of earth, air, fire and water, but beyond that, there are a number of other symbols, including the central effigy of a homunculus from which the cross takes its name.” Napier closed the book.


  ”What about you, Fabian? What can you add?” Haddon McCreedy turned to the gaunt Stark.


  ”Enough to be frightened, Haddon. More than enough for that.” Of all of them Fabian Stark was the only true practitioner of The Art. Carruthers dabbled in sleight-of-hand and tricks of perception, Haddon himself had a knack for the uncanny, divination of dreams and auguring, but Fabian was different. When he had come to their door three years ago he had been a powerful-looking youth, not the wraith that sat before them now. His obsession with The Art had done that to him, the arcana eating away at his physicality until he was a husk of a man. That was the cost. The Art devoured energy, for every manipulation it burned more life away. Eventually it would be the death of Stark, they all knew it. The time would come, inevitably, when The Art consumed him. For now they protected him as best they could because they needed him: it takes a thief to catch a thief, the old adage went. It had never been more applicable than now. Stark slumped forward in his chair, exhaustion clear in his eyes and the dark circles beneath them. ”The symbols themselves form a cypher; interpreting them correctly will release the homunculus trapped within the stone.”


  ”So we are talking about a construct running wild in London then?” Locke said, ”We have dealt with worse.”


  ”You are a simple soul sometimes, Brannigan,” Fabian Stark said, not unkindly.


  ”There’s no need for insults, Stark. Not all of us are blessed with your, ahh . . . talents.”


  ”That was no insult, my friend. Think of the cross as a key, whoever has control of the construct has access to the secrets it was made to protect.”


  That notion hung in the air between them, weighted like a condemnation.


  ”Do we know what the homunculus was fashioned to guard?” Haddon McCreedy asked, finally, fearing the answer even as he voiced the question.


  ”We do,” Stark admitted. He closed his eyes. ”The cross was the work of Abu Musa Jabir Ibn Hayyan.”


  ”Geber?” Dorian Carruthers’s walking coin fell from his fingers and clattered on the table’s top. He scooped it up quickly and thrust it into his pocket.


  ”One and the same.”


  ”So it has to do with the philosopher’s stone?”


  ”Hardly. That was nonsense cooked up by Abu Musa to shift attention from what he was really interested in. A stone that offers eternal youth? Even given the wealth of ’impossible things’ we know, the notion is ludicrous. ”


  ”Which was?” Carruthers asked, pointedly.


  ”The Hollow Earth.”


  ”What? You mean to say the construct is guarding the door down into the centre of the earth?” Carruthers laughed harshly. ”And you said the philosopher’s stone was nonsense?”


  Stark nodded, rubbing at his jaw. A thin shadow of stubble had begun filling itself in along his sharp chin. ”It is not as outrageous as it sounds, Dorian, believe me. Where, after all, do you think our legends of Hell’s fire, devils and such originate from?”


  ”But a door down into the very core of the earth? It’s all so . . . Jules Verne!”


  ”That is a rather prosaic interpretation, I admit, but in essence it is true enough, though the actuality is more existential than substantial.”


  ”Sometimes you scare me, Stark,” Carruthers said, shaking his head. ”I’m not sure I want to actually live in the same world you do. You say these words and all I hear is blah blah, blah blah, blah blah.”


  ”How does this door that isn’t a door work, Fabian?” Haddon pressed, cutting across the prestidigitator.


  ”The homunculus itself is the door, or rather it is capable of creating the doorway where so ever it chooses. It is the way.”


  ”So are you saying that all this fellow needs to do is crack the cross open and . . . ?”


  ”There is no physical door,” Stark explained. ”No stone arch or golden doorknob that any Tom, Dick or Harriet can walk up to, offer the secret knock and abracadabra open the door and simply stumble down the Catamine Stair into one of the greatest secrets of all creation.”


  ”Well, that at least, is a relief,” Carruthers said.


  Millington had been unusually quiet since Haddon had closed the reading room door. ”If we know what the Homunculus Cross does, surely the question has to be who would stand to gain most from its theft?”


  ”I don’t think there can be any doubt,” Haddon McCreedy said. ”This smacks of the Brethren.”


  Certain fears were left unsaid: had one of the Brethren infiltrated the hidden chamber, what then was there to stop them from taking the second door and following the tunnels back beneath old London town to their building on Grays Inn Road? The alternative did not bear thinking about. If it was not one of the Brethren, if it were merely some tinkerer working alone . . . It did not matter. Whatever their affiliations, someone had breached their defences. They were vulnerable.


  


  Chapter Four


  
     
  


  Nathaniel Seth knelt before the cross.


  He was outside, on the Whispering Gallery that ringed the great dome of Wren’s breath-taking Cathedral. The Great Bell rang out the coming of dawn’s first blush. Its harmonic rippled out over the slums to the bells of St. Clements, and on to St. Martins in the Field. He listened for the Old Bailey Bell, the rhythm of the children’s nursery rhyme taking root in his head. The wind had picked up, tattering the remnants of the early morning smog. The visibility was far from good, there was no actual sunlight, but instead of ten feet in front of his face he could see all the way down to the Thames. The shadows of the mudlarks were down on the river early picking over the detritus washed in by the tide in search of anything they could sell on or make use of.


  The trawlers had already hauled their nets and were making toward the docks at Billingsgate to sell their fish and coal barges belched more black soot into the air as they chugged down the river. It was no wonder the city hadn’t seen the sun for a month. Black smoke thick with coal dust belched out of thousands upon thousands of chimneys, choking the sky.


  Fleet Street was already awake, as were the labourers busy in the filth and mire of Smithfield’s meat market. The reek of corpses hung heavily in the smoke-filled air as the stripped carcasses were burned.


  The London dawn was alive with thieves and idlers, hawkers and vagabonds. Before the hour was out a cascade of other sounds and smells would fill the air as the press of people woke and the discordant din of life commenced.


  Beside him the young boy squirmed, writhing around against his bonds.


  ”Oh, do be quiet, child. You are trying my patience,” he murmured, caressing the outermost sigils on the great stone cross. ”It will all be over soon enough.”


  The boy wriggled all the more desperately, bracing his scuffed boots on the stone railing and arching his back as he fought with his bonds.


  ”Suit yourself, child, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” With that, the man who called himself Seth took an ivory handled flick-knife from his pocket, pushing the edge of the still-concealed blade up against the young boy’s pulsing pulmonary. ”One touch is all it will take,” he promised, applying the slightest pressure to the small silver stud. The four-inch blade lanced out, opening up the boy’s soft flesh. Thick, rich red blood pulsed out through the gash for as long as it took the boy’s heart to stop beating. Dead, he slumped back against his bonds.


  Seth stood over the child, hands and face smeared with innocent blood.


  He inhaled slowly, savouring the iron-tang and the ripeness of the wind blowing off the various markets of the city. The boy stank, but then, Nathaniel knew, violent death seldom bore the aroma of rosehip or lavender. It stank. He grabbed the boy’s corpse and hauled it up over the stone railing. It took all of his strength to hold it there, arms bent back, and fasten each wrist, making a mocking crucifixion out of the boy’s body.


  He knelt before the Homunculus Cross once more, sub-vocalizing the first rhythms of the incantation, and touching his bloody hand to the twisted face of the beast trapped within the crux of the cruciform. And with the first words off his lips, the sky broke, drops of rain coming down like Solomon’s tears. 


  His lips moved, murmuring the words of summoning he had learned by rote. His fingers moved to the second and third engravings, sharing the child’s blood with them. He felt the stone respond to his touch—a sudden swell of warmth within its cold core. ”Awake, guardian of the stair,” he whispered. ”Awake, spirit of the stone. Awake, and come to me.” He touched his left cheek, his fingertips lingering in the blood. Slowly, he drew his fingers down his cheek to his chin, and across his lips. He tasted the boy’s blood and beneath it the mineral traces of the stone still on his fingers.


  He stood slowly, lifting the cross in both hands and raising it above his head.


  He walked to the edge of the Whispering Gallery, his leather soles in the smeared blood, and leaned out, letting the cross fall.


  It hit the ground, the butt cracking the funeral slab beneath it, the impact opening fissures within the cross itself. It shattered even as it fell back, shards of stone strewn all around the broken slab.


  ”Show me the way, creature of flesh and stone. I set you free. I give you your life. I give the blood of life. Take that blood in return for your guidance. I would know your secrets,” there was madness in his voice as it crooned, ”I bid thee, construct, open the hidden door, for I would walk the stair and free all of your kind, making a place for them here, above.”


  Lady Justice stared at him from the roof of the Old Bailey as he reached down over the gallery, pulling apart the dead boy’s grubby shirt and plunging the knife into his bare stomach. He broke from the chant’s cadence to whisper: ”Be grateful for your blindfold, woman, because there’s nothing remotely just about what is going to happen now.” His words were carried away on the wind as the first drops of blood splashed down onto the funeral slabs below. 


  Nathaniel Seth opened the wound wider, bleeding him out.


  ”Come to me, guardian of the way. Rise. Rise!”


  From the fragments of dust and stone, the creature rose, a bestial figure with razor-like teeth and a feral grin as it shed the lethargy of its prison and climbed into the air.


  ”Come to me!”


  The fat rain melted away from the creature as it rose, evaporating into steam long before they ever came into contact with its calcified skin.


  ”I would have more blood,” the homunculus rasped, settling on the gallery’s stone rail. ”Yours.”


  Seth took his knife and made a small incision, opening his wrist so that the creature might feed. It scurried forward, hungrily suckling at the wound. He winced against the savagery of its seventeen teeth as they sank deeper and deeper into him. ”Open the door,” he commanded, but the certainty had slipped from his voice. All around him he was surrounded by the architecture of doubt, huge buildings raised within the spectre of reassurance, churches, cathedrals, law courts, and buildings devoted to the fear of the unknown future and sucking absence of the Lord, and the darkness of the here and now where His hand has failed His children.


  ”Feed me,” the creature cackled, the gore of his flesh stuck between its jagged teeth.


  ”Open the door.”


  ”Feed me,” it repeated as he wrenched his wrist away from its suckling mouth.


  ”Not until you open the way.”


  ”It has been so long, so long since I have tasted life. Who are you to command me? Are you the sovereign king of stone and shadow? Are you the master of granite and fog? Or are you all wind?”


  ”I am the one who brought you back, imp. That is all you need to know. The boy is yours, feed to your heart’s content. When you have had your fill, you will open the door.”


  The homunculus scurried back and dropped from the railing, burying itself in the dead boy’s open ribs. Nathaniel Seth heard its feeding but did not listen. He leaned on the stone rail, looking out across the city. It would be the last morning that the sun would rise on these oblivious streets. The innocence of the city would be shorn from its alleys and byways. Tomorrow it would rise on a knowing city, stripped of illusion, stripped of safety, stripped of humanity.


  Tomorrow the sun would rise on a new Hell.


  


  The Hollow Earth


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Five


  
     
  


  The homunculus opened the way.


  At first Nathaniel Seth thought the wall behind him was collapsing. The brickwork set in place for the best part of two centuries appeared to buckle, the huge white stones shifting, rearranging themselves until the mortar flaked away and the wounds in the wall opened wider and wider still, a wound in time and space.


  As the rain came down harder, the first burst of the yellow morning light seeped through the dark clouds. It bathed the huge cupola of St. Paul’s in the glory of a shifting rainbow, the violet of its inner rim so intense it bled into the buildings around it, suffusing them with incredibly vivid colour.


  More and more of the stones broke away until a huge, gaping blackness beckoned where moments before there had been bricks and mortar.


  He stepped closer, hesitantly.


  ”This is what you asked for, master of wind,” the homunculus mocked. ”The great stair. Descend. Set the dwellers in the dirt free. Bring the denizens of the muck up to see the light of day. Let them revel in the filth of the earth no more. Set them abroad, let the folk of the surface learn humility when their new masters walk their precious streets. Down you go.”


  Seth peered deep into the darkness, trying to discern the curves and lines of the descent. For a moment he was sure there was nothing except for a dizzying drop, ninety-nine feet down, but slowly the ripples in the air began to solidify, hinting at the steps they were. Even so there was no substance to them. It was a vertiginous sight, down through the dome of the great Cathedral, through the nave and down into the quire vault and deeper still, past Wren and Nelson’s tombs and into the crypt with its famous dead and still deeper, losing itself in the belly of the black earth.


  ”This is the stair?” he said doubtfully.


  ”The Catamine Stair lies beyond. This is the doorway, nothing more. It is deeply rooted in the earth. Walk with faith, through the holiest of holies as you descend into what the frightened children call Hell.”


  ”A sweet irony,” Seth said, repelled and yet still drawn to the seemingly endless drop.


  ”Indeed. Now go, it will not remain open long without more blood, and I have a hankering for more of yours, truth be told.”


  ”Be grateful I still have need of you, construct. But I warn you now, and just this once: continue to vex me and I will put an end to your miserable existence once and forever, as simply as this,” he snapped his fingers to emphasise his point. The homunculus sneered but lapsed into silence.


  A hangman’s wind was blowing down from Tyburn, though of course it wasn’t Tyburn anymore; the gallows tree was gone and in its place the glorious Marble Arch stood, but old deaths still clung to that wind. No amount of pretty buildings and new names could cleanse the spirit of the place or expunge the blood from the soil. It would always be a hangman’s wind that blew in from the west of the city.


  Smiling to himself, he stepped out into nothing.


  


  Chapter Six


  
     
  


  The Catamine Stair lanced all the way down into the very heart of the earth.


  He walked, at first tentatively, each step felt out with care, and then with more and more surety as each new footfall was met by resistance from the air, and then by the clay steps of the stair itself as he disappeared beneath the surface, through the vault and lower.


  It was a long walk; but then he was walking through the realm of the dead to the hollow core of the earth, beneath the crust and the mantle and down, down, deeper and still down. It was dark but he had no need of light; he adjusted a simple ocular device which was to all intents and purposes identical to a run-of-the-mill pair of glasses, though through a series of filters these altered the perception of his eyes, denying them the gift that was colour. Behind the lenses his world reduced to black and shades of grey. Beyond the glass frame, fragments of colour still burned; they came to him as hallucinatory flashes, sparking and blazing at random.


  A curious lichen limned the steps themselves, giving off a faintly phosphorus glow. It was enough for him to see by.


  The Stair itself began as a cramped spiral, coiling around and around on itself dizzyingly, every twenty feet gained taking him through three complete rotations. With every turn and turnabout he felt all sense of his own place within the universe begin to drift.


  He noticed markings on the walls. Many were reminiscent of those on the Homunculus Cross, though the deeper he travelled the more deviant they became. The iconography was elemental at first, but it mutated, displaying perverse sexual deprivations, animalistic couplings, wild bestial rutting, horned figures presiding over the ritualistic rape and slaughter. It was almost as though he were descending into the murkier aspects of the human psyche, those dark whims rendered in images daubed on rough walls. Other shadowy renditions showed vaguely angelic creations, the offspring of the bacchanalia. In others still, women gave birth to giants too vast to be contained within their bodies, their flesh torn open. Cave paintings, animals, fire, the hunt, death, sex and life, all caricatures of those primitive essences. They were compelling, hypnotic, they craved the eye, filling the mind with the base memories of their artists. They were a connection with the creatures of this place and in studying them the images made a frightening pact with his imagination. It was possible, looking at them, to believe that the first men never crawled out of the primordial soup at all, that there was no Darwinian evolution, but that they emerged, erect, from this subterranean hell.


  By the wizardry of sheer willpower alone Nathaniel Seth broke their damned covenant and moved on, deeper. 


  The air was different the deeper he descended; it went from stale to choked to dead. 


  Even the quality of his footsteps changed, the stir of echoes thickening and muffling as the peculiar acoustics of the Stair took hold. They shifted from the reassuring solidity of stone to a hollow clang as the stair levelled out and he found himself walking along a vast metal embarkation platform.


  The left side of the platform was exposed. Brass rails ran the length of the platform, disappearing into the mouth of a tunnel at the far end. What might have been a brass egg rested on the tracks. As he moved closer he could see it looked more like a cage than an egg. It was easily large enough to confine a man. Seven thick bands of metal formed a mesh that came together to make the sphere. He walked slowly down the platform, marvelling at the construction of the place; it was akin to a subterranean railway station, the arched walls curving around the sphere, cradling it.


  It was like nothing on earth.


  Nathaniel Seth wasn’t alone.


  A woman—he knew it was a woman by the pendulous tears of her sleekly furred breasts—stood beside the brass sphere. She craned her head slowly, turning to face him. Her face, he saw in the flickering luminescence, was almost lupine in nature, with an elongated snout and deep-set eyes.  He could feel her eyes on him as he moved along the platform—and so many more eyes as the infernal beasts watched him invade their realm.   


  She held a brass spear, which she lowered as he neared, gesturing toward the cage.


  Close to, he appreciated her sheer size; the jackal-headed guardian towered over him, easily half his height again. Her muscles bunched and flexed, tense. There was nothing feminine about her.


  He bowed his head.


  ”I come to offer your freedom,” he said.


  She had no answer for him.


  Instead, she reached forward with her sinister hand, resting it upon the brass casing of the sphere. It responded to her touch with the sound of clockwork mechanisms stirring. Cogs and gears ratcheted in the otherwise silent tunnel, and a moment later the hiss of a steaming piston was followed by a single sharp click as the coupling holding the lid of the sphere was released. The bands of brass folded back on each other one at a time. There was a leather harness on the floor of the sphere. She gestured with her spear again. He did not need prompting twice. Nathaniel Seth boarded the sphere. He stepped into the harness, pulling it up so that it rested on his hips, synched the straps and forced the buckles tight across his chest and arms. The harness was anchored at his feet to the brass casing. The pistons hissed again as the sphere closed around him. There were similar anchor points above him.


  He had barely secured them when the jackal-headed guardian rapped on the side of the sphere. It responded by rocking violently. The brass began to thrum as the rocking intensified, and then it began to roll, gathering momentum as it did. The rails set into the floor guided the sphere as it accelerated. The cage rattled and swayed as it went into freefall. Strapped in, Seth twisted and jerked, spun head over feet with ever increasing ferocity as the sphere descended.


  Subterranean winds whistled through the brass casing, the sounds of sorrow amplified by the same acoustics that had toyed with his footsteps.


  His screams echoed all the way to the hollow heart of the world.


  


  Chapter Seven


  
     
  


  Millington found it hard to laugh off the implications of the corpse strung up across the Whispering Gallery of St. Paul’s for all to see. The boy’s premature death subdued the actor’s familiar jocular nature.


  They had been leaving the Greyfriar’s when Stark had collapsed. There had been no warning to it. Mid-word Stark’s eyes rolled up into his head and his legs buckled. He went down hard, as though pole-axed by a bullet. Millington had caught him in time to prevent his skull cracking open on the cobblestones. He had been frightened to move him. For five full minutes Stark lay unmoving in the street, his pulse was strong, and there were no other outward signs of distress that Millington could see, but there was no sign of him coming around, either.


  The Club’s chamberlain, Mason, appeared with a wet towel, ice and revivification salts. He uncorked the salts and past them beneath Stark’s nose three times. On the fourth pass his eyes opened. They were shot through with blood and unfocussed. The young man looked haggard as they helped him to sit.


  ”The way is open,” he rasped in a voice brittle as broken stones. ”They come. They come.”


  ”What?” Millington said, mistaking the intensity of his companion’s words for the trailing threads of his blackout. ”Speak plainly, man.”


  ”The Cross is broken, the door is open. No words could be plainer. I can feel it, no, not feel, feel is the wrong word. Hear, I can hear it. The world is screaming out against the wrongness of the door, and its screams are intensifying the longer the door remains open. London is hurting. We need to go there, now. Help me stand. I know where the door is. Just please God we can get there in time to close it. Mason, a cab, please.”


  Millington reached down a hand for Stark, helping him to his feet. The smaller man swayed dangerously as he tried to remain upright. Millington lifted his arm and ducked under his shoulder, supporting him every step of the way as they moved to the curb.


  ”You aren’t strong enough, Fabian, let me summon the others.”


  ”No time. Mason can pass the word. We have to get there now.”


  The chamberlain whistled once sharply and a black brougham drew up beside them, the driver doffing his cap as the sweat-slick horses pranced in place, their hooves sparking on the cobbles.


  ”St. Paul’s, driver,” Fabian Stark said, ”and be quick about it. There’s a guinea in it if you can have us there before the sun is fully up.”


  He opened the door and stumbled into the cab.


  Millington followed him, pulling down the window as he slammed the door. ”Carry word to McCreedy. He will know what to do.”


  ”Sir,” the chamberlain said, and this once Millington noticed the slight note of deference to his tone. It brought a smile to his lips. He banged on the side of the cab door and they were away, the driver cracked the whip and the cab lurched forward as the blinkered animals began to walk. The driver cracked the whip again and the horses broke into a brisk canter.


  Millington sank back into the waxed leather banquette. Beside him Stark looked like Death himself.


  ”Tell me what to expect, Fabian.”


  Stark closed his eyes and buried his head in his hands. The skin around his hairline paled as he massaged his temples. Millington could not tell if he was reliving his blackout or merely struggling to recover from it.


  He didn’t say anything. The waking streets stretched out beyond the cab’s window. The whip cracked again and the brougham lurched once more as the horses began an easy gallop.


  ”I don’t know,” Stark said, eventually. ”The way is open . . . anything could be waiting for us.”


  With dawn no more than minutes away as they drew up before the Cathedral’s steps, Stark paid the man his full guinea and struggled out of the cab. Millington stood beside him. He noticed the birds first, cawing and circling. They drew his eyes toward the sky. Hundreds of starlings filled the sky, a writhing black cloud of feathers. It took him a moment more to see what had them so agitated: the gutted corpse of the boy crucified up against the Whispering Gallery. He grabbed Stark’s shoulder and pointed.


  ”I think that answers that,” he said, barely a whisper in the presence of death.


  But Stark wasn’t looking at the boy. ”No, this does,” Stark breathed, pointing beyond the boy to the ragged wound that appeared to open the great dome, and at the monstrosity emerging from it.


  


  Chapter Eight


  
     
  


  Nathaniel Seth was hurled against the leather restraints as the brass cage came to a jarring halt.


  The world refused to cease spinning. Somewhere in the mad descent his body had given in to the extreme gravitational forces pulling on it and he had blacked out. When he came too he was upside down, the blood rushing to his head. Mercifully the cage had stopped falling. He rocked against the cage, bullying it into another half-rotation. The world swam sickeningly.


  It was light here; bright. His ocular contraption had become dislodged somewhere during the descent. He had felt it slip and, arms effectively pinioned by the harness, bit down on the frame with his teeth, his jaw clenched for the miles of freefall. He opened his mouth now, letting the odd little lenses fall the short distance to the ceiling of the brass cage. By rights he ought to have been blind, submerged in the perfect blackness, but instead there was daylight. Only it wasn’t daylight—it was more akin to a fire in the sky, the molten surface of the earth’s interior forming the blazing heavens. It was the most disconcerting of the many strange things that had happened to him since the night began.


  If it is even the same night, he thought, realizing he had no sense of the time at all.


  He reached up, trying to unfasten the buckle at his shoulder but his fingers refused to obey him as he fumbled away with the metal coupling. He struggled to focus on his fingertips, willing them to stop trembling.


  The cage had come to rest alongside another embarkation platform, through this one was less a railway tunnel and more of a rickety bridge over an infinite gorge. Thick mists prevented him from seeing the bottom. Seth succeeded in releasing himself from the harness, and as the last buckle fell free it was greeted with the piston-hiss of the cage opening. He stepped out onto the platform, his balance immediately betraying him. He went sprawling, barely catching himself before the fall took him over the edge. He lay there, clutching the wooden slats as they swayed from brace to brace. The platform ran as far as the eye could see in both directions. Mist clung to the edges of the wood, licking up in white tongues from far below. He didn’t dare move until the rhythm of the swaying within his skull had subsided, which was long after the platform had come to rest.


  When he finally did look up he saw a draconian creature lolloping toward him, each ungainly step sending ripples through the length of the platform. It wore the face of a serpent, scaled, a forked tongue licking out across bloodless lips as it neared. It was, he surmised, tasting him on the air. Its eyes burned with the fire of the false sky.


  Behind it more creatures came, abominations each and every one. Leathery wings beat against the hot air as greater beasts rose through the mist, their powerful wings dispersing the thick clouds of white enough for him to catch a glimpse of the red-iron world of the infernal machines below him. The construction was vast, stretching mile upon mile, spars and struts, beams and cross-braces pitted with rust, vats of water steaming, pistons driving, wheels and cogs turning as their iron teeth bit and locked. Rusty towers rose hundreds of feet and still didn’t come close to reaching the precarious platform. They were crusted with spikes and spears, jagged teeth of metal and huge cogs, each forming part of this incredible living machine. And it was alive, every inch of the ferrous surface teemed with movement, millions of specks seething and sighing over the iron monstrosity.


  It was an industrial wasteland, clockwork and steam and rust driving the world around.


  The tears in the mists healed and the infernal machine was swallowed.


  The platform bucked and swayed beneath Seth as he struggled to stand. Sweat clung to his skin.


  He looked up at the snake-man, his enormous reptilian wings beating a slow, languid rhythm, as he strode along the rocking platform. Bulbous black carapaces swarmed around his clawed feet; mottled fur and beady glass eyes stared at Seth. There were hundreds of them, hairy black pedipalps twitching eagerly as the fanged spiders surged toward him.


  And as they neared they swelled, their wiry black hairs stiffening as they grew to the size of rabid hounds.


  Nathaniel Seth scrambled backwards, his heels scuffing off the wooden beams as he flung himself out of the way of their swarming advance.


  The spiders skittered and scratched over the wooden platform, so vast in number the wood itself disappeared beneath the swell of their carapaces, over Seth’s legs and across his chest and up into his face. They reeked of corruption, the acrid tang of sulphur clinging to their underbellies as they crawled over him. Their fangs dripped venom. He didn’t dare move for fear just one of the creatures would sink its fangs into him.


  ”What is it we have found, my lovelies?” The snake-man’s sibilant voice licked and twisted in the hot air, ”A little manling? Does it have a tongue?” The creature mocked him. Seth said nothing, watching the horrendous rise and fall of the slick armoured scale plates across the snake-man’s huge chest. ”It seems not. But it smells good, doesn’t it? Fresh meat. It has been so long since we tasted fresh meat. We think we will gorge on this one ourselves. Yes we do.”


  Seth shook his head, ”No.”


  It was barely a word but it was defiance enough.


  ”It speaks, my lovelies. But why has it come? What does it want? We should just eat it now. We are hungry.”


  ”No,” Seth said again, prone, smothered by the sleek black carapaces of the venomous spiders. Fine black hairs tickled along his lips as he spoke, forcing him to twist his head sharply to prevent the creature from crawling into his mouth.


  Beneath him, steam vented and hissed from huge pot-boilers, searing his back through the gaps in the wood.


  The snake-man loomed over him, forked tongue licking out to taste the heat from the steam, and savouring it. ”What brings you down to us, manling?”


  ”I have come . . .” what could he say? ”I have come to set you free of this hell.” The words caught in his throat. ”I opened the way, I bested the riddles, pieced together the puzzles of the mad Arab, found the guardian cross and opened the way so that you might return to the world above.”


  ”You did no such thing, fool, you are the way. There is no door but your flesh. We open the doors into you.”


  ”No . . .”


  ”You say that word a lot, do you draw comfort from it? Is it a word of power for you? Or is it just a denial of your own stupidity? Open him up, my lovelies, we would see this wondrous place the manling has promised us. Let us make doors out of his flesh and go explore.”


  The spiders bit; at first a single fang sank into the soft flesh of his neck, then a second and a third and then the teeth came as they opened him up.


  His screams were punctuated by the sharp hiss of the pot-boilers and the ratcheting of the infernal cogs down below.


  They mocked his pleas for mercy as they tore him apart.


  They jeered as they opened doors into his flesh.


  They taunted as they pulled back his skin, stretching it and pinning it back with the jagged splinters of his broken ribcage.


  And the light was still in his eyes as they streamed away from his ragged corpse, making way for the snake-man to get closer.


  ”Are we not dead yet, manling?” The snake-man preened, a curved talon tracing the open lines of Nathaniel Seth’s parted flesh. ”Pity, it will hurt more like this.” The creature teased his bones apart and buried its face in the open wound, pushing through the rent in time and space to the other side.


  


  The Bell Tolls for Thee


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Nine


  
     
  


  The creature emerged, victorious, ichor dripping from its grotesque reptilian fangs as it tasted the air of London.


  ”Lord have mercy on our souls,” Anthony Millington breathed, unable to take his eyes off the monstrosity as it clawed its way into existence.


  In front of him, Fabian Stark seemed to buckle, shrinking in on himself as though the beast was drawing its substance from him. Hundreds, thousands of tiny black mites swarmed out of the tear behind the snake-man, gaining shape and form as they skittered across the Whispering Gallery. Spiders. Thousands upon thousands of bulbous black spiders, their spindly legs snicking and chittering as they scuttled all across the great dome of St. Paul’s, blanketing it in a writhing black mass.


  Millington rushed up to his side and caught him, lending his weight to stop the younger man from falling.


  ”What are they?”


  ”Harbingers,” Stark said. His breathing was laboured, coming in deep, ragged gasps.


  ”How do we fight them? Squash them under our heels?”


  Up on the gallery, the snake-man drew himself to its full daunting height, and threw his head back so that all Millington could see was its long, forked tongue licking out at the sky over and over.


  Behind him, he heard the jarring clatter of metal-framed wheels and horseshoes sparking off the cobbled street. Millington turned to see two hansom cabs drawing up at the Cathedral’s steps. Haddon McCreedy and Dorian Carruthers emerged from one, Brannigan Locke and Eugene Napier from the other. The springs groaned their relief as the brute, Napier, heaved himself out of the cab. Locke held a service revolver in his hand. He took three brisk steps forward and levelled weapon, aiming up at the huge beast on the gallery. Millington’s warning stuck in his throat as Locke’s single shot rang out. The bullet struck the snake-man squarely in its armoured chest and ricocheted away harmlessly, burying itself into the stone.


  Locke fired a second time, aiming for the snake-man’s glassy eyes, but the bullet cracked off the creature’s brow-ridge.


  The snake-man did not so much as flinch. It came to the edge of the gallery, unfurling huge, leathery wings that beat the air once, twice, and on the third, the snake-man launched himself into the air. Behind him the black spiders swarmed down the sides of the Cathedral and out across the grass and paving, across the cobbles and through the doorjambs and beneath the cracks into every house and office along the street, down through the drains into the sewers and up over the rooftops.


  ”What do we do, Stark?” Millington said, urgently.


  Fabian Stark shook his head, tearing himself out of the stupor that had gripped him since the beast was born into the world above. ”I need to think.” His eyes were bright, alive, feverish. When he spoke, it wasn’t to the actor, nor any of the others. ”I know you, beast. I know what you are. I know who you are, Meringias, and there is power within a name, the things I can do with it, the pain I can impart with my art. . . . This is not your place. I make this offer once, return to the world below. If you do not take it you will die.” Stark said this with such conviction Millington did not doubt him for a moment. The power in his otherwise frail companion’s voice was immense.


  The winged beast sneered, its long tongue lashing against its jagged row of fangs. The beating of its wings intensified, as though the creature was agitated. It came lower, eye-to-eye with Stark. ”You are weak, manling. You will die like the other one, and then all of these other timorous fools will follow in your wake. We shall walk this plane of yours and we shall feast. We are hungry, aren’t we, my lovelies?”


  The sheer proximity of the great beast and the countless remembered stories of devils and daemons rooted Millington to the spot. Carruthers pushed up beside him and with a flourish threw some kind of snap-bang into the snake-man’s face. It was a children’s toy, a cheap sideshow prestidigitation, but it worked. For a split second the beast recoiled and in that moment Stark broke rank, lunging forward. Millington saw that he had some kind of salve on his fingers that he smeared down the snake-man’s torso. It didn’t seem to have any visible effect but that didn’t deter Stark from completing the cross on the beast’s chest. Even complete, the holy symbol had no effect on the snake-man.


  Cackling, the creature stretched its wings and took flight.


  ”Hold, spawn of the pit!” Haddon McCreedy bellowed. Millington saw he clutched a battered leather bible in his trembling hands. ”Questo esorcismo può essere recitato da tutti i cattolici, anche laici,” he began, the words of the exorcism torn from his lips by the sudden surge of the wind. ”Per scacciare il demonio ed i suoi seguaci.”


  The Meringias licked its lips with its flaccid tongue. ”You amuse us, manling,” the creature said, grinning at McCreedy. ”We will feed on you later. For now we will look for fat flesh to feast on. The city awakes, we smell the sweat and sex and gluttony of your kind. It is ripe in the air. It drives us wild.”


  McCreedy roared the remaining words of the ritual but like the white cross they had little effect on the beast.


  Up on the Whispering Gallery more abominations were emerging; a giant jackal-headed monstrosity, and behind it, an apish creature with a melted face and jewelled eyes lumbered into view, tearing the rent wider with its sheer bulk. More and more beasts broke through the veil between planes, defying death with their twisted visages and warped physiques.


  The Meringias rose, flaunting its power. It turned its back on Stark and McCreedy as it ascended, until it was up around the heights of the dome itself. Then it turned, primal, powerful.


  It sank its talons into the stone and crouched, sniffing the air theatrically before launching itself once more.


  The Meringias streaked across the sky and disappeared behind the rooftops of Fleet Street.


  A moment later the first screams came.


  ”Listen, all of you,” Stark said, turning to face the others. The lines of his face were taut, his lips white. ”The way to the core has been opened; these things, daemons by our Christian mythology, were never meant to exist beneath our sky. This means we have but one chance here. The longer they remain on the Prime Material, the stronger they will become. Napier,” the brute nodded, stepping forward. ”I need you to get to Greenwich, to the Prime Meridian. Take this,” he withdrew a Moleskine notebook from his inside pocket and scribbled something down. He tore the page out and handed it to Napier. ”You must begin inscribing these words, exactly these words, in the brass line that marks the longitude, when you hear the first bell of the city chiming the seventh hour. You must be finished before the final bell sounds. Understood?”


  ”Aye,” Napier grunted.


  ”Good man, there’s not a lot of time left. Take one of the cabs. Seven o’clock. It has to be seven.” Napier lumbered away, half-running half-jumping down the long steps back to where the three hansom cabs still waited.


  Stark wrote a second set of instructions for McCreedy. Haddon took them without a word.


  ”I need you to go back to the Reading Room, Haddon. When you hear the first bells of St. Giles tolling seven, do exactly what it says on the note. Nothing more, nothing less.”


  ”You can rely on it,” McCreedy said, turning on his heel and stalking back to the brougham Stark himself had arrived in moments before.


  ”Dorian, I need you to go to the bell tower of St. Clements—”


  ”I know, seven o’clock, exactly what it says on the note.”


  ”Exactly,” Stark agreed, handing the note over.


  Carruthers pocketed it without so much as glancing at it.


  ”Locke, the same thing, but take the great bell of St. Martins in the Field.”


  ”Seven o’clock?”


  ”As soon as you hear the first notes sounding out from the Old Bailey Bell and Wren’s Tower here, and finished before the last.”


  Locke nodded. ”You can trust me, Fabian.”


  ”I know, now go.”


  ”What about me?” Millington said. He hadn’t been able to pull his gaze away from the nucleus of the black wound and the myriad devils of the deep places emerging through it.


  ”I need you here, Anthony. I won’t be able to do this alone.”


  


  Chapter Ten


  
     
  


  As the hammers rang out the first note of the seven o’clock chimes across the city, the six men of the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club went to work with grim purpose.


  Eugene Napier knelt before the white door of the Royal Greenwich Observatory, his knees straddling the lead line that marked the Prime Meridian, the zero point of the world’s time and the division between the east and west hemispheres.


  He smoothed out the crumpled paper, reading Stark’s instructions one last time even though he knew exactly what they entailed having committed them to memory on the long drive over to the Observatory.


  Using the blade of his pocket knife he carved the seven symbols into the lead line, each one seven inches long precisely. Four he recognised as the elemental signs, three he did not. He had no time to labour over it, and no second chances. The chimes would last for only a minute. He made each stroke with precision, finishing the final flourish exactly as the final note faded to silence.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  
     
  


  In the Reading Room of the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club, Haddon McCreedy lifted down the huge mantle clock that sat above the doorway. The face was exposed, the different cogs all laid bare. The smaller second hand, offset to the upper right of the clock’s face ticked quickly. The hours were marked in Roman numerals.


  McCreedy placed the clock on the windowsill, as Stark’s instructions demanded.


  He listened to the fourth, fifth and six chimes before he removed the seventh hour, scoring in another line beside the VII so it appeared VIII.


  As the final note resonated in the air, McCreedy stole the seventh hour, leaving the old timepiece with two eight o’clocks.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  
     
  


  In the bell tower of St Clement’s Dorian Carruthers finished inscribing the great brass bell with the sigils Stark had drawn and counted out the fifth, sixth and seventh chimes before grabbing the rope high up and forcing another chime out of the bell, so seven became eight, the hour lost.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  
     
  


  Brannigan Locke listened to the deafening chorus of the bells, his mind ringing with the old nursery rhyme.


  ”Oranges and lemons, say the bells of St. Clements,” he said.


  I’ll give you five farthings, the bells answered him over and over. I’ll give you five farthings. I’ll give you five farthings.


  He waited and waited, the full minute of the chimes stretching out into the longest minute he had ever lived through.


  Between the sixth and seventh chime he intoned the words Stark had written down for him, sealing the symmetry of the incantation, demarking the boundaries of effect where this moment of time would be excised from.


  Then he grasped the rope and forced the great bell to toll an eighth time.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  
     
  


  The sky above Fabian Stark bled.


  The rain was tinged with rust, as though the Meringias’s presence on the Prime Material acted as a conduit for the infernal machinery of the hollow earth to bleed into reality. Stark was weak, already he could feel the draw of The Art reducing him. He knew what he had to do, but knowing made the task no simpler.


  As the first hammer struck the city’s bells, he sank to his knees. As the first note blended into the second he tore open his shirt, yanking aside his cravat. He was skin and bones, dark shadows filling the clefts between his ribs and the hollow of his gut. Between the second and third peel of noise he smeared more of the white petroleum jelly across his bare chest, a circle within a square, a triangle within the circle, the most basic element of all conjurations, opening himself up to The Art.


  He felt those first familiar stirrings within his flesh, the frisson of the elements coming to life inside his body, the air filling his lungs, the rain on his face, sinking into his skin, the hard-packed earth against his knees, and the fire in his heart, all of them coming together.


  The flesh beneath the salve began to sting, the heat rising from beneath his skin.


  ”Millington,” he said, not looking around. ”Do not let me fall. That is your job. Do not let me fall. More importantly, no matter what transpires, no matter how much I might beg, do not let me run, I beseech you.”


  ”I am here,” the actor said, resting a hand on Stark’s shoulder.


  The fifth bell chimed, a symphony of sound reverberating out across the rooftops of London, from the Old Bailey Bell, down to the river, west to St. Martin’s in the Field, north to St. Giles, and back to St. Clement’s. His skin thrilled to the music of the city.


  ”I summon thee, Meringias!” Stark cried, throwing his head back. The blood red rain streamed down his face, into his eyes and mouth. ”I summon thee, dweller of the deep!”


  The sixth harmonic rang out, and counter-point to it came the slow thump-thump-thump of the beast’s heavy wings.


  ”COME TO ME!”


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  
     
  


  Anthony Millington stared in mute horror as the beast descended from the blood-red sky.


  The seventh bell rang out the coming of the hour.


  The creature Stark called Meringias landed beside him, wicked claws digging into the stone of the funeral slabs as it did. The air stank of brimstone and was haunted by the incessant skittering of the black spiders drawn back to the steps of St. Paul’s by Stark’s summons. His skin crawled at the sight of them.


  He stood behind Stark, determined not to let him down, just as he knew the others had taken up their stations around the city, all sharing the same grim determination. Alone they were less than the sum of their parts; together they were strong.


  Stark gasped—a sound that could only be described as agony—and swayed. Millington steadied him. Stark was burning up. His skin was hotter than Hell.


  ”The little manling is begging us, my lovelies. See him on his knees? We are amused by his contrition. We shall eat his sweetmeats with pleasure and remember his cowardice before our might.”


  The spiders cried out in appreciation, thousands upon thousands of the hairy, black pedipalps parting to allow the chittering its full voice; it was a distressingly human sound. The spiders were excited by the prospect of the feast.


  They swarmed up the steps, wave after wave of bulbous, black carapaces surging forward.


  Millington did not move.


  Stark shivered; no mere tremor, it was a violent convulsion that tore through the entirety of his body. He buckled beneath Millington’s steadying grasp. Millington did not allow him to fall.


  ”Shall we eat it now, my lovelies? Shall we? Yes, we shall.”


  Stark leaned forward, head and shoulders sagging. He began to chant, vicious, sharp words that Millington couldn’t fasten on, words that cut at the edges of his concentration as he tried to understand them. The intensity of his voice heightened, taking on greater and greater urgency as the beast neared, until he was screaming and the Meringias’s barbed claw was scratching through the squared circle on his chest, drawing a thick ribbon of blood to the surface.


  ”Open my flesh, Meringias. Cut me down, it will be your doom,” Fabian Stark promised.


  The creature’s laughter was harsh.


  ”You doubt me?”


  ”You are weak, manling. Nothing. This place is ours now, we have arisen from the deep places, we are home. Your time here is done.”


  ”Time,” Stark said, thoughtfully. He actually smiled as he dwelt upon the word. The way he said it scared Millington, more so even than the way the Meringias stared, naked hunger in its blazing eyes.  Beyond that one word Millington heard the echoes of an eighth hour tolling. ”Just ran out . . . do you feel it, beast? Do you feel its pull on your corporeal form? This is not your sky. This is not your rain, not your air, not your earth. This is not your time.”


  Millington had no idea what his companion’s words meant, but he could feel the truth of them. It was as though the air itself was rebelling against the creature’s unnatural presence. It crackled with energy.


  ”We claim it for our own, manling. That is enough. The feeding will be grand. We scent millions of souls ripe for the taking . . . and we are hungry.”


  ”Begin with me,” Stark said, offering himself.


  ”No,” Millington said, instinctively stepping forward to protect the young magician.


  But the beast ignored his protestations, lunging forward to pierce Stark’s bare chest with a razor-like claw, opening him up from throat to belly with a single, savage motion. Stark screamed, a sound unlike any Millington had ever heard before. It emerged from three mouths: Stark’s, Millington’s and the beast itself. It took him the space between heartbeats to realise it was not merely one of pain but one of triumph as well. The triumph was Stark’s, the anguish, the beast’s.


  Millington stepped back, forgetting his promise for a moment, but Stark did not fall. He could not, Millington realised with horror. The Meringias threw itself forward, burying its face in the young mage’s guts and feasting ravenously. So fierce was the daemon’s hunger that it crawled within Stark’s skin to better devour the marrow of his life, sucking his bones clean. And in that moment the final part of the trap was sprung, the elements coming together to bind the two. Even as he died, Stark’s screams took on a new, haunting quality. For a moment they rang out like joyous laughter and then he was dead and the bells of London were ringing out all around them, their chimes growing more and more frenzied.


  Millington saw Stark’s legs: they had calcified, the blood inside him merging with the stone of the funeral slabs, flesh fusing with the stone, becoming stone. The blood ceased spilling, hardening to the same granite as the Cathedral steps.


  The rain burned against Millington’s scalp. It sizzled off the stone creeping up Stark’s flesh, even as the fire in the young man’s eyes burned out.


  And the creeping death touched the feasting beast, its teeth fusing with the hollow bones it gnawed on. It tried to rise, to break contact with the metamorphosing man, but could not. Stark’s transmogrification continued relentlessly, the man becoming one with the elements he served. A stone man rooted deeply into the earth, rained down upon from the heavens, unmoved by the wind, the very fire of the daemon’s being fusing them together.


  A hideous tearing greeted the beast’s desperate screams of anger and frustration, and suddenly it was free, its huge leathery wings carrying it up into the air. It settled on the great dome, sneering down at the man who had sought to bind it.


  The black wound in the side of the Whispering Gallery was gone, sealed, whether by the bells, the hour stolen, or some other Millington could never hope to understand. But then, so was his companion; like a victim of the Gorgon, Medusa, turned to stone before his very eyes.


  The rain ran down his grey face. There was no trace of rust in it.


  Millington looked down at his feet where hundreds of pebbles were strewn across the lawn, up the steps and along the funeral slabs. It took him a moment to realise that they had only moments before been spiders. He stared up at the Meringias, lost. There was nothing he could do to stop the creature. Nothing he could do to banish it now that Stark had fallen, his sacrifice for naught. He wanted to run as the huge beast began to unfurl its enormous leathery wings.


  The bells fell silent.


  For a moment there was only the sound of the rain.


  And then an inhuman scream tore the dawn in two.


  The creeping stone death had not relinquished its hold upon the Meringias; its wings had calcified, and now the granite was closing over its face. It rose again, sheer stubborn will tearing its claws free of the stone dome, and in the air it seemed to be free, safe from the relentless consummation of the earth.


  But it could not fly forever.


  Millington ran beneath it, his head raised, never letting the daemon out of his sight.


  It settled on the roof of the Old Bailey, beneath the shadow of Lady Justice’s sword, and immediately lost more of itself to stone. And rose again, the weight of its body dragging it down. It barely reached the roof of St. Clements, and as its claws settled so its transformation was complete. The daemon was reduced to a gargoyle to look down over the city streets, forever trapped within the sound of the bells in a hour that did not exist.


  He walked back to the Cathedral’s steps, to Stark’s side.


  The young man’s stone face wore a smile.


  That was enough for Millington.


  It had to be.


  It took all of his strength to lift it from the steps to the shrubbery beside the funeral slabs. In time the vegetation would claim Fabian Stark, but there was one hour that could never touch him.


  That was the hour between dawn and morning, the lost hour, that Fabian Stark stood as protector over.  ”The man of the hour,” Millington said, christening the statue.


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  
     
  


  Down below, in that other place, beneath the molten sky, the homunculus crept forward.


  The others had left, gone to the world above.


  It was curious; that curiosity burned within it.


  They had left behind the doorway, the skin and bone they had needed to move between the worlds.


  It knelt beside the ruined corpse of Nathaniel Seth, looking at it with something between fascination and desire.


  It licked its lips, looking furtively left and right.


  It was alone.


  Alone to do whatever it wished.


  Whatever . . .


  It scampered forward and climbed quickly inside the dead man’s skin, trying it on, stretching out into it, to fill it. It felt good. Right. It concentrated on the wounds, spreading its essence out into them. They would heal, in time. And it had time. All the time in the world. An endless hour.


  And so the man who called himself Nathaniel Seth rose up again to stand on his own two feet.


  The daemon of the hour.


  


  The Little Matchstick Girl


  
     
  


  Chapter Seventeen


  
     
  


  That hour changed everything.


  As the bells of London chimed thirteen the bronze lions of Trafalgar Square roared. The sight of Landseer’s huge lions rearing up stopped Emily Sheridan dead in her tracks. The rain sheeted down, drumming angrily on the empty street. She held her hands up, palms bared as though showing the lion that she was defenceless would save her.  She edged back a step and then another. The beast tossed back its head and roared again. The sound came from deep in its throat and climbed violently into the night. The rain ran in red tears down her hands. Rust, she realised. The rain was full of rust.


  She was trembling.


  She was alone in the square with Landseer’s lions.


  Emily had learned the legend of the lions at her mother’s knee, when she was still young enough to bury her face in the folds of her skirts and think that kind of invisibility made her safe. It wouldn’t help her now. The lion could see her and burying her face wouldn’t change that. There was nothing unique about the legend: at the time of the city’s greatest need the lions would wake and come to its aid. Emily had always thought it was a children’s tale, like The Once and Future King, a sort of warping of the holy resurrection and the second coming. People were simple and sought comfort in simple things, even if those simple things were impossible.


  Now one of those impossible things bounded down from its pedestal while rust rained out of the sky. The sheer amount of strength trapped within its bronze body was daunting. She felt it as the lion prowled toward her, sniffing. She didn’t dare move. Not even so much as an inch. Another of the lions came down from its plinth to sniff her, pressing its bronze nose up against her legs, then went down on its forepaws and lowered its head to the ground. Emily didn’t know what to do. Things like this, like bronze lions coming to life and prostrating themselves before her, didn’t happen in Emily’s world. She was . . . what was she? It was hard to remember anything now. Her head rang with the voices of the city’s dead. She listened to them, trying to decipher them. Before the voices she had been a tallow girl. She had made candles and soaps from the butcher’s leftovers. Impossible things didn’t bow down to her as though she were their queen.


  The three remaining lions presented themselves.


  They were waiting for her to do something.


  She had no idea what.


  Above her a murder of crows circled the monument. They cawed, their voices raucous enough to raise the dead. She had never seen birds flying in the rain. She didn’t know what it meant. She stood for a moment, frozen in indecision, then the birds banked and veered off toward the north of the city.


  One by one, from left to right, the four lions rose and set off after the crows.


  Without thinking, she followed them.


  Within one hundred yards she was running trying to keep up.


  They made an unlikely entourage, the birds, the bronze lions and the former tallow girl. The lines from the nursery rhyme ran through her mind in her own singsong voice. For the life of her she couldn’t imagine how she was supposed to save London. She couldn’t even save herself. She looked over her shoulder. Someone was back there. They had been all the way from Southwark, shadowing her. Walking in her footsteps. She could feel their rancid breath on the nape of her neck. She glanced nervously over her shoulder, not knowing who to expect, but there was no one there.


  The warders wouldn’t miss her ’til morning and by then she’d be long gone. Not that they would care; that was the one thing they never did, care. Not the sisters and brethren of the Order of the Star of Bethlehem locked away from the world behind the iron gates and high walls.


  She followed the lions up St. Mary’s Place. The rain transformed the cobbled street into a tributary of the Thames, running all the way down to the banks where the mudlarks were already out looking for the night’s spoils. She splashed through the puddles, picking up the trailing hem of her skirts as she ran. The red-brick of Theatreland beckoned but at this time of night only old ghosts trod the boards. At Eros, the lions bounded toward Covent Garden while above them the crows banked away, their black wings carrying them toward Holborn and Grays Inn Road.


  Emily ran with her head up, staring at the birds. She didn’t know why she had to follow them, only that the lions were, and that somehow she had become part of whatever was happening to London. So she ran because she had to.


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  
     
  


  In the shadows, the homunculus that had clothed itself in Nathaniel Seth’s skin watched the woman hitch up her skirts. It wanted her but couldn’t risk going up against the lions. Not yet, at least. It was not strong enough. It needed more blood before it could even consider taking on the guardians. It was no fool, this daemon. It knew its place in the pantheon of the city. It was a skinwalker, nothing more. It could taste the richness of her blood in the air. It went beyond temptation. She was a rare and precious delicacy in this coming together of the lost and the damned. She was an innocent. The thing that was Seth tossed back its head and shrieked its frustration at the sky. Its howls were picked up by the wind and scattered across the rooftops.


  Save for a baby, fresh from the womb, there was no more potent a feast than a virgin.


  It wanted the woman.


  It was not used to its new clothes. It didn’t walk upright like a man, it crabbed and scurried and scraped, dragging its fingers along the walls and the ground, always keeping as much of its physical being in contact with the earth itself as it could, as though somehow that contact grounded it to the hell it had crawled out of.


  Sniffing the air, it scuttled forward.


  It was hungry.


  The woman looked back over her shoulder, and for a moment the homunculus thought for sure she saw it because she made the sign of the cross over her breast, but then she turned and ran away through the midnight streets.


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  
     
  


  Mason, the chamberlain of the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club, balanced a silver tray of finely cut Baccarat crystal tumblers and a decanter filled to the brim with a Cardhu single malt, one handed. He moved around the room silently offering a glass, then filling it, to each of the gentlemen. When the last of the glasses were filled, Haddon McCreedy raised his glass and said simply, ”To Fabian, may the grand old bugger rest in peace.”


  ”To Fabian,” the others echoed, raising their glasses.


  The big man downed his scotch in one swallow and slammed the tumbler down on the table. ”Christ, this is a miserable business,” he said.


  ”You’ll get no argument from me,” Dorian Carruthers said. He slouched back in his chair. He put his glass down and didn’t touch it again for a full five minutes. Instead he reached into his pocket for the copper thruppenny bit he had been playing with all evening and walked it from knuckle to knuckle before making it disappear. He was performing for an audience of one. There was no flourish of fingers this time. Anyone looking closely enough would have seen him palm it. His mind wasn’t on the trick. It was obviously somewhere else, and where wasn’t hard to guess.


  Beside him Millington unfolded the evening’s broadsheet then a few minutes later refolded it loudly and said, ”This is ridiculous. We’re can’t sit around and make like nothing happened. Fabian’s gone. We all saw it. He turned to stone!”


  ”And what do you propose we do, young Mister Millington?” It was Brannigan Locke. He tamped the tobacco down in his pipe and bit on the stem. He puffed four times vigorously to get the smoke flowing into his lungs. ”Call in a sculptor?”


  ”That’s not funny, Locke.”


  ”No, it’s not,” Locke agreed, ”but right now humour is the last thing on my mind. We’ve just lost a friend, but he was always more than that, wasn’t he? None of us are saying it, but we’re all thinking it: we just lost our protection. We few, more than anyone else in the Godforsaken city, know the truth of what is out there and now we are supposed to face it alone? I’m as much a gambling man as anyone here, but I wouldn’t put Carruthers’s bloody thruppenny bit on us right now, let alone my own money.”


  ”So what do you propose?” Millington turned the question back on Locke.


  ”Fight,” Locke said, simply.


  ”That’s easy to say,” Haddon McCreedy said. ”If you are partial to shadow boxing.” The big man cracked his knuckles and shook his head. ”Just give me something to hit and I’ll hit it.” And true to his word, he looked ready to break something with his bare hands. ”Of course it would help if we had the vaguest notion of what we are facing. I would hate to clobber the wrong daemon, after all.”


  ”Yes, that would be rather poor form, wouldn’t it, old boy?” Carruthers said with a slight smile.


  ”Speaking of poor form, where the devil has Napier got to?” Millington asked.


  ”Haven’t seen hide nor hair of him since we left St Paul’s,” Locke said. ”Didn’t he travel back with you, Dorian?”


  Carruthers shook his head. ”He wanted to make his own way back. I assumed he wanted to clear his head. You know how Eugene is. I don’t think we should worry.”


  ”You don’t? I can’t say I agree with you, Dor. I think we absolutely should worry, given what has happened tonight already. I’d say worrying was a fine thing for us to be doing.”


  ”You’re overreacting, Anthony,” Carruthers disagreed, shaking his head. ”Eugene is hardly helpless.”


  ”I never said he was, and normally I wouldn’t bat an eye if the old bugger wanted to take himself off on some midnight stroll. But the rules changed tonight, Dor. These aren’t the same streets they were. They’re dangerous in ways we can’t even begin to understand yet. Right now we should all be exercising a bit of caution.”


  At the window, Haddon McCreedy grunted. ”Sorry to interrupt you ladies, but I think you might want to come and have a look at this,” he pressed his finger against the glass, pointing at something in the sky.


  Carruthers pushed himself out of the comfort of the winged Chesterfield armchair and joined the big man at the window. ”What the hell . . . ?”


  ”What is it?”


  ”Damned if I know,” Carruthers muttered. He pressed his face up against the glass, his breath making a curious ’O’ on the pane as warm met cold.


  ”Looks like a giant bird, and I mean giant,” Locke said, peering over Carruthers’s shoulder.


  ”That’s what I thought at first, but it isn’t one bird. Look closer, it’s a flock, I think, pigeons, maybe, or ravens.” McCreedy said, ”But damn me, I’ve never seen birds flock like that. It’s unnatural.”


  He was right. In the sky, cutting out half of the moon, the pigeons had abandoned their usual flocking patterns and seemed to have come together in the shape of a giant bird, a hundred, a thousand times the sum of its parts.


  ”Is that an Anafanta?” Carruthers asked, staring at the flock of birds. ”Christ, I wish Fabian was here,” he said, shaking his head. It was what they were all thinking. Something had to be binding the spirits of the pigeons into a single cohesive entity, and whatever was capable of that was out of their philosophy, as the Great Bard was wont to say. Stark would have known what it was, and what to do. But Stark was dead. The enormity of his sacrifice was beginning to hit home. It was all well and good to toast the dead man off on his voyage across the Styx with the ferryman, but this, this was different. This was real. They were alone.


  Millington watched the birds. They banked and wheeled, circling around something he couldn’t see for the rooftops. He thought for a moment that he could see shapes within the spaces formed between the hundreds of wings, but before he could focus on one it was gone, blurring into the next and the next and the one after as though the flock was desperately trying to convey a message that he was too stupid to understand. And all he could think was that Stark would have been able to interpret the wing patterns and grasp exactly what the birds were trying to tell him.


  ”Down there! Look!” Locke gasped, stabbing a fat finger at the glass.


  Millington followed the direction of his finger and saw a slip of a girl huddling against the side of the Cornucopia store across the way. It took him a moment to see beyond the filth and the grime of street life to see the girl beneath and realise that she could not have been more than sixteen, if that. She was shivering in the doorway, her arms folded beneath her breasts. Her hair fell across her face, but it couldn’t hide her eyes. She was staring up at him. She was beautiful but in an unconventional way, like Andersen’s Little Match Girl.


  She mouthed something but he couldn’t read her lips.


  Then she collapsed, slumping against the red brick and curling up.


  Millington didn’t hesitate. He ran out of the Smoking Room, across the landing and down the stairs three and four at a time and out into the street. The cold hit him like a sledgehammer as he opened the door. Wraiths of breath materialised in front of him. He didn’t so much as balk. He raced across the street to where the girl lay. She was unconscious, her eyes rolled up into her head. She was both more beautiful and more fragile than he had first thought. He reached down to gather her into his arms and froze as a deep-throated growl rumbled across the cold road. It was an utterly animalistic sound. Not a dog. Something much bigger. He turned slowly, not knowing what the hell he expected to see . . .


  But hell was appropriate because this thing could have prowled straight out of any one of the Dantean Hells.


  Thoughts raced blinding through his head. What would be worse, back up and abandon the girl or try to help her? Which would set the thing off? He tried to think it through. Surely if the creature meant to harm her it would have struck while she lay there helpless and alone, not waited for him to come between them. So then if it wasn’t trying to harm her it had to be protecting her. In which case he needed to convince it he was no threat to the girl. Swallowing his fear, Anthony Millington tried to will himself smaller as he knelt beside the unconscious girl. He moved very, very slowly. The last thing he wanted to do was startle the overprotective beast—whatever it was.


  Cautiously, he reached out, slipping his arms under and around the girl and lifting her. The beast’s growl returned, low and menacing.


  ”It’s all right, it’s all right,” he soothed, having no idea if the creature could understand the Queen’s English. He didn’t know what else he could do other than talk to it, try to reassure it. ”I’m going to look after her. It’s all right.” Millington turned every bit as slowly as he had stood. No sudden moves. He saw the creature properly for the first time. He could scarcely believe his eyes: crouched between him and the door of number 111, Grays Inn Road was a massive lion. The creature was easily twice the size of any natural lion. The mix of moonlight and gas lamp leant the creature a stony cast, almost as though it could have been carved from granite. But that was impossible. Granite wasn’t a living stone. It did not breathe. He could see the steady rise and fall of the great lion’s ribcage.


  He edged toward the open door, half-expecting the lion to pounce. It didn’t. It watched him cautiously every step of the way back to the open door.


  ”Bring her in here,” Haddon McCreedy rumbled, his deep baritone enough to cause the granite lion’s hackles to rise. ”Nice and easy does it, laddy. Nice and easy.”


  The bronze lion didn’t move.


  ”With all due respect,” Millington rasped through clenched teeth, ”do you think you could shut up until the door’s closed?”


  McCreedy nodded and backed away inside to let Millington through. ”Not that a wooden door’s going to keep that bastard out if it decides it wants to come in, eh?” McCreedy said as Brannigan Locke dragged the door closed behind Millington.


  Millington let out an audible sigh of relief. He hadn’t realised he was holding his breath.


  They took the girl through to the Smoking Room and lay her down on the one chaise lounge in the room. Millington only grasped how small she was as he set her down. The girl fit comfortably head to toe on the velvet chaise. ”Give her some air,” he said as the others crowded in to see her.


  ”Will the master be needing smelling salts to revive the poor girl?” Mason, the chamberlain, asked.


  Millington shook his head. ”I think she needs the rest, let’s let her sleep a while.”


  ”As you wish, sir.”


  He touched a finger to her neck, feeling out the strength of her pulse. Satisfied that it was strong he pushed himself to his feet.


  Dorian Carruthers was still at the window. He hadn’t moved throughout the whole excitement. His face was a study in concentration. Finally he grunted and moved away from the window. He didn’t return to his seat. Instead he went through to the Reading Room.


  Millington took his place at the window, standing vigil. The birds were still flying but they weren’t what interested him. He looked down into the street. A second bronze lion had joined the first to take up sentry duty at the door of the Club, and down the street toward Holborn he could see the bulk of a third granite lion. He knew if he looked the other way he would almost certainly see a forth lion guarding the entrance onto Kings Cross.


  Seeing them now, motionless, it was impossible not to recognise them as Landseer’s lions from Trafalgar Square—but being here like this defied every reasonable explanation . . . unless, he thought suddenly, Stark’s transmogrification had somehow released them. One turned to stone, one set free? Was that possible?


  When Carruthers returned from the Reading Room clutching one of Stark’s journals a few minutes later he confirmed everything Millington feared.


  ”’I have left one last protection, a re-animation on the lions of Trafalgar,’” he quoted, slumping into the soft leather of his chair. ”’At the time of the city’s greatest need will be born beyond stone and stand as last guardians of the great peace. God help us all, each and every one of us, should this last magic come to pass because then surely the end is near and the wards between the world above and the world below are crumbling.’” He closed the book. ”A little melodramatic for my personal taste, but I think Fabian’s message is plain enough.”


  ”What the hell is going on out there?” McCreedy grunted. It was a rhetorical question. They knew what was happening. All hell was breaking loose.


  Mason coughed politely into his starched-white glove. ”If there will be nothing else, masters, might I suggest that I go and investigate the curious behaviour of the birds?”


  ”Good idea, old man,” McCreedy said. ”No risks though. We’re not about to lose another one of us tonight.”


  ”Of course, sir,” the chamberlain said. ”Losing one is unfortunate, but two, losing two is downright careless.”


  ”Was that a joke, Mason?” McCreedy asked.


  ”I wouldn’t have thought so, sir,” the chamberlain said, bowing slightly as he backed out of the room.


  


  Our Mutual Friend


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  
     
  


  Mason drew his collar up against the cold and stepped out onto the street. Landseer’s lions turned their huge heads ponderously. Their manes ruffled in the breeze with the sound of stone grinding against stone. He patted one of the great beasts on the head and ruffled its fur affectionately. There was a bond between them. Like him the granite lion was made to serve.


  He looked up at the sky, doing his best to orientate himself. The birds flew in a wide circle that spanned perhaps a dozen streets but there was a noticeable epicentre. If he had his distances right it fell somewhere within Whitechapel, give or take a few streets. It wasn’t easy to tell from the ground but he felt confident in his spatial awareness. It was a long walk at the best of times. The inclement weather made the prospect of schlepping through the night city positively foul.


  The peasouper had broken some time after the thirteenth bell sounded, which was both a relief and disturbing in and of itself. Mason knew the smogs better than most and had expected it to linger for days but something in Fabian Stark’s sorcery had blown through it, scattering the smog quite literally to the four winds. But already the coal dust was starting to gather again. That was the nature of winter in the city. People needed warmth to stay alive so they lit their coal fires, burning the coals down to cinder and coughing more and more thick black dust into the sky, blocking out the sun. This was the worst it had been in his lifetime. It had been a full month since he had last seen the sun. Properly seen it shining down, not caught a glimpse of it through the tatters of smog. He would gratefully accept this little respite for what it was, a gift. The smog would be impenetrable soon enough.


  He would miss Stark’s calming presence. The young man might well have been the most peculiar of them all, but there was an undeniable sense of decency about the fellow. There were precious few people like him left in the world as it careened toward the new century.


  Mason passed the last of the lions as he followed Grays Inn Road down toward Holborn. He walked with his head high, staring up at the wondrous vortex of feathers rather than the mundane street life he walked through. He heard the gentle clip-clop of hooves striking the cobbles and looked around to see a Hansom Cab rolling slowly toward him.


  ”Need a ride, Guv?” the driver called down from his sprung seat at the rear of the cab. ”Ah, Mister Mason!” he exclaimed, recognizing the chamberlain as he turned to face him. ”I thought it was you down there. Mighty peculiar, them birds, eh?” He gestured toward the swirl of pigeons with the tip of his whip.


  ”That it is, Winston, that it is,” Mason agreed readily.


  ”So, where can I take you, Mister M? Buckshee, of course.”


  ”I don’t know exactly where I am headed,” the chamberlain said, ”but I suppose it is somewhere in the middle of Whitechapel.” He looked up at the birds again to confirm his guess, and this time the driver followed the direction of his gaze and his knowledge of the streets shuffled understanding into place.


  ”Whitechapel it is, Mister M. Climb onto the board if you want, better to keep an eye on them birds from out here rather than sitting in the cab. We’ll see if we can’t get you there double quick, shall we?”


  Mason joined him up on the sprung seat. ”Good man. Much appreciated.”


  ”Well it ain’t like I’m rushed off my feet. The damned city’s dead tonight.”


  ”Never a truer word spoken,” Mason agreed.


  They rode most of the way in companionable silence, each man wrapped up in his own thoughts as they stared up at the sky. The steady clatter of the hooves provided a sharp counterpoint to the steel wheel rims jouncing over the cobbles. The buildings around them went from the north-end marble richness to the red-brick of east-end squalor in less than ten minutes of travelling. That was one of the many marvels of London proper. Each district had so much personality and each personality was utterly unique if you took the time to get to know it. The Eastenders were ’salt-of-the-earth’ souls: hard-working lower classes, not the toffs of the inner wall. They had calloused hands and bleeding knuckles, smelled like a day spent labouring down in the docks and were never short of a cheeky grin to share with a pretty lady or a handsome fella. He’d rather one Eastender at his side in a scrap than a dozen of those Bloomsbury boys any day. They were the kind of people who would fight all the way to Hell, and back. If Stark’s grim prediction was right those were exactly the sorts they needed to enlist.


  As Mason studied the giant animus of black birds he recalled Master McCreedy’s unanswered question ”Is this an Anafanta?” It was possible. More than possible, the chamberlain thought, but it would be an almost unheard of manifestation if it was. An Anafanta was, quite literally, the beast within, the primal animal spirit that linked humanity to all of their collective pasts. That spirit went back and back and back all the way to the soul of the soil. It was, in effect, the spirit of eternity. He had met one man capable of releasing his own Anafanta, and that man was Haddon McCreedy. Though the beast within McCreedy was no mere pigeon. The man was a therianthrope; part man, part beast. The literal translation was wild animal. His other aspect, shared soul, was a ravenous wolf. Unleashed it was almost unstoppable. Its potential for damage and destruction was awesome. It struck Mason as appropriate that McCreedy would recognise the manifestation for what it was. But who on earth—or what, Mason thought sharply—could command a soul of a thousand parts?


  That bothered the chamberlain more than anything else.


  The implications of it were huge.


  The Gentlemen may have looked upon Mason as merely a manservant at times but none of them forgot his roots, or his father, Eustace Mason. Mason senior had served the group more than thirty years before his boy came into their service. Eustace Mason was the Mason of Mason’s Emporium, connoisseur of curios, and curator of rare and exquisite goods. The old man had scoured the globe in search of curiosities. He hadn’t merely traipsed the highways and byways, he had sought out the secret paths. He had found Hy Brasil following the Northwest Passage. He had delved into the deeps of Atlantis, the drowned necropolis, weighing anchor beyond the teeth of the Mediterranean and submerging himself in a one-man bathyscaphe of his own design. There was nowhere old man Mason hadn’t been, and he returned from each impossible place laden down with staggeringly tall tales that made him the life and soul of every alehouse between Perivale and Bethnal Green. Those stories had lit a fire within young Mason junior, kindling an interest in the other side of this life, the oddities and impossibilities, ensuring that he followed in his old man’s footsteps.


  When Eustace died, Mason took over the Emporium, turning it into a cabinet of curiosities and charging a red penny to get through the door. The punters came. They loved the entertainment. He employed card readers and spiritualists turning the place into a veritable Aladdin’s Cave of otherworldly fun. He didn’t take it seriously and it kept him well. Carruthers, McCreedy, and the others could just as easily have been waiting on him had he so wished, but he had made a promise to his old man: he would serve the city. That meant serving the men who protected her. He was more than just a bat man, though. He was the grease that kept the cogs turning.


  Mason looked across at the familiar façades of house after house, imagining all of the lives going on behind the drawn curtains. And for just a moment he would have traded places with any one of them. Oh to be blissfully ignorant, he thought. But in truth there was nothing he hated more in this life. Ignorance was the root of every manmade evil he had ever encountered. Mason needed the truth. He needed to know it. He was driven to understand. It was just how he was made. He was not one for burying his head in his hands and hoping the world would just march on by.


  He had learned a lot from Fabian Stark. At first the more peculiar things the man dabbled in just washed over him, but unlike Landseer’s lions he wasn’t made of stone. Slowly he began to absorb things, and those things led to him understanding more things, until he had a rudimentary grasp of The Art. He was by no means an Adept, and he might never excel to the extent of his unwitting teacher, but he most certainly knew enough to dabble. And with The Art a little went a long way.


  They turned onto Commercial Street and cantered through Spitalfields. On the junction with Whitechapel Road he saw lights flickering in the windows of the Ten Bells despite it being well after closing. Across the street was the white marvel of the chapel itself.


  ”This’ll do fine, Winston,” he said, tapping the driver on the arm. He passed the man a shilling and waved away his objections. He knew it was far too much, but if his old man had taught him anything it was that men like them had to stick together. ”Keep it. Go treat yourself to a jar or two,” he nodded toward the Ten Bells. ”When I’m done I’ll come and find you. You can give me a ride home. How does that sound?”


  ”Bloody marvellous, Mister M. Bloody marvellous.” The driver palmed the coin and pocketed it without another word.


  Mason hopped down from the sprung seat onto the baseboard and then down another step onto the ground. Inclining his head, he tipped the brim of his hat to the driver. ”Shouldn’t be more than an hour or so.”


  The driver nodded, and making a clicking sound with his tongue as he geed the horse into motion. The cab lurched forward a few feet, coming closer to the roadside. Winston hopped down and, one foot on the baseboard the other out behind him as he leaned out toward the lamp post, tied off the reins and secured the cab so that he might go partake in those jars Mason had suggested. It was as close as he would come to heaven in London Town.


  Mason was about to come a lot closer, though.


  He was close to the epicentre of the pigeons’ peculiar flocking pattern. It couldn’t be more than a couple of streets away. He looked around, fixing his bearings, and set off at a brisk pace. By the time he reached the corner of Osborne Street his skin was crawling. It was almost as though his body was reacting to some unseen menace. He sniffed the air. There was a faint tang of brimstone to it. It wasn’t the street lamps. It was stronger than that. There was something unnatural about the fragrance. The fine filament hairs in his nose shrivelled as his nostrils flared.


  Mason reached into his pocket for, of all things, two handfuls of birdseed. He made a gentle cooing sound, calling the birds down. At first they seemed naturally suspicious of him, but the chamberlain began slowly mumbling the same words over and over, barely vocalizing them. Instead of being scared the pigeons appeared soothed, and beyond that, curious. One landed on his upturned palm and started to feed, and then two more joined it, then three. He kept his voice steady and his body steadier still until both of his outstretched arms were weighed down by dozens of birds and more settled on his shoulders and on his scalp. Gently, so as not to startle them, Mason teased a few loose feathers from the soft down of their breasts, then with the seed gone, fell silent and broke the enchantment that had held them spellbound.


  The birds erupted in a flurry of wings and feathers, climbing frantically into the sky. Mason was left clutching nothing more than a few tufts of feather. He ground them between his fingers, getting a sense of the lives the birds had lived and trying to sift through the flood of images that threatened to overwhelm him, and then he saw it, that last, strongest image: a woman on the ground, beaten and bleeding. She wasn’t dead but she was dying. He could feel her lifeforce slipping away. He couldn’t tell what had been done to her but he knew that he had to find her, and find her fast otherwise it wouldn’t matter.


  He didn’t recognise where she was, not exactly, but that wasn’t a surprise. He didn’t know the ins and outs of the backstreets of Whitechapel. He looked up as he started to run. One by one the birds broke away from the flock and swooped down, diving toward the same mark over and over. They were showing him where she was.


  Arms and legs pumping furiously as his leather-soled shoes slapped off the street, Mason ran for her life.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  
     
  


  In the end she wasn’t difficult to find.


  She lay half-slumped, half-wedged in the doorway of a two-up, two-down red-brick tenement. She was bleeding, which was good. Dead people don’t bleed. Without the heart to pump it the blood just settles into the lowest veins and turns the corpse blue. He crouched down beside her. He didn’t know where to touch her because every inch of her seemed to be battered, bruised and bloody.


  She mumbled something but Mason couldn’t quite make it out so he leaned in closer, until his ear was right up against her lips but the only sounds he could make out were the wet suckling rasps of her breathing so he focused on that.


  ”It’s all right, it’s all right,” he promised over and over, knowing that it wasn’t.


  He wasn’t sure if he could move her without making things ten times worse. He looked up and down the empty street hoping, miraculously, someone else might appear, drawn by the birds. He needed to get her back to the cab and get her to the nearest hospital, somewhere she would stand a chance. Out here her fate was written. She was going to slip deeper into shock, from there blood loss would lead to unconsciousness, and she would never wake up again.


  There was nothing else for it. Mason gathered her into his arms and struggled to stand. He walked toward the white church. It shone out like a beacon in the black night. He started yelling blue murder, hoping to draw help out from any one of the houses. In this part of town the curtains might twitch but no one was going to come down to help. They were good at minding their own business.


  Halfway down Osborne Road his thighs were burning with the strain.


  She was no lightweight, more of a big busty Botticelli portrait of a lady, but the sheer physical toll of carrying her took was disproportionate to her bulk. She was a good threefold heavier than she looked, weighed down by dense bones. For a few laboured steps he wondered if she wasn’t actually made of stone and somehow brought to life like the lions. And even as the thought took hold his legs buckled and he fell to his knees. Perspiration beaded and trickled down his neck and back, soaking into his shirt. Gritting his teeth, Mason forced himself back to his feet.


  And then he heard her.


  One line.


  Three words.


  ”Heaven’s on fire.” 


  That shook him.


  The birds were all around them now. They had settled on the flaking window ledges and the rusted guttering and stared down with their beady eyes.


  ”Help me!” Mason yelled, the urgency of his cry burning his throat hoarse. No one was coming to save the woman. No knight on a white charger. Mason bit back his anger. He was her shining one. He had to be. He forced himself forward step by laboured step. Every muscle sang beneath his skin, effort playing every tensed chord like a violin.


  And then he heard the sound of a carriage coming.


  ”Help me!” he yelled again.


  The woman’s blood soaked into his clothes transforming him from saviour into some night crawler. To anyone who might have seen him, Mason looked more like a bloody daemon clutching his victim to his chest. To the devil the spoils.


  As the black cab turned into the street the horse shied, frightening by the reek of blood in the air. It kicked high, rearing onto its hind legs, and bolted, charging straight toward Mason as he staggered down the middle of the road.


  Up on the sprung seat Winston wrestled with the reins. He struggled manfully to calm the frightened mare before she trampled Mason into the cobbles. ”Whoa, girl! Easy. Easy. Easy there.” The driver cried, doing everything he could to slow the horse.


  Mason didn’t move.


  It was all he could do to stand still and not drop his burden. He stared the runaway mare down and barked a single sharp command, the word backed by The Art. The horse stopped dead in its tracks. Swearing and gasping between the string of oaths, Winston looked down at him. ”I don’t know how the bloody hell you did that, Mister M., and I ain’t sure as I wanna know, neither.”


  ”Probably wise not to ask then,” Mason grunted, struggling beneath the weight of the woman. ”Give me a hand here, she weighs a ton.”


  ”Aye, she’s a big bonny lass all right,” the driver agreed, clambering down from his high seat. ”Christ, but she is,” he gasped, taking some of her weight from the chamberlain.


  ”Burn with me,” the woman gasped then. Her eyes flared open and she writhed in Mason’s arms. ”Burning . . . oh God . . . in Heaven . . . Ablaze . . . Burning . . . all of them burning . . . I failed Him. I failed them . . . forgive me.” Her voice trailed off into more words but now she was speaking in a tongue Mason had never heard before. He tried, but he couldn’t fathom a single syllable.


  ”Give me a hand to get her into the cab,” he said, talking over her. Winston looked at the woman and looked at the sheer amount of blood that had spilled out of her and seemed about to say no when Mason barked. ”Just open the damned door, man!” and he snapped into action.


  Between the two of them they manhandled her into the cab and laid her out on the banquette. She murmured once more then fell silent. The blood pooled on the seat, violent crimson against the waxed leather. She shifted uncomfortably, moaning again.


  ”Where’s she cut?” the driver asked. ”I mean, if she’s had a big vein cut she’s already dead if’n we don’t do nuffin’. If we don’t stop the bleedin’ it won’t matter how fast we drive to London Hospital.”


  Mason couldn’t argue with that, but for some reason he was hesitant to rip the woman’s clothes, and it wasn’t just for the sake of decorum. He needed to see the extent of her injuries but he couldn’t help but feel that exposing the ruined skin would only damn him further and faster. Ignorance, he thought for the second time since leaving the clubhouse, but instead of freezing he turned to the driver. ”Have you got a knife? We need to cut the clothes away if we’re going to get a look at the wounds. We can’t try and undress her. It won’t work.”


  Winston nodded and disappeared around the back of the cab. He returned a moment later with a rudimentary tool kit, and in it a pearl-handled switchblade. It wasn’t a tool: it was a weapon. Mason took the blade from him and flicked it open with a confident snap of the wrist. The blood was already beginning to infect the inside of the cab with its stringent iron tang.


  ”I’m not going to hurt you,” he told the woman. She was in no condition to hear him let alone argue.


  He pulled the material away from her throat. It came away wetly. With a single, swift, downward cut he sliced into the blouse and pulled it away. Beneath, she wore a blood-soaked corset and girdle. They were expensive undergarments, with lace trim. She had obviously been expecting a lover and instead she had met death. And she was going to die. There was nothing either of them could to do to change that fact. It was just a matter of trying to make her comfortable as she went.


  He pressed the blade alongside one of the whalebones stitched into the black corset and cut against it. The material was tougher but the knife was good. It didn’t take more than a few seconds to pare the cloth away.


  It didn’t make any sense.


  As far as he could see there were no wounds, no obvious gashes or cuts at least. Her white belly was smooth, her ample breasts like porcelain. But she was soaked in blood.


  ”Help me turn her over,” he told Winston.


  Together they did their best to slide her over onto her side, then over again onto her stomach without tearing her open any further.


  He pulled the last remnants of the blouse away and peeled back the corset to reveal the mess of her back.


  There was so much blood, and deep cuts, but that wasn’t the half of it. Midway up her spine what appeared to be the remnants of two vestigial growths had been hacked through. This was the source of the blood. All sorts of blood vessels had been sheered through. It was a mess. The roots of the growths remained, the white gristle and the severed cords of muscle, slick with blood. Mason could just make out the white of bleached bone. It was scarred with deep grooves where it had been hacked through.


  ”What in the seven hells . . . ?” Winston muttered beside him.


  ”Close,” Mason said, shaking his head. He was caught somewhere between wonder and revulsion. He thought about what she had said, the words he had been able to understand: Heaven’s on fire, and later, burn with me. Who was she to burn if Heaven truly was ablaze? An angel? The ruin of her spine could easily have been the mess left where her vestigial wings had been hacked away, and considering everything else that had happened since the homunculus had breached the seals and found the Kruptos Door and climbed the Catamine Stair mason knew one thing above all else—nothing now was impossible.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  
     
  


  ”Do you really think it tore her out of Heaven?” Anthony Millington shuddered at the very thought. There was something hideously repugnant about the idea that the homunculus’s reach might be so long—and the idea that Stark’s sacrifice against the Meringias so pointless. Fabian’s heroism deserved to save them, not simply hold off the end for another day. If a daemon could reach into Heaven and pull an angel out, kicking and screaming, what chance did a few Londoners, even ones with peculiar talents and the odd trick or two up their sleeves, have?


  He stood beside the chamberlain while Mason very matter-of-factly recounted his discovery of the stumps where her wings had been shorn off, and the fallen angel’s incoherent cries as she lost whatever tenuous grip she had managed to hold onto this reality here and now and started to rave in the heavenly equivalent of tongues.


  ”I don’t know, Master Millington, truthfully. And worse, without Master Stark to help us, I fear we will never know.”


  ”Not so,” Dorian Carruthers said, his mouth twisting rather distastefully at the prospect of whatever it was he was about to suggest. ”There is a way we can know one way or the other, but not while she is still lingering like this.”


  Millington turned to stare at him. ”So what you are saying is it would be rather useful if she just hurried up and died?” He was shocked. Beyond shocked. He was horrified at the notion that his friend might be willing this heavenly creature to die. It went against every philosophy he held dear.


  ”Or hurried up and recovered, Anthony,” Carruthers said defensively. ”It doesn’t always have to be the worst-case scenario, you know? Sometimes good things can be allowed to happen.”


  ”Just so long as they happen quickly,” Millington added pointedly.


  ”Precisely. At times like these, well, time is important. We don’t have it. I can’t change that and I most certainly didn’t make it that way, but it doesn’t change the fact that alive she can tell us what happened, dead, likewise, but this half-dead, this is just inconvenient.” He offered the last word with such seeming callousness it silenced the room.


  Mason knelt beside the woman and pressed his fingers against the side of her throat. He coughed slightly, drawing their attention. When he had it, he said, ”It seems, if Master Carruthers is to be believed, that we have been rather fortunate, while this poor girl has been rather less so, and has left us while we were busy bickering amongst ourselves.” The sadness in the chamberlain’s voice shamed them all. ”Let’s not waste time with sentimentality now, shall we? She’s gone. I suggest, Master Carruthers, you do whatever it is you must do.”


  His manner more than anything shocked the men assembled in the room. This was their man, Mason, a servant to the club, telling them how to comport themselves. It was unheard of. Mason served them, not the other way round. They did not take lessons in behaviour from a lackey, and yet here he was talking to them as though they were spoilt brats in need of a strip torn off them. He stood up and walked away from the body, making room for Carruthers to replace him there.


  The young fop knelt without another word. He took his copper thruppenny bit from the depths of his pocket and walked it across the rough skin of his knuckles. It was more than just therapy this time. Between forefinger and middle it appeared to divide itself in two, both faces splitting into two identical coins. It was an accomplished sleight, if indeed it was a sleight and not a neat piece of prestidigitation. He lay the first coin, the head, with Victoria’s stern face looking back up at him, and the tail, on the woman’s eyes. For a full minute nothing happened, and then Millington noticed the ever so slight movement of the Queen’s head as Victoria appeared to sink minutely into the eye socket itself. It was the subtlest of shifts. Then they began to lose their shape, becoming molten. It took another full minute for the bronze to sink through the dead woman’s eye sockets and into her skull.


  And then the corpse opened her bronzed eyes and stared up at them.


  ”Can you hear me?” Dorian Carruthers asked, beginning the grotesque séance.


  For a moment death rattled around the woman’s lips as they parted, drawing in air she could never taste again. It was instinctive. Habitual. It was also painful. Shocking. Sad. ”Why did you do this? Why did you bring me back? I am woebegone. I am despair. I deserve this death. Let me go back to it, please.” Her voice was both wretched and heartbreaking.


  ”Soon,” Carruthers promised. ”I only have you for a moment or so, and I need to know what happened to you? How did you die?”


  ”I failed my God,” she said, bronze eyes staring blindly up at the ceiling.


  ”How? Tell me? Make me understand.”


  The woman’s body convulsed then. It was a shockingly violent shudder. When she stopped shaking there were bronze tears staining her cheek.


  ”I let it in,” she whispered. ”I opened the door. I trusted . . .” The convulsions intensified. Her entire body arched up off the chaise lounge and came down hard. Her dead weight split the wood, pulling the joints apart. It collapsed, but somehow—impossibly, it seemed to Millington—she hung suspended above the broken furniture, blood dripping from the rags on her back.


  ”Who did you trust?” Carruthers pressed. ”Tell me.”


  The bronze-eyed dead woman twisted her head to look at him. Her mouth opened and closed and opened again, struggling to make a sound and for a moment nothing came out, no words, no explanation, no air, and then, dredged from the depths of her own personal hell, the angel said: ”Father.”


  She fell, dead again, sprawled out across the broken furniture.


  Did that mean she trusted God and He failed her? Millington wondered, trying to make sense of her last word. Or was she merely crying out as the fear became too much? God, her Father, the one hope she had against the coming darkness?


  Carruthers reached for the two bronze coins which once again rested on her eyelids, and pocketed them. ”Well I had hoped for something a little more ’the Devil made me do it’ but I think that rather answers that, wouldn’t you say?”


  ”I’m not sure what the devil I’d say, truth be told, Dor. That was the single most vile and unnatural experience of my life,” Haddon McCreedy rumbled. ”Dead’s dead and that’s the way it ought to stay, if you ask me. Anything else is just . . . wrong.” The big man had obviously been looking for a more potent word but wrong was the only one that seemed to fit.


  ”Mason,” Carruthers said, dusting his hands off on the legs of his trousers as he stood once more. ”I could do with a stiff drink, there’s a good man.”


  ”Of course, Sir,” the chamberlain said, slipping comfortably back into his role of servant.


  ”On second thoughts, I’ll go with you, if you don’t mind? I could do with stretching the old pegs after that.”


  ”As you wish, Master Carruthers.”


  The two of them left the others.


  Curious, Millington followed them.


  As soon as they thought they were out of earshot, Carruthers grasped the chamberlain’s sleeve and drew him toward one of the open doors off the landing. Millington couldn’t hear the precise words but there was no mistaking Dorian’s impassioned tone. At a guess he was trying to co-opt the chamberlain’s services, but for what, exactly, was any man’s guess.


  Millington crept slowly along the landing, placing each foot carefully so as not to cause any of the old boards to creak. He wanted to hear what was being said. He stopped beside the open door. He could hear perfectly now, although it took him a little while to grasp the import of what was being said, and when he did it was all he could do to stop himself from bursting into the room and demanding Dor stop the whole damned thing. It was ungodly.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  
     
  


  ”If it goes wrong I need you to pull me out of it.”


  ”I don’t think this is particularly wise, young master.”


  ”I’m sure you don’t,” he said, grinning that infectious, lopsided grin of his. ”But I’m not exactly renowned for doing the wise thing, now am I, Mason?”


  ”Allow me put it another way then, if you would,” Mason untangled himself from Carruthers’s grasp. ”This is perhaps the single most irresponsible act I could imagine anyone doing under the circumstances. It is beyond foolish. If I can’t bring you back, and let’s make no bones about this, I have no great gift and the likelihood is that you are about to damn yourself to a half-life trapped half-in and half-out of the Prime Material. Are you ready to have your soul shorn in two? Because believe you me, I am not ready to walk into the Smoking Room and tell those few good men left that they have lost another friend tonight.”


  ”You are such an old woman, Mason. Just because something can go wrong it doesn’t have to go wrong. I know it’s popular to think that anything that can go wrong at sea most assuredly will go wrong, but just because a saying is in vogue does not make it the gospel now does it? We are both right-minded rational thinkers.”


  ”And as much as it pains me to say it, young sir, you are often a child in that you think like one. Like the toddler reaching out to the flame, tempted, you think that you can meddle in the matters of Heaven and Hell and come away without getting burned? That way lies madness.”


  ”Touché.”


  ”Tell me what I must do,” the chamberlain said, resigned.


  Dorian gave a quick finger flourish, flexing each of them, and suddenly the two coins appeared in his palm. ”There are two aspects to what I call the hollowing touch, one as you saw in the other room, invades the dead’s repose and forces them to talk one last time, the other is far subtler, indeed it is more akin to a side effect. You see, when the coins moulded with her in their molten state they absorbed much of what she had been thinking and seeing in her mind’s eye. It is something to do with the electricity stored still within the corpse and the conductivity of the metal, but of course it is more complicated than that. The greatest truth of this life is that you can’t hide from your own thoughts, so even as she denied my questions with her words her mind’s eye was almost certainly replaying the truths for her for one final time, hence her pain. With the help of these,” he offered up the two thruppenny bits, ”and you, I intend to see whatever it was she saw. We need to know, Mason. This is a war, make no mistake, and—”


  ”All is fair in love and war, I suppose?”


  ”Actually I was about to say wars are won and lost because of intelligence or the lack of it. Ignorance will be the death of us all.”


  He couldn’t have known it, but because the notion of ignorance and hidden knowledge had been plaguing the chamberlain all night he had stumbled upon the only rationale that could convince the man to go along with his hair-brained scheme. But then, if the woman truly had been an angel and they were up against a hell-beast, why wouldn’t the Maker interfere just a little to steer his lips toward the right words? What good was omnipotence if it came coupled with silence?


  Carruthers handed Mason the coins.


  He heard something out on the landing then, and pressed his finger to his lips. He strained to hear through the background chatter of the Smoking Room but everything he heard was dominated by McCreedy’s overbearing voice. The man’s baritone was anything but dulcet at the best of times, but when he was agitated it was positively abrasive.


  He hadn’t chosen the room at random. It was the dining room, dominated by a huge cherrywood drop-leaf regency table that was quite capable of sitting twenty at a time. It was more than long enough for him to lie down on. He slipped off his dress coat and draped it over the back of one of the many dining chairs, then he hopped up onto the table, swivelled around and lay back.


  ”I’m going to close my eyes and count backwards slowly from ten to nought, and when I reach nought I want you to place the coins on my eyelids. Not before.”


  ”Understood, but, and I am certain you have considered this, you are not dead. You yourself said you needed the woman dead so that you could communicate, did you not?”


  ”I am going to put myself into a mild trance state—a heightened awareness if you will—hence the countdown. When I reach naught I will enter the zero state. It is my belief that in this state I shall be more receptive to the trace memories captured by the coins.”


  ”Belief?” the chamberlain said.


  ”Belief,” Dorian agreed. ”I haven’t exactly made a habit of psychometry, my friend. This is an untested science, hence my request that you pull me out of the trance if it looks like I am lost. My life, perhaps even my soul, is in your hands, Mason. I am trusting you.”


  ”And that is an oddly uncomfortable echo of the woman’s last words, if you don’t mind me saying, Master Dorian.”


  Carruthers grinned that grin of his. ”Ten,” he said, closing his eyes. It was no answer at all. ”Nine . . . Eight . . . Seven . . .” And so it went, Carruthers voice steady as he talked himself down toward nought and the zero state. He felt the cold weight of the coins settle on his eyelids and instinctively flinched away from their touch, not sure precisely what would happen next, but justifiably trepidatious.


  It was all he could do to lie still and wait.


  He felt the surface of the coins begin to warm, and then grow hot. That heat became searing. The scream was torn from his throat as the copper coins melted and scorched through the soft skin of his eyelids and into the humour of his eyes themselves. Then, while he bucked and thrashed against the furious agony, even as he was blinded he began to see.


  At first the visions were nothing more than flashes. Glimpses of the divine. Bright. Light. Fire. And then all of the flashes coalesced into something—he didn’t know what, not at first, not until it was revealed to him—and a question sounded in his mind’s ear: What could split its soul into a thousand pieces? A million? And with it, the answer: God. God could divide Himself infinitesimally. God could fracture his soul into one and a half billion pieces and place a little of it in each and every man and woman walking the earth.


  And then, as understanding settled, he beheld the face of God, and everything he had ever thought, every belief he had ever cherished, crumbled.


  God was burning.


  He couldn’t look away. He couldn’t break free of the angel’s last thoughts. And once seen nothing could be unseen. Carruthers’s mind collapsed, wretched with the enormity of the divine. A huge swell of grief that came crashing down like a tide over him, downing all coherent thought. God wept for his creation. God wept for his children, and because of the way they were fashioned, God wept for himself. And as each angel fell, as each human was murdered, with each fragment of Him that suffered, God was diminished. The divine was stripped of its awesomeness. And, like the rest of them, damned.


  There was no way out of this inferno.


  This hell.


  Dorian Carruthers screamed and screamed and screamed, but the sounds existed solely in his head. They never once touched his lips.


  All of it blazed across his mind’s eye: the angel opening the door to the wolf clothed in human skin, welcoming the stranger like kin, only to realise something was horribly, terribly wrong. Seeing the homunculus tear through the holiest of holies, its vile touch setting everything to burn. It was hellish. There were no words to describe the harrowing nature of this death, this defilement. This was Heaven and it was ablaze. This was God and He was burning.


  The memory he rode within tried to fend off the flames only to be battered back time and again by them. There was nothing the angel could do. They were all consuming. The angel’s last memory of Heaven was of something, some irresistible force grabbing her and tearing her out of the world.


  And then, like that, the flames were gone and he could see nothing. Not black as such, more an absolute absence of anything and he wondered, mind racing, if this was all that was left. If this nothing was all that awaited every dead and dying soul. What of eternity? What of the Promised Land? What of . . . Heaven?


  But then he realised what had happened. Mason had clawed the coins away from his eyes, tearing him out of the memories. He saw nothing now because there was nothing to see.


  ”Are you there?” he tried to call out, and might have, only he couldn’t hear his own voice. He reached out blindly and felt the chamberlain’s sleeve, then grasped his hand. Mason’s fist was clutched around the thruppenny bits. He could feel everything, every coarse grain of skin, even the grease of the other man’s anxiety, but he couldn’t see anything.


  He had looked upon the face of God and it had burned his eyes out.


  Dorian Carruthers screamed then, and this time, such was the force of grief and fear that drove it, the sound existed outside of his head.


  ”God help me!” He wailed. ”I can’t see! I can’t see! My eyes!”


  


  The Kingdom of the Blind


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  
     
  


  They heard his screams and came running.


  And for a moment, as Dorian Carruthers opened his eyes to reveal the copper orbs that had been forged by his dark alchemy, pandemonium gripped 111, Old Greys Road.


  Mason clutched the coins in his fist, not sure what had happened, nor what to do. It was far beyond his ken. Beyond The Art. Stark, perhaps, might have been capable of reaching inside Carruthers’s head to repair the nerves burned away by the molten coin of the realm, but how could he make metal see? It was impossible. And even as he felt the coldness of the thruppenny bits against his palm he knew that nothing so banal as a couple of trick coins could be responsible for what had happened to the young gentleman.


  You meddle with Heaven and Hell, you get burned.


  The coins still tingled with the faintest residue of The Art imbued within them, but even that couldn’t have done it. No, Dorian Carruthers’s cries were proof enough of what had happened. He had looked upon the face of God, something no mere mortal was meant to do, and it had burned the sight out of him.


  ”For God’s sake, help him!” Millington shouted. He was the first into the room. The others rushed in behind him.


  ”I can’t,” Mason said, holding out the coins as though in answer to every question they had.


  ”Help me . . .” Carruthers pleaded again, his pitiful cry silenced everyone.


  McCreedy came forward and helped him sit up.


  Brannigan Locke stopped dead in the doorway and stared at those copper staring eyes. ”What have you done?”


  Dorian told them in frightened gasps. He didn’t flinch away from any of the details. He described everything he had seen, leaving them in no doubt as to the fact that an angel lay dead on the chaise lounge in the Smoking Room.


  ”You felt yourself being torn out of that place?” Locke asked. He couldn’t say Heaven.


  ”Yes,” Dorian said. He trembled violently. Carefully, slowly, he wrapped his arms around his waist and started slowly rocking to and fro. ”That’s the only way I can describe the sensation. This great, all-enveloping force smothered me and then, the last thing I know with any certainty was that I was being wrenched out of there, away from the fire.”


  ”What about the others?” Locke pressed. ”Surely the other,” and this time the word angel stuck in his throat. ”Surely the others fought the flames?”


  He didn’t know. He hadn’t seen them. He had only seen the wolf in human clothing. And God. If it was God. He didn’t tell them that. Not then. To think that God might be gone, that they would be alone in this mess, how could you keep on fighting and believing if you were the last man standing and the odds were overwhelming?


  ”I couldn’t feel them,” he said instead. It was a sort of truth. ”I couldn’t see them. I was alone. Everything was burning. I couldn’t get a sense of anything beyond the flames. Everything was burning.”


  A hand rested on his shoulder. It was meant to be reassuring but all it did was remind him that he couldn’t see whom it belonged to, and might never see again.


  ”So they could all be dead?” Haddon McCreedy said. It was hard to argue against the big man’s logic. ”What I mean is, if it pulled you out . . . her out . . . couldn’t there be more of her kind down her? And if they’re down here . . . ?” his voice trailed away.


  ”Perhaps it wasn’t the homunculus that pulled her out?” Locke said, thoughtfully. ”What if it was God? You said yourself, Dor, that it was an overwhelming force. Surely a lesser daemon escaped from the core couldn’t rip an angel out of Heaven? So maybe this force was God protecting her. Maybe he pulled the angel out of the flames and sent her somewhere she would be safe?”


  ”Only she wasn’t safe,” Millington said. ”It found her down here.”


  ”But God couldn’t have known that,” Locke began, and stopped, because everything they had learned about the Maker swore he saw all, knew all, and was infallible in his wisdom. A divine mistake? It went against all philosophies.


  ”What do we know about the vulnerabilities of angels?” McCreedy asked. ”Out of Heaven, are they mortal?” It was a sobering thought. If all of the First Children had been drawn away from the safety of Heaven, relatively helpless down here . . . it would turn London into a vast daemonic killing ground.


  And that set another train of thought going: ”Is it possible that the Brethren’s hand is somehow behind all of this?”


  ”Could they honestly be that stupid?” Millington asked, but they all knew the answer: it wasn’t about evil for evil’s sake. It was about the accumulation of influence, the gathering of power, and the question then was if they released the beast that killed God, what did they stand to gain? The answer was as sickening as it was obvious, it would elevate them to the role of left hand to the new darkness.


  ”Anything is possible,” Locke said.


  ”Christ, I wish Fabian were here,” McCreedy muttered yet again. It had become a mantra. ”None of this stuff makes a lick of sense to me. Give me something I can wallop and I am happy.”


  ”Maybe there’s something in his journals?”


  ”Would you even know where to start looking, man?” McCreedy said. His defeatism only made Mason bristle, and quite uncharacteristically, the chamberlain cut them all off with a brusque: ”Oh for the love of Jove!” Will you listen to yourselves! Master Millington, I suggest you go into the Reading Room and find Master Stark’s journals. I believe he describes quite adequately what he calls Anselem, and posits an interesting theory on the divine and mundane realms.”


  ”How could you know that?” McCreedy said, without thinking.


  ”Because I see things, Master McCreedy. I am the background no one notices. I would serve Master Stark in all manner of ways and all manner of ungodly hours. Of course, these theories are just that, theories, and given the likelihood that what we think of as angels have only been expelled from Heaven once before, long before our time, it is highly unlikely he has had the opportunity to test them out. But it is the best we have, wouldn’t you agree Master McCreedy? The lions of Landseer have risen. There is no doubt in my mind that there will come a time for your unique talents, but in the interim we must think with our heads, not react with our hearts. That, I am sure you would agree, is vital.”


  The others nodded.


  ”Good. Master Locke, if you would be so kind as to go and check on the young lady the lions shepherded to our door. I can’t help but think that she has a part to play in all of this. Very little is down to coincidence at the worst of times. Master Millington, perhaps you would help me get young Carruthers upstairs so that he may get some rest? McCreedy, you want action, find Master Napier. It disturbs me greatly that he has not returned.”


  The big man nodded, ”Finally.”


  And all of a sudden the men were galvanised into action by the purposes they had been given. Almost immediately the malaise lifted. Mason instinctively understood why: they had been waiting for a leader. You cut the head off a snake, another emerges. Wasn’t that the old adage? With Stark gone they had lost their head. They were in mourning, which was fine and right, but they could not afford to wallow in it. Not yet. Not while the daemon was still out there. He had given them a focal point to turn to, and rather than resent the servant rising above his station, they embraced his common sense.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  
     
  


  Haddon McCreedy didn’t leave, not immediately. Instead he went through to the reading room and sat in Eugene Napier’s favourite chair, simply inhaling and exhaling the waxed leather and the residue of his friend’s scent. Then he rose, stripped off his jacket and tie and draped them over the back of the chair, pulled out the tail of his white shirt and loosened the pearl buttons before peeling it off. He stood there shirtless for a moment, flexing his muscles and working out the tension and tiredness from his frame, before loosening his belt and kicking off his shoes.


  No one disturbed him. They others knew about his gift, but that did not mean they were eager to witness the transformation.


  He stepped out of his trousers and took the time to fold them neatly along the seams and laid them out with the rest of his clothes. Then, naked, he stepped into the moonlight shadow cast through the wide picture window. He felt the thrill of the light prickle against his skin and savoured it.


  Downstairs he heard the main door open. No doubt Mason, thinking of everything as usual, was preparing the way for him.


  McCreedy threw back his head and spread his arms wide, feeling the elemental power of the moon surge through him. The mythologies of the moon-torn were wrong when they claimed his condition was an uncontrollable curse. Far from it, lycanthropy as they described it did not exist. He was no raving were-beast. He was, if anything, closer to the earth and the old ways than all of the rest of them combined. It wasn’t uncontrollable. Out of the moon’s glow it had no pull on him, and had the fancy taken him, the big man could have stood naked in the centre of Stonehenge at the height of the new moon and remained utterly un-beastly. It was his choice to draw the moon’s magic into him. It was his choice to let it blend with and fire his blood. And it was his choice to unleash the beast within. That was what the Anafanta was—the elemental beast at the core of his being. His true self. It could have taken any form. There were as many beasts as there were people, each different, unique.  His was a wolf, but no mere wolf, a huge, red-furred dire wolf, twice the size of any natural lupine prowler. He would have dominated any pack. His Anafanta was the beast that inspired so many ”black dog” legends of the moors.


  And, again contrary to the superstitions, even with the beast released he was not some unthinking animal driven purely by primal instincts. He was still Haddon McCreedy to the bone. He could still exert his will. He was strong enough. Not everyone was. That was where the stories came from. That was when it went from being a blessing to a curse.


  He felt the moon sing in his blood, and his blood pound against his temples as every inch of his body began to shiver. He focused his mind on it, savouring the quickening that accompanied the concentration and beyond it, radiating outwards from his veins through the tissue and skin, he felt the change begin.


  It was a mercy that he couldn’t focus on his reflection in the window as his face twisted into something beyond human. His jaw dislocated in a crunch and crack of bones, and elongated even as his screams became howls. His skin bristled. McCreedy’s already hirsute torso sprouted thick tufts of red fur. As the big man’s musculature twisted beneath his skin and his bones broke, stretched and re-knitted, bringing him to his knees, then all fours, the tufts thickened, filling out into a glossy, flame-red pelt. The muscles rippled beneath his fur.


  The transformation complete, the great wolf arched his back, stretching out the still-growing bones, and shook himself off as though emerging from water.


  The girl stood in the doorway, paralyzed with fear. He didn’t know how much she had seen. He couldn’t worry about it now. Locke should never have let her out of his sight while the transformation was happening. The wolf tensed, then surged forward, barrelling past the girl in the doorway and down the stairs.


   The lions began to rise up, their manes up as they reacted to his unnatural presence, but McCreedy didn’t slow for even a second. He raced between them into the empty, and then bounded away, sniffing at the air frantically until he caught Napier’s scent.


  The massive wolf’s powerful gait devoured the distance between Grays Inn Road and St. Paul’s, where they had last been together.


  Stark’s scent was still strong in the air, and for a moment it was possible to believe he was still alive. The wolf prowled around the cathedral grounds, so many competing aromas vying for his attention. The reek of brimstone still smarted. Blood. Death. The Devil that had stolen human skin. All of the fragrances together were so strong they threatened to overpower the wolf’s olfactory senses. And had it been a natural wolf they might well have, but McCreedy’s stubbornness kept it fixated on finding Napier’s trail. It was only a matter of time before it did.


  He padded toward the statue of his friend, and through eyes that saw more than just the everyday, saw the faintest heart-warmth still clinging to the stone. It took him a moment to realise Fabian Stark’s heart beat on despite being encased in stone. The great wolf nuzzled the statue, and brushed up against it, but nothing so simple was going to wake the magician.


  And then, at Stark’s feet, he caught the first faint trace of Eugene Napier’s scent. He lifted his head, sniffing at the air. It was there, gaining strength as he moved beyond the more dominant reek of the other smells.


  He started to run, following the trail all the way through the streets to the Liberty of Norton Folgate, the last place in the city the great wolf wanted to venture—because hidden away within its twists and turns of backstreets and piss-stinking alleyways was where the Brethren made their home.


  What was Napier doing in the heart of enemy territory? It made no sense to the wolf, but it would.


  And all too soon.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  
     
  


  The daemon that was Nathaniel Seth licked the blood of the angel from its fingertips and savoured the juice, smacking his lips theatrically as he cleaned them. Around him the feathers from the angel’s wings were scattered across the cobbles. There was nothing pure or white about the feathers now. They were stained dirty grey with coal-pollutants of the industrial city. He felt the filth that passed for air in this place cloying away at the back of his borrowed throat. How could the air of the world above be so much worse than the air of the Pit? It was thicker, the pull of forces on his body so much more extreme, making him sluggish. He wondered how the creatures of this place could bear its constant oppression. It was enough to drive a daemon mad.


  But then so were the reeks. Everything stank in this place. Even the people. Especially the people. He could smell the sweat and the sex and the fear, the hope and glory, the passion spent and the passion pent up, all of it coming off them in waves. His borrowed nostrils flared yet again: mudlarks. He could smell the river still clinging to them. Mudlarks were nothing more than street urchins. No one would miss them save for the Villain King who sent them down to the river scavenging for scraps fallen overboard from the docked ships. And, from what he had seen, the word fallen was a fairly liberal one. At a guess, some of the seamen were in the pay of the Villain Kings and were seeing to it that the right sort of things went over the side for the mudlarks to find. All of the palm-greasing and back-handers must have made it quite a lucrative business. Eating a child didn’t worry the daemon. Meat was meat. They were soft and juicy, not stringy like some of the full-grown humans it had tasted. Too many of them needed fattening up if they were going to make a halfway decent meal. But there was something to be said for a nice fat woman, he thought, smiling at the memory of big breasts sagging into his mouth.


  He licked the last of the juices off his fingers and stood up. The night was alive with scents, each one of them a delicious possibility. With the angel it wasn’t that the meat was innocent, far from it, the angels had committed atrocities far beyond the conception of even the most fractured human mind. No it was the potential for violence that burned in their blood, the last lingering vestiges of His wrath. The homunculus had felt it once, so long ago, when like the others of the Bright One’s army it was cast out. And it hungered for it again, like the most addictive of opiates. It wanted to taste that infinite anger. It was far more potent than even the worst evil because in the name of good it was capable of anything.


  But amid all of the aromas it sensed a dead zone—life without scent. That could only be inhuman and anything inhuman had to be considered a threat.


  And then, of course, there was the girl.


  He could still smell her, like forbidden fruit, so close but out of reach. For now. It could still feel the innate electricity of The Art that surged through her. She was strong but she didn’t know it. Coupled with the utter innocence of her flesh it was a heady brew. One to match the angels.


  He had found her down at the river among the dead men. What fascinated him most was that she could see them. While the old foghorns blew the ghost city burned. Well, it wasn’t so much a ghost as it was a residual or oblique seam where then butted up against now. The mortal understanding of time was skewed by the short sightedness of their even shorter lives. Time was a constant. An always. It wasn’t measured by the ticking hands of Big Ben any more than it was measured by the passage of the sun and the moon. Time simply was. Yesterday, tomorrow, today, they were all now, here, in this place, echoes that touched each other obliquely. So, in certain places, under certain conditions, it was possible to slip through the cracks. That is what these ghosts were, he knew. There fear was as fresh now as the day the great city first burned because for them it was still the day the great city burned. They ran toward the river desperate for the safety crossing it offered. Their physicality could push through the oblique barriers, causing them to appear, but their voices lacked the strength to pierce the veil, adding the eerie effect of silence to their terrified faces and burning bodies.


  She stood amid them, twisting and turning, arms thrown out wide trying to catch a hold of any one of them, to help, but there was nothing she could do. One by one they threw themselves from the embankment into the Thames. And for a moment they seemed to walk on the water, flames writhing around them, silent screams unheard in the here and now. The daemon knew this was because the course of the river had moved over the two centuries since the Great Fire. A few more frantic steps and they would be in the black water but for now they simply burned where they stood, or threw themselves onto the ground only for it to swallow them.


  That she could see them meant she was special. The daemon knew that. And that was just one more reason why Nathaniel Seth wanted to possess her. But before it could, she ran, and those damned lions found her and he couldn’t get close.


  So they bought her a few hours more, it thought, a slow smile of cunning spreading across its stolen face. It understood the oblique nature of time. It knew that somewhere in the city there was a weakness in the veil that would allow it to find her yesterday, before the lions could save her.


  It was only a matter of time.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  
     
  


  Brannigan Locke opened the door.


  It was the simplest of actions, and by rights ought to have been utterly unremarkable. It was a door. It opened. It closed. It was an everyday occurrence, but this time opening the door changed his life forever.


  The girl lay curled up on her side. She wasn’t sleeping. He had heard her screams after McCreedy’s wolf bounded past her. She had run back to her room and now she feigned sleep. He watched her, enjoying the way her lips twitched as she pretended to dream. Then he realised she was crying.


  He stood there for a moment, not wanting to intrude and feeling like a sneak-thief. She put him out of his misery, rolling over onto her side and looking up at him through crying eyes.


  Locke held up his hands, palms out, to show that he meant no harm. ”I don’t usually have this effect on women,” he said with a self-deprecating chuckle. ”It’s all right. It’s okay. You are safe. We found you in the street, across the road actually. We thought you would be more comfortable here than slumped in the doorway.” He smiled again to reinforce the fact that he meant her no harm.


  It worked well enough to stop the tears. She sat upright, covering herself even though she was still fully clothed. It was a naturally defensive gesture. It was funny who people’s ’bodies spoke a language all of their own sometimes. He could see she was frightened and, for want of a better word, lost. Her vulnerability was compelling. Locke’s immediate and instinctive reaction was that he wanted—no, needed—to protect this woman. It was more than just duty; it was destiny, as though Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos had conspired to bring her to his door.


  ”Where am I?” She said, and before he could begin to answer, ”Who are you?” and with that the questions began to tumble out of her in a rush. ”Are they still there? Are they outside? Can you feel it? Can you feel the fire? What is this place?”


  ”One at a time,” Brannigan Locke said, trying to slow her down, but the questions kept on coming as though she couldn’t help herself.


  ”Is this place safe? Can they reach us here?”


  ”Yes,” he said, meaning it was safe. ”Of all the places in London, this one is safe, believe me. Now, it is my turn for a question, please. Who are you?”


  She looked at him then, and he understood why she seemed lost. The simplicity of the question stumped her. ”I . . . I . . . don’t know.”


  ”Well then I think that is the first thing we should try and find out, don’t you?”


  She nodded.


  He had no idea how it must feel to be a stranger to yourself.


  ”Now, to answer a few of your other questions, my name is Brannigan Locke, and you are inside the chambers of the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club in Grays Inn Road. If by ’they’ you mean the lions, then yes, they are still outside, standing guard at the door. If you mean some other ’they’ I am afraid I don’t know. But you are here now and you are safe. There is no fire.”


  She looked at him gratefully. ”I remember something,” she said.


  He nodded encouragingly.


  ”A voice . . . I remember a voice. It said something . . . It said,” she went blank for a moment, trying to recall the words. Then she remembered and her face filled with fear. ”’Burn with me.’ It said ’Burn with me.’ Does that mean anything to you?”


  Burn with me.


  The same message the dying angel had delivered to Mason.


  It meant something.


  He reached out and held her hand. It was a curiously paternal gesture. Brannigan Locke looked beyond the girl with no name to the window, and through the window to the sky beyond. It was a night like no other, of that he was damned sure. ”Are you all right to stand?”


  She nodded, but didn’t look all that confident in her self-diagnosis. ”Very well, then I think we should take you to see one of my friends. He might be able to help unlock whatever it is that’s keeping your name hidden from you. Shall we?” He rose, and like a lady accepting a dance, she moved gracefully to follow. Together they stepped out onto the landing. She looked once, and just the once, toward the room where Haddon McCreedy had undergone his transformation, then seemed to shake it off, as though it were nothing more than another aspect of the bad dream she was living through.


  They met Mason coming down the stairs.


  ”We need to see Dor for a few minutes,” he said. His tone brooked no argument. The chamberlain merely nodded and stepped aside.


  ”I put him in the old Cranleigh suite. Try not to excite him. He is very weak, and not a little frightened, though he would never admit it.”


  ”We’ll be in and out, Mason. You have my word.”


  ”Very good, sir.”


  The Cranleigh suite was actually the old master bedroom, dominated by a mahogany four-poster bed draped with thick curtains. The walls, save for one, were bare. The other was decorated by a huge tapestry that appeared to depict the Tower, the incomplete frame of Tower Bridge and the river from the old city wall along as far as Temple. The tapestry was unlike anything she had seen, in that the longer she looked at it the more impossible it was to focus on the minutia it depicted. She realised that, in fact, the boats on the river were moving, as were the people that swarmed all over it. In fact, every aspect of life caught within the weave was every bit as alive as the streets they depicted. It had been Lester Cranleigh’s greatest single achievement, his crowning glory, and given his gifts, that was no mean feat. It had been Lester who had found Stark and nurtured him in The Art. It had been Lester who had found most of them, truth be told, Locke realised. He had found them and brought them together offering them shelter in his house on Old Greys Road. They could just as easily have been called the Cranleigh Irregulars or the Cranleigh Guardians or any such derivation of the old man’s name, but as it was he chose to name them after the house. They didn’t need to be reminded constantly of his name to remember him, he was there in every one of them.


  ”Is that . . . ?” she asked, then turned, startled as Dorian Carruthers answered her from the bed.


  ”London,” he said, ”Yes, well, almost, and just in case you had been about to ask a different question, perhaps, is that really happening? The answer would still be yes, and probably still almost as well, but the bit about London would be somewhat redundant. I could try to explain, if you like . . . ?” he let the offer hang. She didn’t pick up on it but that didn’t stop him from expounding on the warp and weft of the rather peculiar tapestry. ”See, if you look closely enough you’ll notice it isn’t quite London, well not the London you know. It’s been a long while since I studied it properly, but I am fairly sure ’there are a few buildings there that aren’t, and never were, if you catch my drift?”


  She didn’t.


  Locke could tell and so could Dorian.


  ”There are streets, like Haspex Alley, that aren’t on any map I’ve ever seen, and aren’t actually walkable as far as I’ve been able to tell, but of course Fabian was the expert on the London That Never Was, I just try and make sense of the odd things I come across. Like the Rotters and the Tinkers. You’ll see them in the tapestry if you look closely enough. See, London That Never Was, well that’s misleading, because it is, it just isn’t our London, and the Rotters and Tinkers move between.”


  ”Like ghosts?” she said.


  That pleased the blind man. He nodded encouragingly, ”Just like ghosts, my dear,” he said. ”They move between there and here just as easy as we walk down Charing Cross or stroll over to Regents Park. They’ve got their feet in both worlds, but are at home in neither. The Tinkers, well they feed off the rubbish of humanity like carrion crows. You’ll have seen them with their barrows walking through the streets shouting for rag and bone. It might well be our rubbish but they suck the marrow out of it as though it were the stuff of life itself.”


  ”I’ve seen them,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. A few hours ago she would have denied everything, but since the river, the lions, and waking up to see a werewolf, nothing seemed impossible in this life of hers. Why not creatures from another London, a hidden city within the city that fed on the detritus of mankind? What was outrageous about that, all things considered?


  ”Of course you have, they walk though our London as bold as brass, and why not? They make the best of it. The Rotters, they’re a different breed though. They’re strangers wherever they are, and they make the worst of it. They’re in the shadows, they make things go wrong. They’re meddlers. They’re hunters. And sometimes they’re killers. They’re the worst of all of us. They don’t just suck the marrow out of our cast-offs, they suck the marrow out of our bones, that’s how they survive.”


  ”And you can see them? In the map?”


  Dorian Carruthers nodded. His smile was meant to be reassuring. It was anything but. If these things existed in the living tapestry, then surely that meant they existed out there, where she called home? And there was no magic wall hanging that would keep her safe. All of these things and more flashed through her mind as she wrestled with the realities of this new world she didn’t quite fathom.


  ”You sound in good spirits, Dor,” Locke said, steering the woman toward the side of the bed.


  ”Well, I’m alive,” he said, ”which given the realm of possibilities we were just dabbling in, I would say is a cause for celebration, wouldn’t you?” He chuckled at that.


  ”Most certainly.”


  ”So, tell me, Bran, who is this divine lady you have brought into my bedroom? I know the map moves for her, which is interesting in and of itself, but all the little details in the world are useless without a name?” Dorian Carruthers offered a charming smile, but its effect was considerably lessened by the fact that he was looking about five feet wide of where she stood.


  ”We were rather hoping you could help us with that, old boy,” Locke said. ”Seems she has no recollection, and given the manner of her arrival, and—ahh—certain events that have transpired, I was rather hoping you might feel up to working a little of your magic?”


  ”Magic?” the girl said, before Dorian could answer.


  He raised a placating hand, ”Nothing quite so sinister, little sister, I assure you.” He flashed that smile again, this time right on target.


  ”I know you,” she said then.


  ”Well, isn’t that something,” Dorian said.


  ”You’re the magician, ain’t you?”


  ”Magician is such a crass word, but yes, Dorian Carruthers, prestidigitator and illusionist extraordinaire fresh from treading the boards of Theatreland and at your service, madam.”


  ”Well blow me down with a tail feather, if’n you’ll excuse me, but ain’t that just a trip? The Dorian Carruthers. My old mum’ll never believe me.”


  ”It’s my pleasure, little sister, believe me, and if I can help you remember a little more than my devilish smile, then all’s the better. Now, I want you to trust me, can you do that?”


  ”Yes,” she said, without a moment’s hesitation. It was funny how people were always willing to trust him once they knew he was a minor celebrity. It was as though his status as one of the city’s more renowned acts conferred an instant trustworthiness onto his shoulders. And of course, he wasn’t averse to milking it, if it led to the right sort of female company every once in a while.


  ”Excellent,” he struggled to sit up properly in the bed. Locke moved around behind him and fluffed the pillows up. Dorian settled back into them. ”Bran? My watch, please? There’s a good man.”


  The gold pocket watch, an exquisite Swiss-made timepiece worth more than a year’s wages for downstairs staff, was still on its chain and tucked away in the breast pocket of Dorian’s jacket, draped over the back of the bedside chair. Locke extricated it, chain and all, and put it into his friend’s hands. Dorian closed his fingers around the fob and simply held it for a full minute as though drawing strength from the familiar cold touch of the metal and the regular tick-tick-tick of the time it contained.


  Moving with grace that defied his new blindness, Dorian Carruthers let the watch slip through his fingers, his thumb releasing the catch that secured the fob, and caught it on its chain. He lifted it easily in front of his face, letting it spin lazily on the chain, and then bade her to look at it, concentrate, because everything she wanted to know was locked up inside it. ”The truth will set you free,” he said, his voice like honey.


  She leaned forward, looking intently at the watch’s face as it twisted ever so slightly on its chain.


  ”Good,” Dorian said. ”Now I want you to listen to my voice. Can you do that? I want you to hear everything I have to say. Let my words wash over you. I want you to forget everything else around you. I want you to forget the room. Forget this bed. Forget me. I want you to forget everything and focus on my words. Only on my words. Can you do that? Good. Now I am going to count slowly backwards from ten, and when I reach nought you will be in a state of complete relaxation. You’re safe. There’s nothing to fear here, so just relax. Relax. When I clap my hands you’ll wake up and you’ll remember everything we talked about. It will be as though a great lock has been opened and with it a great door and all of the things you can’t remember will be there waiting for you behind that door. All you need to do is relax. Ten. Nine. You’re starting to feel sleepy. Eight. Your eyes are getting heavy. You want to close them. You want to sleep. Seven. Six. You can feel yourself starting to slip away. You want to sleep. Five. Listen to my voice. You are feeling sleepy. All you want to do is sleep. Four. Surrender to it. Three, sleep. Two. Sleep. And one. You are asleep.”


  Her head lolled forward on her shoulders, a bang of hair falling across her eyes. Her breathing was shallow and fast, not at all the deep slow regular breathing of a dreamer.


  ”What is your name? Can you tell me that?” Dorian asked, the rhythm of his voice still very much the same sing-song that had lulled her under into the hypnotic trance.


  ”Emily,” she said. ”Emily Sheridan.”


  ”Very good, Emily. Very good. Tell me about yourself. Tell me where you are from. Tell me what brought you to my house. Tell me everything you think I should know. Can you do that for me?”


  So she told him about the ghosts on the river, about the lions waking and the feeling of being followed. She told him about the birds, about following them and finding the angel having her wings torn off brutally by a man who didn’t fit within his own skin. She told him all of it. Everything that shock and fear had locked up inside her. And she told him more. She told him about whom she worked for, and what had brought her out into the city on this ungodly night.


  And she scared him to the bone.


  


  In Chains


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  
     
  


  Haddon McCreedy was assailed on all sides by the stench of The Liberty of Norton Folgate. It was like nowhere else in London. It harboured criminality. It flaunted itself in the face of justice. It had its own rules, its own why’s and wherefores. It was a place like no other within or without the Square Mile of the city proper. It was home to the Villain Kings and the Brethren both. It was a nest of scum and villainy. But it was proud. It looked after itself and its own and it didn’t take kindly to trespassers.


  Haddon McCreedy didn’t belong there.


  Neither did Eugene Napier.


  But his scent was all over the damned place.


  The great red wolf prowled the streets, nostrils flared, breathing in the stench of corruption that permeated everything, including the bricks and mortar and the ground itself. Napier was here. McCreedy needed to find him and get out before either the Brethren or the Villain Kings knew of his intrusion. There were wards, of course, etched into the red-brick and triggered by anyone walking by without the right counter-ward tattooed onto their skin. It was crude but effective and kept unwanted eyes out. The Peelers didn’t so much as peek down the piss-stinking alleys of Norton Folgate, as though crime somehow ceased to be as they reached the limits of the Liberty. And it did, in a way. The Villain Kings policed their own and had no need for Sir Robert’s boys in blue. The Liberty’s justice was swift and hard. Anyone caught stealing from their own lost a hand, a foot or an eye, anyone caught stealing from outsiders was beaten for their carelessness and told to make a better fist of it next time or risk being kicked out of the Liberty for giving good, honest thieves a bad name.


  The wolf slunk low, its belly dragging against the cobbles, and prowled to the next corner, following Napier’s trail.


  He knew where it was going—and had known from the first sniff when he started following it—but hadn’t wanted to believe, even as every possible alternative was past and the Brethren’s lair, the Sanctuary as they called it, was all that remained.


  But that was where Napier was. There was no denying it.


  The road sloped down, and every step the wolf took on it carried McCreedy further away from the light.


  The red wolf slunk along the side of the wall. There were so many smells in this place, and so many of them so strong it was all he could do to press on. The wolf McCreedy didn’t merely smell the thick clot of humanity that took refuge in the Liberty, he smelled the sickness of them, too. The cholera, tuberculosis, the scurvy and malnutrition, the black stuff of illness. Even death. Death had its own smell and it was no stranger to the city. All of them had their own smells and they clung to the Liberty. And then there was that other smell, the one that led him through the warren of streets to the one door in all the city he did not want to open. It was the smell of corruption, like the sulphur of the pit, blazing, strong and irresistible. The wolf tossed back his head and howled, baying at the sliver moon visible through the thick cloud.


  Up above a window opened and an angry voice yelled, ”Someone put a leash on that damned mutt!”


  A moment later a chamber pot was emptied into the street. And for that long second the stink of urine drowned out every other smell in his nose.


  Gaslight glow flickered in the lampposts. The play of light twisted the brickwork of the nearest buildings. Knots and flaws in the fired clay contorted, becoming screaming mouths. The wolf tossed back his great head. These weren’t the lies of shadow, on the contrary they were the truths. The screaming faces trapped within the stone were travellers caught between this London and the oblique city hidden within it. He could almost hear their cries, if he looked away and didn’t try and focus on them. The wind carried their voices down the narrow slum streets. It wasn’t one or ten or even a hundred mouths pressing out through the red bricks, every inch of the street seemed to be alive with them.


  Why so many?


  Why here?


  It wasn’t uncommon to catch a glimpse of a lost traveller in the white marble of Regent’s Street or Bond Street. But that was one traveller, one mouth, one scream, perhaps a hand that had almost pushed through straining up against the unforgiving stone, but not hundreds.


  It had to be the Sanctuary. Or something within the Sanctuary. After all, the Brethren must have chosen it for a reason. What better reason than because it was a locus between the two worlds of London? It made a disturbing sort of sense to the wolf.


  McCreedy-wolf moved on, nose to the cobbles now, unsure what to do. He could wait for Napier to emerge from the Sanctuary and challenge him, he could transform back into his brute form and batter down the doors, assuming Napier needed rescuing, or he could try stealth, somehow infiltrating the Sanctuary undetected. Somehow was the part of the problem that troubled McCreedy. It wasn’t a house, it was a fortress. He couldn’t very well burrow his way under . . . or could he? The Liberty was plumbed, just like every other part of the city. Plumbing meant pipes, pipes fed into sewers. He dismissed the idea. There was no way he was wading about in other peoples’ faeces naked. If not under then over? The red wolf looked up, scanning the rooftops with his keen eye. Transformed, McCreedy did not see like a man. His vision was much sharper, acute to the point of being dizzying at times, but without the distinction of colour. This meant at night his sight was particularly good. He followed the line of the gutters looking for a weakness in the façade. There was a distinct lack of ornamentation save for a single stone watcher carved into the upper right corner. The watcher wore the jackal face of Anubis, guardian of the dead, which given its service was not inappropriate. It saw him with its cold stone eyes but did not move. He was not even sure that it could, unless he took to the tiles and triggered the ward that animated it. It was an interesting line of defence though, the jackal-headed keeper of the door. There was an element of symbolism at work, the red wolf thought, baring its teeth in what might have passed for a smile.


  Before he could make up his mind the door opened, and out of the shadows Eugene Napier emerged. He shook hands warmly with the doorman, exchanged a laugh, and bounded down the short flight of steps into the street.


  Only it wasn’t Eugene Napier, the wolf McCreedy realised. It might look like Napier, sound like Napier and move like Napier, but it did not smell like Napier.


  The wrong man checked his watch, a silver fob on a chain identical to the real Napier’s, looked up at the moon as though checking its position in the sky against the hands of time on his watch, and set off at a brisk walk toward the clubhouse on Grays Inn Road.


  McCreedy followed, keeping to the shadows. It did not take him long to realise where the man who was Napier but wasn’t, was heading. He would have followed him all the way back, but for the fact that something—it could not have been a man, a daemon perhaps, or devil, wearing a top hat and leaning on a silver-tipped cane—crossed his path.


  Torn between following the daemon and continuing to follow Napier home, the red wolf did the only thing he realistically could. He followed the devil in the top hat.


  


  


  
     


    
      Chapter Twenty-Nine

    

  


  



  
     
  


  The real Napier hung from bloody wrists in the basement of the Sanctuary. The rusted metal of the manacles cut into the soft skin beneath the heel of his hands, digging deeper each and every time his legs buckled and he fell against them. He was beyond pain. His eyes filmed over with an emptiness that craved an ending, and what ending didn’t matter in the slightest, life or pain. Head down, chin resting on the bones of his chest, Napier’s lank hair fell across his eyes. He was barely sensate.


  The teeth of Hathor’s whip lashed into his back, flaying away at the skin. Napier’s head came up and he cried out. There was next to no strength left in his screams. He was dying little by little, lash by lash. Hathor knew it. They all did. The Brethren gathered around the torture watching with curiosity as Vincent Hathor delivered blow after scathing blow. Every third or fourth stroke of the whip opened the skin a little deeper and caused Napier to bleed a little more freely. The iron tang of blood in the confines of the basement was enough to drive the others to the brink of frenzy. They stood still, rooted to the gold-lined sigils inlaid into the floor that marked their places in the ritual, nostrils flaring in and out, in and out, until the only sound above and beyond the weakening screams and the crack of the whip was the inhalation and exhalation of seven creatures—because they weren’t all men—in the grip of bloodlust.


  Seen from above the gold inlay formed an arcane rendition of the sun in ascension. The significance of the symbol went beyond worship. The sun ascendant marked the rising power of its worshippers, yes, but in the last few hours Eugene had come to understand that it meant so much more. It was no mere battle between the light and dark side he had found himself in the midst of, on the contrary it was the core of all things magic. The earth had its dwindling powers, already cleaved in four between the dirt, the air, the sea and the flame, and diluted anew by industry and pollutants as the canker of cities spread. The moon had its magic that waxed and waned with its cycles, but that was bestial, raw, and lacked the elemental might of the earth. The ever present, the greatest power, and the Egyptians had understood even back then, was the sun in all of its fiery glory.


  Napier had been a fool and now he was trapped.


  No one was going to come and save him because in less than an hour they wouldn’t think he needed saving.  He had seen the creature that called itself Luther Bast step out of the shadows to take up the final place on the floor. The names were affectation, Luther was no more an Egyptian deity than Vincent was, but as was the fashion amongst certain tiers of society, they wore these new names to make themselves seem more mysterious. Mercifully they still dressed according to the London fashions. Being whipped by a topless man in a golden headdress would have been too close to ludicrous to be frightening. There was something much more unsettling about punishment being dished out by a man wearing a butcher’s apron over his Oxford brogues and Savile Row suit. Lucius Amun and Charles Ra watched from their places in the pattern, while Niamh Thoth and Hermione Osiris, the sisters, licked dry tongues across drier lips. At first Napier thought it was a trick of the flickering torchlight, and then he hoped it was brought on by the pain, but it was neither. Napier watched as Bast’s face melted. And that was precisely what it looked like. The ridges of brow and forehead and nose lost their shape, the skin stretched taut over them melted like beeswax beneath the heat of tallow and flame.


  Hathor delivered another punishing blow. With it, Napier’s vision blurred. His head dropped. Hathor didn’t make a sound. He didn’t need to. The leather parted the meat to reveal a momentary white of bone before the blood hid it. Napier’s screams were terrible. That only seemed to excite the watchers all the more.


  Then, in the deepest haze of the pain, he had seen the impossible: the shifting meat of Bast’s face began to writhe, the muscles beneath the skin seething in the constant agitated motion of maggots, and the melted bones began to re-knit, the cheekbones hollowing, the eyes taking on the haunted cast of Napier’s own stare, and within a few minutes the beaten man was staring at his own face being worn by another man.


  It was ungodly.


  And worse, he would not have been able to tell himself from his double if his life depended upon it. Nor would any of the others. The thing they had made, his Ka, as they called it, was not only a perfect physical duplicate, it was a perfect mental one as well. That was the second ritual or the third or the fourth, he had begun to lose count as one hell bled into another. First they had taken his body, then his face, and later they had filled it with his life. Napier had felt them teasing precious memories out of his skull like ectoplasmic ribbons that they had then fed to the empty Ka. Piece by piece, memory by memory, he began to forget himself. He couldn’t remember his mother’s smell or the comfort of her embrace. He couldn’t remember the firmness of the back of his father’s hand nor the pride in his voice. Places went, the old grammar school building, the house on Theobolds Road where he had grown up, the church of St Martin’s in the Field where, dressed in his childhood Sunday Best he had been dragged along to worship, all of them gone. And more. He forgot the Latin conjugations and the Greek roots. He forgot the crack of leather on willow. He forgot the fish-stink of Billingsgate and the sweet flowers of . . . of where was it? The name had been in his mind, in the front of it, and now it was gone. But the Ka remembered. It was to all intents and purposes him, built around the same soul. The Ka remembered. Soon enough he would not even know himself.


  That was how they broke him.


  


  Chapter Thirty


  
     
  


  That they tortured Napier in the basement where they could control the light meant they knew their enemy. He could not have been further removed from his gift. That meant a knowledge not only of Eugene Napier but of his Art, and if they knew Napier, they must also know McCreedy, Carruthers, Locke, and Millington. It stood to reason. And knowledge meant the opportunity for preparation. Each of the rooms along the corridor that had once been the servants’ quarters had been prepared as a unique torture chamber for the Greyfriar’s Gentlemen.  A padded cell for Dorian the necromancer, a silver-lined cage for McCreedy the beast, a hall of mirrors for Locke the psionic, a crypt for Millington the animist, and the pit for Napier, where light could truly be controlled, denying him the chance to use his gift to fade. There was no such thing as true invisibility, but Napier had a rare understanding of light and how to manipulate it—or people’s perceptions of it—and his ability to fade or grow dim was as close to true invisibility as either science or magic would ever allow.


  The Brethren knew their enemies.


  Had studied them.


  Knew their weaknesses as well as their strengths.


  And had planned for them.


  They were not so different, these gentlemen and those others, save that the others, the Brethren, had slipped through from that other place, that other London glimpsed occasionally out of the corner of the eye. They were, to all intents and purposes, a reflection of the Greyfriar’s Gentlemen in the same way that a daemon stepped through from the backwards land of the mirror might be a reflection of an angel: a reversal, a counterpart, a negative. They were not the same. Even clothed in the same smiling faces they could never be the same. It wasn’t in their nature.


  


  Chapter Thirty-One


  
     
  


  Eugene Napier had one gift. He had discovered it when he was young, fed up with taking beatings from the Master’s cane for cheek—”insubordination” as the walrus-moustached Macawber of a man with heavy-hanging jowls used to rumble—he had learned how to fade. The gift had been honed in Newgate Gaol where being seen was as good as begging for a beating. That was where Lester Cranleigh had found him. It was the last memory they stole from him because they didn’t understand the potency of it. Napier clung to it as though it were the most precious thing he owned. Down there, reduced to nothing, it was. All of the money, the country house, the town house, the trinkets and objects d’art were worthless to him now.


  Cranleigh had rescued him and in doing so had offered some form of salvation from himself. Napier had never been a dandy, and hadn’t taken naturally to the world above stairs. He had been born and raised on the north side of the city, not in the wealth of Russell Square and the gentrification around the new museum, but rather the poverty of below stairs Holborn. Before the day Cranleigh and the screw walked into the cell where Napier had faded, Napier had been nothing more than a thief—a good one, but a thief just the same.


  Lester Cranleigh changed that.


  Or rather refined it.


  Cranleigh took Eugene Napier and polished him like a diamond, creating a gentleman thief where before there had just been the thief. The jobs were different. Cranleigh taught Napier how to use his charm to win hungry hearts, and how a smile opened more windows than a pick possibly could. He schooled Napier in the art of being dashing—and it was an art, make no mistake. It wasn’t just about seduction. Every flourish and every gesture was practiced and practiced until it was honed to perfection. There was as much magic in the flash of his dangerous grin as there was when he bent the light and seemingly faded from sight.


  Napier was good at it, as well.


  Better than good.


  He was raffish, charming and handsome, and lacked the kind heart it that would have protected the fair maidens from him.


  He took his crimes to the second story.


  Like a vampire he made sure he was invited inside, winning the desperate widow’s (and sometimes the wanton wife’s) heart before helping himself to her less intimate treasures. After all, what were a few diamonds and pearls after he’d helped himself to her body? More often than not he was intimately familiar with the soft pillows of the bedroom and the contents of the jewellery boxes before he ever came in through window, unless of course the seduction called for him to play Romeo beneath her balcony or Cyrano with his borrowed words of love. The women of London liked to be charmed, and, he came to believe, couldn’t bring themselves to hate him even after he had had his way with both body and jewels. It was all part of the game. Of course, as with so much in his life, he could just as easily have been lying to himself about that to assuage whatever passed for his conscience as he left a trail of broken hearts from Highgate to Lancaster Gate, Billingsgate to Bishopsgate, to Aldgate and every other gate in between. It was a large city—even bigger if you went beyond the gates of the original square mile but rewards were always richer if you stayed within the original city wall. That was just the way of it, money gravitated to the old city.


  Only now there were no windows and his smile wouldn’t melt even the softest heart. He twisted on the chains, trying to see what was coming for him. He tried to concentrate on the flickering torches and match the beating of his heart to the whicker of the flame, but there was too much pain for him to focus and his heart raced away arrhythmically.


  He twisted on the chains, trying to see, but for all that he could manipulate the way others saw the light around him he had never learned to see around corners. So instead he strained his ears. He heard the grate of metal on stone followed by splashes of water. It took Napier a moment to piece together the sounds. Some of the old houses, he knew, delved deep enough their cellars fed into the sewer systems and the other tunnels of the hidden city. Judging by the slosh of water whatever door separated the Sanctuary from the sewers had just been opened. A moment later he heard the unmistakable chittering of rats lured up out of the water. Thoth and Osiris smiled at him then. Thoth reached out a hand and caressed it down the length of his ruined back. His skin faded out behind her touch. She turned her back and left him, saying to her sister, ”I have no desire to watch the rats feed.”


  ”I think I will stay, if it is all the same to you?” Hermione Osiris said. ”It isn’t often you get the chance to watch the invisible man truly disappear,” her chuckle echoed eerily back up through the dank cell toward the city above.


  Thoth broke the pattern, but it didn’t matter. There was no magic left to be done. It all came down to nature now and the rats’ imperative to feed. They were starving and he was helpless. They might take some encouraging, hence Hathor’s relentless whipping to get the blood flowing, but eventually the stench of the blood and the temptation of the meat would prove too much.


  Time did not mean much within the cellar prison, it stretched into agonies, but too quickly the floor became a writhing black mass of fat-bodied, bloated and slick rats scurrying over one another to get close to the blood. Napier willed himself to fade then, but it didn’t matter, the rats could smell the blood and it drove them into a frenzy. They swarmed up Napier’s legs, tiny claws scratching out more blood. Time and again his flesh began to dim and fade only for fresh trails of blood to bring it back.


  Hermione Osiris got down onto her hands and knees, whispering to the rats and she crawled around his legs, urging them to eat, eat, eat, and Eugene Napier screamed then . . .


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  
     
  


  The Ka, the false Napier brought forth from his blood and sweat, strode toward the lions guarding the door. It could not find the stone guardians in its stolen memories. It blinked curiously, tilting its head, then shrugged its shoulders. If it did not know about them they could not be important, the Ka reasoned. It was, at best, spurious logic, but the Ka was learning all the time. Every new moment brought a new experience for it to digest. The first thing that it had learned was that it was hungry for life.


  Thoughts and reasons raced madly through its mind. Before any one thought was completed it surged off into three more, and then three more. Its final thought as it walked up to the door of number 111 was that it must be more powerful than the Son of God. Its reasoning ran wild: like the Messiah it had not been born of man. There had been no seed of life. No copulation. No heat. But then neither had it been born of woman. There had been no kicking and crying. No blood-slick passage into the world. So then if two parents made one normal, and one parent made a man divine, what did no parents mean?


  The Ka hammered on the door.


  A moment later the chamberlain appeared. The Ka reached into its memory for the man’s name: Mason. ”Good evening, Mason,” the Ka said. They were the first words it had ever spoken. Its voice was raw and untested. It wondered if the man would notice but then decided he would not.


  The chamberlain bowed slightly and stepped back allowing it to enter. ”Master Napier, it is good to see you. Is the old wolf with you?”


  The old wolf? It did not know any wolf. What would the man he was supposed to be say? Was he funny? Was he charming? Brusque? A man of few words? Did he like this man? All of these thoughts raced like blind runners through its brain. It knew all the answers, or remembered them through the filter of Napier’s memories. Napier thought of himself as charming, but not like Carruthers, not a knave nor a womaniser, but what was the word Napier used? It came to him then, in a flurry of smiles: a bon vivant. It curled up a lip in an approximation of a smile and shook its head. ”All on my own.”


  The chamberlain looked at him appraisingly, then nodded. It was almost as though the man were judging him, the Ka realised. It had obviously passed its first test. Its smile spread. Why wouldn’t it? It was to all intents and purposes Eugene Napier. It would take more than a glorified doorman to see through his disguise. It would take a true Maester of The Art, and in this London it could not feel the presence of any . . . though there was an aftertaste of one recently gone. It looked around as though trying to sniff out the departed but already the little of the man that lingered was too weak to properly taste. But his taint was all over this place. The Ka counted its blessings and walked inside.


  It knew the layout of the club as well as if it had lived there all of its life. Of course, in one respect it had. Or an aspect of it had. Its memories of this place were potent. It was more than just a house, it realised. Like the Sanctuary it was special. It was a place that bridged the gap between worlds, or rather existed where the barriers were stretched thin. It could not have been a coincidence that the enemy had made their home on a schism.


  It climbed the stairs slowly, inhaling the magic of the place.


  ”Ah, but it is good to be home,” the Ka said over its shoulder to the chamberlain.


  ”Indeed, sir. If you will forgive me saying, the gentlemen were rather concerned about you.  There has been a lot of peculiar activity tonight, and the loss of Master Stark has affected the Masters more than any of them will admit.”


  Master Stark. It remembered him. Fabian Stark. The Maester, not the Master. It found the memory of Stark’s sacrifice against the Meringias. That was impressive magic.  More, that was forgotten magic. The kind of magic that belonged in that other city, not here among the smog of small minds. And that was what they were, the Ka realised suddenly. They were small minds cut off from the magic of the universe. It almost made it sad. Or it would have if it hadn’t served its purpose that the city had forgotten everything that made it magical.


  ”Would you be requiring anything, sir?”


  The Ka shook its head. It hesitated at the top of the stairs. What would the real Napier do? Drink, it realised. Smoke. It went through to the Reading Room and sank down into one of the well-worn leather armchairs.


  A few minutes later the second test of its new life walked into the Reading Room. It recognised the man as Brannigan Locke. Locke stopped and frowned. ”Tired of your own chair, Eugene?” His eyes flicked across to one of the other high backed Chesterfield armchairs, this one over by the fire.


  ”A change is as good as a rest,” the Ka said with a smile. It wasn’t quite Napier’s smile but it did not care. It was a sloppy mistake. It ought to have known these men were sticklers for ritual. It had given this one, Brannigan Locke, reason to be suspicious. That was careless. It was not a careless creature by nature. Everything it did was calculated, measured, planned out to the finest detail. This new life was challenging. The slightest mistake necessitated a dozen readjustments to prevent suspicions being raised. It would learn.


  ”You’re an odd ball, Eugene, and that, my friend, is putting it mildly.”


  Locke slumped into the chair beside him and stared at his hands. He cracked a small smile. ”What a day.”


  The Ka nodded its agreement. ”Quite a day,” it agreed. ”And one hell of a night.” Locke had no idea what it meant. How could he? Playing with the man amused the Ka. This man was the enemy. This man needed to be taken in. There was more than one form of deceit. The Ka leaned forward. Now was the time to share the message it had been given. Now was the time to whisper the first lie. ”And it is only going to get worse tomorrow. The Villain Kings are calling a Conclave at Lime House. They’re offering the flag of parlay. The Pearly Kings and Queens have been summoned to police it.” The Ka shook its head in mock-disbelief as Locke’s head came up.


  For a split second the man looked terrified, then the mask of calm slipped over his features.


  The Ka was impressed with his self-control. It would have taken a lesser man considerably longer to gather control of his wits after hearing such a message. It had been more than a year since the Villain Kings last gathered, a decade since the last Conclave. This was how the crooks divided the city. They sat down and divided the wards according to strength of arms and spheres of influence. Certain territories befit a certain kind of criminal and each Villain King had his own trademark flair. That they were gathering now could only mean that they had a sense of what was happening on their streets and were either instigators or were keen to become players as the game unfolded. It was all about opportunity. Chaos bred wealth if you knew how to take advantage of it.


  Before it could press the point, a woman walked into the room. Far from beautiful she looked like an urchin dragged up from the gutters. She stared at it. Through it. Then, as she broke eye contact, it could have sworn it saw the flicker of recognition in her eyes. That wasn’t what stunned the Ka. It was her smell. The filth of the streets masked it but not enough. She reeked of that other place. She was as much a stranger here as it was. How had she got here? How had she stumbled through? And, more tellingly, how had its masters not known? This changed everything.


  


  The God Particle I


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  
     
  


  He was not dead. Not in the dearly departed and gone to Heaven sense, nor in the not-so dearly departed and gone to Hell sense either. Fabian Stark existed as a divine spark inside a cage of stone. Dead to this world but painfully aware all the same. That awareness hurt him in ways he had never imagined possible when he was alive. In becoming stone something had happened to him—something beyond the transmogrification. He understood now. It was a revelation. He knew he could never leave this stone prison. It was his own personal hell. But as he reached out with his consciousness he realised that this hell was not infinite. The universe around him, the dimensions of the Prime Material and beyond were infinite. The oblique worlds went on and on and on thousands upon thousands of them feeding into one another just as this world brushed up against Other London, so Other London brushed up against Another London and Another brushed up against Yet Another, all of these points of contact, all of these weaknesses in the veil offering him a hope of escape. He might never find his way back to this place, but that did not mean he had to stay trapped here forever.


  He could leave his body of stone and dissipate. He pushed with his mind, and even as he did felt his sense of self change. He felt his consciousness slip and suddenly it—he—existed beyond the stone. He felt himself bleeding into the air; into the earth beneath his feet; the grass; into the bark of the weeping willow; into the kerbstone and the cobbles of the street; into the metal of the lamp post and the flickering flame that burned there; into the wind as it rustled through the leaves; into the moisture particles in the gathering smog; into the flesh of the scullery maids and the footmen up with the lark, into the rats in the sewers and the starlings and pigeons lining the window ledges and guttering, and inside them grasped another secret of time. Their hearts beat so much faster, racing against their frail breasts, pounding out exactly the same number of beats that a man would over the course of his much longer life; into the scraps of food festering and the steel rims of the carriage wheels; into the minutiae of life. And he understood. Like God he was becoming a part of everything. His soul was dividing and dividing and dividing again until it bled out to feed every atom, every cell, of existence and became one with it. He felt the magic draining out of the earth itself, out of the air and the water. His soul was thinning beyond the point where it snapped, offering him like a sacrifice to every stone, every leaf and tree, and as he felt himself simply ceasing to be words screamed through his consciousness: ”Burn with me!”


  It was all he could to do deny the pull of . . . what? The divine? The Godhead? And draw what remained of Fabian Stark back into the stone statue outside St Paul’s Cathedral in this waking London.


  He had been wrong all this time. It wasn’t the buildings and the machines that were sapping the earth’s magic. It was them. It wasn’t about this burgeoning technology at all, nor even a failing to believe and a loss of the old ways. The Art was simple, it drew on the innate essence of being, and if that essence ran dry, that was it, it was gone forever. The mistake was in believing that it was industrialization that damned them. It wasn’t. It was actions. Those same actions that spoke louder than the proverbial words. Where were the heroes? Where were the good men? Selfishness, he realised, depleted that core of power every bit as much as a new factory down on the riverside. The difference was that all the machinery in the world only withered this one spot. The change in people, the cult of me as he began to think of it, robbed everywhere. Without the good deeds of men to feed the earth nothing was replenishing the magic. And a world without magic wasn’t worth contemplating.


  It wasn’t just the huge acts of selflessness, the man staring down drunken dockers as they played too rough with a street girl, or having the courage to stop a drunken brawl before it started, taking in an orphan or teaching a father to read so he could tell stories to his son come lights out, it was all the little acts of kindness every day that were slipping. Without them there could be no magic.


  He couldn’t be party to that.


  But did that mean he had to surrender himself, become God, feeding his soul to every ounce of creation?


  There had to be another way.


  Had to be.


  He had to find a way out of this stone cage, and that meant trying to open a path to one of the oblique cities that existed in the same place and time, so close but just out of reach. He gathered his will, drawing it in to him, strengthening it with the fortitude of stone, then shaped it. He could try to bludgeon his way through, tease open a crack, or tear the veil apart, each would have its own consequences, he knew, and each would carry its own problems. He touched the veil with his will, feeling it out, looking for any natural weakness he could exploit, but there were none, not here, not close enough. The only escape this way was through the same rent the Meringias had torn, and that way lay Hell. Testing the veil he knew he could shred it, but through his new perspective gleaned from those moments of oneness with all and everything, he knew that the damage of such a violation would be akin to raping nature Herself. He didn’t want that kind of stain on his conscience or his hands.


  He did not want to be a god, either.


  Or God.


  But what choice did he have?


  


  The Ice Queen


  
     
  


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  
     
  


  Dorian lay back against the feather pillows, spent. It went beyond exhaustion. Pulling the woman out of her past so soon after walking the thoughts of the dead was too much. He was weak. His hair matted flat against his scalp and his skin had that washed out wax complexion of a man on his deathbed.


  He had asked Locke and the girl to leave him be, but truth be told now he was alone he was frightened.


  A world without sight was an uncompromising place and try though he might he just could not accept that he would never see again. But the woman, the woman was worse than the blindness by far. Just the simple fact of her nearness was repellent. He had not realised it at first, but as he held her hand and talked her through her memories all of her wrongness seeped into his skin and now that she was gone he could not cleanse himself of it.


  He couldn’t move. It was as though invisible shackles bound him to the soft mattress.


  Dorian heard something: a movement. A shuffling sound.


  ”Is there anybody there?” he called out into the darkness like some charlatan spiritualist trying to commune with the dead. It didn’t work like that. It never had. Séances did not open the door to the other side but desperate people wanted soothing and there were enough opportunists in the world to take advantage of every last one of them.


  There was no answer.


  But that did not mean there was no one there.


  He slowed his breathing, concentrating on controlling the shallow rise and fall of his chest, and then concentrating on filtering those slow breathes out so that he could hear every other sound in the cold bedroom.


  It took him a moment to realise it was no longer cold. In point of fact it felt unnaturally warm. Warmth wasn’t something he associated with the dead, which discounted ghosts shuffling about in his blindness. ”Who’s there?” he asked again.


  But again there was no answer.


  Then, when he thought he must have been hearing things, he heard it again, only it wasn’t a shuffle, it was a crackle.


  The sound by itself wasn’t enough, but when the smell of burning reached him he realised he was in trouble. Struggling to rise, he called out: ”Fire!” and louder, desperation creeping into his voice: ”Fire! Help me! Mason! Locke! Somebody!”


  And in the silences where he breathed and the fire cackled he heard another voice taunting him.


  ”Burn with me,” it said.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  
     
  


  Downstairs it was the Ka who heard his screams first.


  It pushed itself out of the chair, nostrils flaring. It could smell the smoke, but beneath it, considerably more pungent, the astringent reek of magic. ”Something’s burning,” it said. That second smell, The Art blazing, was what interested it though. The blind man could burn in his bed for all it cared. And then, almost as an afterthought, it wondered how it could be sure there was a blind man in the bed up there?


  The Ka reached out with its mind, trying to force its consciousness ahead of it on the stairs but it could no longer touch the panic of the blind man.


  It knew it was right though.


  Its words rattled them.


  It knew instinctively that neither Locke nor the woman could smell a thing. Not the magic, not the fire.


  So their senses were inferior. That was worth remembering.


  It looked up toward the ceiling, wondering when they would be able to hear the screams. It ran toward the door. They followed a fraction of a second behind it. The Ka met Mason on the foot of the stairs and chased him up toward whatever was burning. The chamberlain’s senses were not so dull. Another fact worth remembering. It was learning all the time. This Mason was a threat.


  It took the rickety old stairs three and four at a time, the risers groaning under its weight. Halfway up the stairs the smell of burning was unmistakable. Even the humans behind it could not miss it. Locke coughed, gagging on the thickening smoke as it curled around them.


  ”Dor!” he cried. ”Dor! We’re coming! Stay where you are! We’ll find you!”


  The Ka could hear the blind man stumbling about frantically in his room. The noise of the flames was utterly mesmerizing. It threw itself at the door and was battered back by the heat. The flames seared at its skin. The pain was a new sensation. It pushed through the smoke and the fire, fighting its way into the chamber.


  All around it, furniture and soft furnishings burned. It was impossible to tell where the blaze originated from, but the Ka knew. It could feel the life of the fire flowing back into the tapestry on the wall. It was more than just fire, it realised. It was The Art. Somehow the weave brushed up against both there and here, and where it touched both realms it worked as a conduit. And now The Art was greedily strengthening its foothold in this world, burning up the residual magic of this place like the oxygen feeding its flames. In a few minutes the entire house would be gone, in its place smouldering ash.


  All it had to do was let nature take its course.


  But . . .


  Even as the Ka began to turn away from the tapestry a hand reached out and grabbed it blindly. The shock of contact brought the here and now crashing in on all sides. The smoke cloyed at the back of its throat. It did not need to breathe but found itself mirroring the coughing of the others in the room. Very quickly the creature covered its mouth. The smoke thickened. The heat of the fire rose. It heard voices. No screams. No panic. These men were methodical in their defence against the flames. But it was a battle they could not hope to win because the fire would burn as long as there was magic in the air. They could throw all the water at it they could muster; it wouldn’t make a lick of difference to the outcome. The house would burn.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  
     
  


  Emily felt the heat through the ceiling but it wasn’t until the white paint around the cornice began to blister and peel that she realised what was happening. And even then she didn’t grasp the full implications, only that something was happening up in Dorian’s room. She didn’t think, she pushed herself out of the chair and rushed up the stairs, skirts hitched up around her knees. The heat hit her like a sledgehammer to the gut. She staggered back, gritted her teeth and then pushed herself on, feeling the intense heat fusing her clothes to her body as she plunged closer to the flame.


  They were shouting.


  She couldn’t make out what, but rather than panic or fear there was only certainty behind the raised voices. They knew what they were doing. Then she reached the room. The men were moving as a single entity, a gestalt, but she knew that they were fighting an impossible fight. They couldn’t hope to get enough water from the cistern and throwing chamber pot after chamber pot onto the flames was even less efficient than spit and urine. She rushed through to the bathroom, looking about desperately for something that might shower water over the fire but there was nothing remotely useful in the room. The heat started to get to her. She felt herself shivering despite herself, sweat peppering her brow and running down the ladder of her spine to pool in that shallow declivity before the curve of her arse began. Without thinking she snatched up one of the rug beaters and raced back through to the burning room.


  She burst into Dorian Carruthers’s room, and the first thing she thought—fiercely and with absolute surety—was that the blind man was staring at her. He was on the bed on his knees clutching at Eugene Napier’s arm. Oddly, the other man seemed utterly blind to Dorian. He only had eyes for the tapestry. Emily realised then that the wall hanging was the source of the flame, but like Napier something in it drew her and she found herself walking step after helpless step toward the source of the conflagration. She reached out, touching the cloth. It was cold. That was wrong. But then everything about this fire was wrong. No matter how much water the men threw on it, it refused to diminish. It was unquenchable. That frightened her. Not that she feared burning, but with the words ”Burn with me” echoing in her head she found her grip on the here and now slipping. She couldn’t feel the flames. She couldn’t feel the savage heat. She could feel their effects on her skin in the sweat that streamed down her face and chest and back, but she couldn’t feel the heat.


  As the flames licked around her Emily felt herself being drawn closer and closer to the tapestry until she was close enough for her breath to crackle as the moisture burned out of it.


  She felt herself falling . . .


  Into . . .


  The burning map, not physically, not her body, but her . . . what? Her soul? Her mind? Her consciousness?


  Emily felt her breath tearing in her throat.


  Before she could pull back she felt something tear. She didn’t know what it was, only that it was something fundamental to her existence, and then someone grabbed her and pulled her back. She looked around frantically. The flames were everywhere now, but still she felt no heat from them. Neither did the others, she realised. She tried to rationalise it. They had been struggling against the flames as she entered the room and now they formed a ring around her. She heard that voice again, urging her to ”Burn with me” but for all the smoke and all the flames there was no burning fire. Inside of the cackle of flames she heard chanting. The Greyfriars joined hands protectively around her. Dorian was shouting, the others echoed his words a mere second after he’d yelled them at the fire. She felt Napier’s hand in hers. It felt . . . waxy . . . like it was melting. She looked at the man but he had this blissfully rapt ”somewhere else” expression on his face. His lips were moving in time with the others but the words they formed were quite unlike any of those being spoken by the rest of the circle. He was weaving his own spell she realised. She could feel The Art bristling around him, sparking off his hand and as she looked at him she saw veins of electric blue arc from the tapestry to the thick pulsing vein of Napier’s throat. None of the others had seen it. She didn’t know what it meant.


  And then she felt the cold.


  It was so wrong and so strong.


  It took her a moment to realise that it emanated from her.  She felt it inside her blood, pulsing out through her flesh.


  The chanting intensified, and with it the sheer chill in her heart until it swelled out of her and rime crept across the floor, up the legs of the bed and the cherry wood dresser. The frost reached the wallpaper. It spread in ice-white roses up the wall, rime spikes like thorns as the frost claimed more and more of the room. Still the tapestry burned. But it was different now. Desperate.


  Emily heard a noise then.


  Something behind the walls.


  It came through faintly at first, like the scratching of rats in the walls, but changed rapidly into something more forceful, the scrabbling transformed into drumming as the water pipes rattled violently against the plaster, and finally hammering as the cold ate through the metal one way while the pressure built up from the ice forming inside them ruptured the pipes. The rime ate through the walls, weakening them so that the sheer force of the water built up behind them broke through, drowning the burning room in seconds. Water sprayed up out of the cracks in the plaster and wallpaper, arcing out over the bed, reaching the ceiling and soaking down the walls into the carpet.


  The water turned to ice even as the flame tried to evaporate it.


  She felt the world spinning around her. She was the only fixed point in the room. Everything else shifted, moving faster and faster as it threatened to fall away from her. She felt herself buckling but didn’t—couldn’t—fall.


  The water in the carpet thickened, a solid film of ice forming around the threads giving the fire nowhere to hold. It cracked and solidified over her shoes, fusing her to the floor. Like the flame, the water was no natural water, frosted as it was with the taint of The Art. She felt it. It was akin to the most potent opiate coursing through her system. 


  In less than a minute the fire had burned out and they all turned to look at her.


  Emily saw the horror reflected in their eyes.


  She didn’t know what they were staring at.


  They had doused the fire.


  She hadn’t had anything to do with it.


  The circle broke.


  Napier came towards her, reaching out with one of his waxy hands.


  Instinctively, Emily tried to back up a step but her feet were fused to the carpet by the crust of ice. She couldn’t feel Napier’s touch when his hand lingered on her cheek. There was no heat in his fingers. Then she stared down at herself and saw the coating of ice that encased her and began to scream.


  It was as though she had no mouth.


  It wasn’t silent. The sound of her fear resonated through the thickening ice, the harmonic building in intensity as the ice served to amplify it, turning it into a solid substantial thing. And then, a single sharp crack resounded through the bedroom as a breach opened up in the film of ice. It ran from the ceiling through the top of the tapestry, splitting part of the city neatly into two, like the Thames, though the cleft ran north to south through the city as opposed to east west. She stared at the map while they stared at her.


  The breach ended in the middle of Grays Inn Road, she realised.


  And why the word breach? Why did she think of it that way? Why not a crack or a fissure?


  She felt the Ka’s waxy hand take hers.


  She looked down at it. The ice refused to melt. She wore it like a second skin now. Like the wolf, McCreedy, she had been transformed, but into no beast she had ever imagined. She was flesh and ice. No blood pulsed through her veins. She was elemental.


  ”What have you done?” she pleaded with them.


  She had no way of knowing if they could hear her.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  
     
  


  The Ka stared at the woman as she underwent the transmogrification. It heard her question, and of all of them it knew the answer. But how? How was it possible? A trick of the light? Wishful thinking? No. No. It was more than that.


  It stared at the vessel, because that was what she was.


  They were not so different that way; only she was no mere facsimile of the flesh.


  It stared at her. Through the ice he saw the other woman’s face trapped beneath. It ignored her fear. It was the ice that told the truth. It saw it in the minute fissures and ridges that came together to form the mask of ice she wore. It was more than a likeness, so much more than a mask; it could see the sentience in the ice. It could see the face forming as it owned the woman beneath. The ice wrote itself over her. And in it, it saw one of the few faces it had known all of its life, through all of its incarnations.


  She was one of the few constants on the other side.


  But that was because she was its queen.


  It recognised her.


  Impossibly.


  Somehow the ice queen’s spirit had forced its way through the breach from the other London and it had claimed this slip of a girl . . .


  How could she be here? How could she have found her way across from the sundown side of the city?


  And then it understood the nature of the crack in the ice and the tidal swell of The Art that had drawn it up here in the first place. And why the Greyfriars themselves had chosen this place of all the places in the city to settle. 111, Grays Inn Road stood on a weakness in the veil between this and the other London.  But that weakness wasn’t beneath the ground as it was in the Brethren’s den, it was high above street level here, wrapped up somehow with the tapestry draped upon the wall.


  It reached out to take her hand, to hold her, wanting to bend its knee, to worship . . .


  It started to say her name: Victoria. But caught itself. They did not know. They could not know. They stared at her with horror. They had no idea who the ghostly face in the ice was, or what threat she posed, but the Ka did.


  The Ka knew, because like the girl it was a vessel.


  And the Ka lived to serve.


  It was the Ice Queen’s creature.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  
     
  


  On the bed Dorian Carruthers froze.


  The ice did not reach him. It was the sight of the ice encasing the girl that did it. For the shortest moment, the silence between heartbeats, Dorian had been able to see. It was a single pulse of vision. And in that single fractured image he had seen himself on his hands and knees on the bed reaching out. The images came again and again with stroboscopic irregularity, flashing on the drama playing out in his room, and every time, although the angle was different what he saw remained the same. It took him a moment to realise he was witnessing things from two perspectives. He had thought it was more, but in truth what was happening was apart from him no one else in the room was standing still. The clarity of the image changed, the sharpness of the colours different depending upon whose eyes he saw it through . . .


  That was what was happening, he realised. He was seeing the room through the eyes of the other people in it, somehow piggybacking Mason and Locke’s sight. Not Napier’s though, nor the girl’s. Something kept him out. He tried to push, to force his way inside, probing at either one of them, trying to shift his perspective of the room, to see whether he had any control at all over what was happening, but he didn’t.


  Something was different about them.


  With the girl it was obvious: the ice that encased her was alive with The Art, the stuff chased and sparked through every crystal.


  But what made Napier any different from Mason or Locke? What kept him out? Were the others just more receptive or . . . no. No, that wasn’t it. It wasn’t something they had that Napier lacked. If anything it was reversed. He caught the expression on Eugene Napier’s hollowed out face as he gazed at the woman in the ice. He saw the way the man took her hand. There was a word for it all, a word for the look, for the tenderness of the gesture, a word for the intimacy of it. It was love. Not a healthy love. Something else entirely. Adoration.


  Dorian shivered, and saw the shiver mirrored in his own body as it knelt on the bed. The ice had reached him, crusting around his shins.


  And then, as he realised this, the link—however it was fashioned—failed, and his stolen sight with it.


  He was alone in the dark.


  In the blindness he heard the echo of a woman’s voice urging him to burn with her. It was more chilling than the creeping ice.


  


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  
     
  


  The chamberlain ushered the masters out of the frozen chamber.


  The room was not safe.


  If it had ever been, he thought, casting a look over his shoulder at Cranleigh’s tapestry. The thing was damned. He had always suspected as much, but now he knew it to be true. A rime of frost clung to the tapestry but beneath it he could still see the constant swirling motion of life as people moved like ants marching.


  He reached out for the woman’s hand and flinched at the cold.


  Napier, Mason noticed, seemed unaffected by it as he took the woman’s hand. The master seemed out of sorts. Distant. Now was not the time to question him about what had happened out there, not with the Villain Kings calling a conclave and Landseer’s lions still guarding their door, the dead angel in the Smoking Room and all of the other atrocities that were playing out across the city. They were all linked, the chamberlain knew. They had to be. There was no such thing as coincidence in his philosophy. Master Stark had worked a terrible magic to hide away that hour and trap the Meringias within it, now they were left to pay the price for his brilliance.


  And there was always a price. The chamberlain knew that.


  God willing, they would have what it took to pay it.


  Then they could worry about questions.


  Though hopefully by then they would be unnecessary. After all, the most reasonable explanation was a combination of fatigue and grief. It had been a long—draining—day, and despite everything that had happened it was only a few hours since Master Stark’s sacrifice. Mason found it hard to reconcile everything that had happened, why should it be any different for the others? The world was running away from them. Of course Napier was acting differently. The simple truth of the matter was that they all were.


  Mason closed and locked the door behind them. He would clean the room properly tomorrow. For now it was enough to quarantine it. He followed the others down the stairs a few steps behind them, but as they adjourned to the Smoking Room he carried on down into the Below Stairs part of the great house.


  Below Stairs consisted of three main areas: the kitchens, his quarters, and the al kimia. The hidden chamber was much like its mirror chamber in the British Museum, and indeed was linked by a subterranean passage, but where the museum’s chamber hid treasures not meant for the modern world, including everything from the badly burned ties that bound the last Templar, Jacques de Molay, to the stake, to Lucifer’s testament, the book illuminated by an insane Babylonian scholar and unearthed centuries later by another mad man, this one the poet Milton, a lock of Lucretia Borges’s hair, withered and blackened where her blood had corrupted The Art that flowed through her veins, Charlemagne’s sword lay beside Cortez’s and the ashes of the witch Jean d’Arc, the al kimia beneath 111, Grays Inn Road hid more dangerous secrets. Things too dangerous for the world to be trusted with. Things that, if they fell into the Brethren’s hands, could lead to slaughter on an unparalleled scale.


  The bronze door was sealed with a contraption of Mason’s father’s invention. He placed his hand against a bronze plate beside the door, and even as he pressed his palm flat against the contours of the plate a small needle darted out, pricking through his skin and drawing blood. As the blood trickled into the plate an alchemical compound broke down its components and released the bolt. The mechanism recognised his blood just as it had recognised his father’s blood before him, and if he had had a son, would recognise his boy’s blood. He didn’t know how his father had done it, but the door mechanism could only be released by someone of his lineage. It was something in the blood.


  The door swung open.


  Mason stepped into the dark vault.


  An alchemical globe burned a pale sickly green on the far wall. It didn’t light the room so much as it contaminated it. There was a card table in the very centre of the room, all around it the floor was inlaid with fine gold wires that formed sigils. The sigils prevented scrying eyes. The green pallor clung to the row upon row of shelves that lined the walls of the room. There were eight other pedestals, each covered with a velvet cloth, and protected by their own gold wire glyphs. The intent of each glyph was very different because the threat posed by each of the hidden relics was very different. It wasn’t just that someone might scry the truth of them and see what was hidden away down here, it was that the artefacts themselves might call to the unsuspecting and fashion their own escape. These treasures were volatile. Mason walked a careful path through the middle of them, careful not to tread within any of the gold patterns. He didn’t want to break the protections.


  Once on the other side, he set about searching the shelves there. He knew what he was looking for, and he knew where his father had stored it. Some of the shelves were stacked with what appeared to be a haphazard collection of books, some side-on with their spines out, others laid flat and piled high. Other shelves were filled with small casket-like boxes with brass hinges. He walked across those shelves, and ran his fingers along the line of small caskets, his finger leaving a scar in the dust. The corners of the small boxes were each protected by the same tarnished metal plates. Nothing was labelled. It didn’t need to be. Mason knew the contents of the room down to the very smallest thing, and knew its place. He found what he was looking for and lifted down the wooden box. He carried it reverentially toward the table in the middle of the room and didn’t slip the latch until he set it down on the green baize.


  Placing his hands carefully on either side of the brass latch, Mason opened the box. Inside, it was lined with red velvet. There were two compartments in it. One for the gas cylinder and one for the pistol. It wasn’t actually a gun, not in anything approaching the traditional sense of flintlocks or percussion pistols. The handle was brass with mahogany inlay, much like the grip of a fine pistol, the differences were around the muzzle and firing mechanism. There was a glass tube and within it a finer glass tube shaped like a bell jar, with fine brass wires running through it. Mason recognised the much thicker glass of the inner tube as a Hittorf-Crookes variation. It was really quite ingenious. On either side of the glass tube were a series of metal gears and levers that were moved by pulling down on the trigger. Holding it flat, he could just see the end of the Ruhmcorff coil responsible for generating the mild electrostatic pulse that travelled through the frame in place of a bullet. The words Blondel Distillator were engraved into the side of the barrel.


  He took it out of the box carefully and slotted the cylinder into place.


  There was a sharp shunt of air as the vacuum seal was punctured and the gun became live.


  The Distillator was the brainchild of a second-rate scientist, Joackim Blondel, but its story was much older and more convoluted than that. By rights it ought to have been called the Röntgen Distillator, given that it owed its existence to the Prussian physicist. But it was Blondel that turned it into a weapon. The reactions Blondel harnessed to fuel the Distillator were little more than side effects of Wilhlem Röntgen’s work into cathode rays.


  The chamberlain handled the pistol with exaggerated care as slipped it into the holster hidden beneath his topcoat.


  Röntgen’s initial tests had liquefied the marrow of bones while imprinting their image so that all that remained was a blackened shape burned into the laboratory’s white wall. It had horrified the scientist and almost caused him to cease his work. Blondel had moved quickly to take advantage of his master’s cast-offs. It never ceased to fascinate Mason how some men could find death in the most benign discovery. And that is what the Distillator was, death found in the remnants of a world-changing laboratory experiment.


  He closed the small casket and returned it to its place on the shelves.


  Armed, he went back upstairs.


  


  East of Eden


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Forty


  
     
  


  The wolf, McCreedy, followed the devil with his silver-tipped cane through the labyrinth of London’s low quarter. The streets were an olfactory hell for the shapeshifter. Everything was rank or ripe or rife. There was still an hour or so until the fish market and the flower market and the meat market opened, but already the traders were getting their stalls set up, constructing the bones of their business out of wooden scaffold and wax-coated cloths. Wooden crates stacked up at the sides of the yards, attracting the attention of the neighbourhood’s felines. It didn’t take a refined nose to realise the boxes were stuffed with the rotting remnants of yesterday’s catch.


  The wolf moved slowly, clinging to the shadows. The man had no such qualms about being seen and walked down the very centre of the street whistling a melancholic tune to himself as he went. Every so often he spun on his heel and flourished the cane as though going en garde. The wolf prowled silently behind him, a ghost. There were few people beyond the traders and none of them had eyes for the wolf. Those that saw it no doubt thought it nothing more than a stray wolf-hound or other big dog run wild.


  On the corner of Billingsgate, the man dipped his top hat toward a flower girl bustling towards the market stalls and the wolf heard his sharp intake of breath and could feel the shiver as his nostrils flared to better smell her. The girl, who couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen, flinched, rearing back a step and almost dropped her basket of freshly cut flowers. As the man leaned away, the nearest of the flowers wilted, its petals browning and withering as its stem curled.


  The worn-out soles of her shoes slapped the cobbles, echoing her fear, as she half-walked half-ran the last few steps to the stall.


  Not that a wooden table offered any protection, the wolf thought.


  No, what saved her was the simple fact that she was not the woman he was looking for. The man walked with a purpose away from her, sniffing at the muggy air twice before changing direction and stalking away.


  The wolf emerged from the shadows.


  McCreedy had no choice but to reveal himself if he wanted to follow the man.


  She locked eyes with the wolf and rather than panic the sight calmed her. He heard the rhythm of her heartbeat slowing against her ribs and the dub-dub dub-dub of the blood slow in her veins. She held his gaze until the wolf snarled, baring its jowls and yellow-stained teeth, then as she dropped her head, McCreedy ran on, chasing the man into another street.


  Not that the wolf could have lost the man’s trail.


  It reeked of angelic blood.


  Chapter Forty-One


  
     
  


  Nathaniel Seth caught the angel’s scent and started to run.


  The homunculus could sense the angel on so many different levels. She was wrong. She didn’t belong in this place any more than it did. That wrongness sent out ripples through the dirt and stones of the cobbled street. It sent shivers running through the red brick of the terraces and the iron of the railings. Those shivers caused the rust to flake and fall away from the iron spikes like desiccated red tears. The rusted tears dusted the cobbles transforming into blood as the first fat raindrops began to fall. In minutes the streets ran red with blood in Nathaniel Seth’s wake. The homunculus savoured the tears of the city. It would make the angel weep, it promised itself. It would make ’God’s little girl scream and bleed and then it would use her blood to open the Ald Gate.


  That was so typical of the people in this place; they came within touching distance of the old powers but didn’t grasp what truly existed right beneath their noses. They called it Aldgate, meaning they sensed its purpose even if they didn’t understand, just as they sensed the purpose of the charred cross and the raven’s court, the white city, the black friars and the Lime House, though they believe the lime refers to the kilns along Commercial Road where in truth the Lime House is another gateway—though here the dead are taken, coated in lime and buried within the walls to help their mortal flesh decompose so that their souls might make the journey over to the waiting room on the other side unencumbered.


  The Ald Gate was different though, like the Catamine Stair, it had a place in this world and a place out of it. It was one of the cores, unchanging wherever it was: a fixed point within a universe in constant flux. The gate itself older than time, at least as it was measured by the children of the city. It needed to open the Ald Gate if it wanted to ascend. But, conversely, it already knew that it would open the Ald Gate because it had already been in there, inside Heaven. It had torn the angels out of that place. Now, all it needed was to close the circle, to finish the slaughter, and it would open the way . . .


  Its head filled with a montage of images and memories flashing deleteriously across its mind’s eye, and in all of them it knew its place. It was the serpent. The snake. The homunculus ran its tongue over parched lips. Even as it touched the flaking skin it forked, flicking up at the air as it tasted the angel’s proximity.


  She was close.


  There was something else though.


  Another scent. Hungry. Wild. Wrong. Its nostrils flared, aroused by the danger of its hunter.


  This was going to be fun.


  It rapped the tip of its wolf’s head cane three times sharply off the cobblestones at its feet, and on the third the wood fell away leaving a silver blade shining wickedly in the moonlight. The rainfall thickened, muffling the sound of its footsteps. It tossed its head back and inhaled, savouring her fear and its hunter’s hunger.


  ”Soon,” the homunculus intoned.


  And then it saw the angel. Far from some radiant being, its aura had dimmed as this place leeched into its soul, diminishing it. For a moment the homunculus knew fear of its own. The angel had to die with enough of the godhead intact. The link to its father was vital. Without it, without that umbilical join to the divine, the gate wouldn’t open and no amount of blood would be enough. The angel cast a fretful glance back over her shoulder. There was blood on her lips and blood on her hands. This wasn’t innocence. The homunculus started moving faster, the run a full sprint, body low, the blade held out before it.


  What had happened?


  It reached out with its mind, but it was impossible to fasten on to any but the most immediate and painful of the angel’s memories, and compared with being wrenched out of Heaven and cast down onto the piss-stinking streets of Whitechapel, whatever else it had suffered was irrelevant.


  It hit the angel full on, and rammed the silver tip of the blade in between her ribs. With a single, brutal thrust it forced it up into the cavity where both of her hearts faltered. The angel didn’t scream. Instead her life arced out like fire, gloriously illuminating the shadows where her wings would have been. The flames crackled and burned, forming each immaculate feather as they burned brighter and more desperately. For a full minute the dying angel was incandescent, the alleyway ablaze. The shadows thickened, turning blacker than black behind the burning angel as fire turned its watchers night blind. The flames licked out at the buildings on either side, scorching the red brick.


  She writhed, trapped on the end of the homunculus’s blade as it thrust the silver in deeper, until Nathaniel Seth’s hand was buried inside the angel up to the wrist, slick with the blood of the angel. And the deeper he thrust, the more damage he did, the fiercer she burned.


  Until she burned out.


  The angel fell away from it, slumping to the floor, eviscerated.


  The homunculus looked down at it, a mixture of pity and revulsion in its dark eyes, and then it knelt, crouching over the corpse.


  


  Chapter Forty-Two


  
     
  


  McCreedy couldn’t see what the man was doing.


  Not without getting closer.


  He slunk forward.


  The air was filled with the smell of blood.


  Hackles high, the wolf lowered its snout to the rain-slick cobbles and padded forward, sniffing with every cautious step. Hunger compelled it. The blood was an irresistible draw. The smell was overpowering. It filled its flaring nostrils and engulfed its mind. All the wolf could think about was the kill, and inside it McCreedy wrestled for purchase as the wolf-aspect threatened to completely overwhelm his personality. It was primal. Visceral. Every step closer brought it another inch closer to drowning him out completely.


  And then both wolf and man saw the man for what he was.


  There was nothing gentlemanly about the killer as he dipped his hands into the dead girl, taking the blood and smearing it across his face. That wasn’t enough. Moving with sick dexterity he stripped naked, throwing aside his topcoat and suit with desperate haste, then, naked, massaged her blood into his torso and legs. Kneeling again and again he soaked his hands in her blood and then smeared it across his flesh, working it into his cock and buttocks and growing hard at his own bloody touch. He worked the blood all the way up to his neck.


  Something happened to its skin beneath the blood.


  The wolf could smell the change.


  It reeked of corruption.


  The wolf’s eyes were sharper and better adjusted to the night than McCreedy’s human ones. It saw details he could never have seen. It saw the rain washing away the blood, and it saw what was left beneath.


  McCreedy wrestled with the revelation, unable to believe it wasn’t the wolf’s hunger that transformed the man in to meat. The wolf shook its head, trying to dislodge the hunger-delirium.


  But . . .


  The blood seared through the man’s flesh, eating away at it until it was reduced down to blood-slicked sinew and streaks of fat wrapped around the musculature and McCreedy’s wolfen eyes could see he was no man at all. His hair came out in clumps, leaving clotted scars in his scalp. The runnels bubbled with blood, his and the angel’s.


  He rubbed more of the angel’s blood into the wounds, rubbing them raw as his fingers forced them wider.


  The rain sizzled against his bare flesh.


  Even this far away, the wolf could feel the heat burning off the daemon’s grotesque anatomy as more and more of it was exposed by the sluicing rain. This wasn’t the daemon’s flesh, McCreedy realised, gripped by the horror of the transformation. The daemon was whatever remained underneath the meat suit. Was this what others saw when he changed? No . . . No . . . It was nothing like that, McCreedy shook his wolf head. This was . . . inhuman. The daemon had crawled inside a human corpse and wore its skin like some hideous cloak. It was nothing like harnessing the Anafanta. The wolf moved closer. The daemon was cleansing itself. It wasn’t changing, it wasn’t connecting with the beast within—it was the beast.


  Naked and in all of its glory, the daemon cast the gutted angel aside and walked toward the white chapel itself. It walked up the marble steps toward the door, and reached out with its blood-soaked hands . . .


  


  Chapter Forty-Three


  
     
  


  Free of its guise as Nathaniel Seth, the homunculus climbed the six steps to the door of the white chapel. The angel’s blood filmed across the wet surfaces of its eyes, and through the veil of red it saw the truth. Layered over the wooden door of the church it saw a second, much older, portal: the Ald Gate. Even to its divine-enhanced sight the gate was little more than a transparency, its crumbling stone arch little more than an elemental ghost that clung to this place with the tenacity of desperation. After all, in this modern world, who believed? Who had faith?


  It pushed its hands, palms out flat, against the door and commanded it to open as he leaned his weight against both ghost and wood. It knew the words. Every creature that had been cast out of paradise knew the words. They were like a mocking nursery rhyme meant to remind them of their sins and failings. It started to sing them now, its voice coarse, the menace behind the incantation plain to any that might have overheard.


  ”Knock knock,” the homunculus said, belabouring the delivery like some second rate music hall performer.


  The wood stretched and groaned beneath its bloody hands, the seams working away from around the iron bolts driven through it.


  ”Little pig, little pig,” the homunculus goaded, pushing harder. Rough splinters dug into its palms, mixing its blood with the angel’s. ”Let me come in. I’ll huff and I’ll puff . . .”


  The door buckled against its thick iron hinges.


  The ghost shivered beneath his palms, sending a thrill all the way down to the daemon’s withered little heart.


  ”I’m coming home, Father,” it called, shouting to the devil, to the gods, to the night and the sky. ”I’m coming home!”


  The earth beneath its feet trembled.


  Rebelled against his presence.


  And the ghost of the Ald Gate began to solidify. It felt it before it saw it. The bands of black iron thickened against its palms. It felt the curls of ivy and the thorns of the white rose stems becoming real beneath its hands. Its heart raced. The blood pounded against its temples and behind its eyes causing its vision to twist. The daemon couldn’t trust its eyes. It inhaled sharply.


  ”Open the fucking door, daddy dearest,” it bellowed, pounding on the door with the full force if its’ clenched fists. The wood shivered, the black iron clanged. It beat the door again and again. ”What’s the matter? Are you frightened? Is that it? Do I scare you, Father? Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you . . . oh, it’s the blood isn’t it? You can smell the blood of all your prettier children. I would say sorry but you told us never to lie. Now open the damned door, I’m coming home whether you like it or not.”


  The homunculus’s smile twisted, baring row after row of razor-sharp teeth and a forked tongue slick with blood.


  ”I am what you made me, Father. It’s all your fault. Ah, is that it? Don’t you like your own image? Does it remind you of everything you are capable of?”


  The rain hit the ground all around it, sizzling and steaming as it did. The heavier the rain the thicker the clouds of steam that gathered around the daemon on the steps. 


  As the curls of white coalesced around the pillars of the Ald Gate so the gate itself coalesced, drawn back into this plane from the oblique city where it was hidden.


  The homunculus gripped the iron bars and shook and shook the gate, forcing the stone the hinges were set into to squeal. And it didn’t stop shaking the gate until the stone wept and the hinges tore free.


  It cast the gate aside.


  The black iron clattered loudly as it fell, landing at the bottom of the white steps.


  The homunculus was making enough noise to raise the dead or the Devil himself.


  But that was the point.


  It stood beneath the keystone of the arch and threw its arms wide.


  Lightning raked the sky, and for that single heartbeat the homunculus had its wings back—wings of white-hot fire that split the night on either side of the ancient gateway. The lightning lit the church and everything for two hundred feet around it, the wet grass, the rain-slick cobbles, the windows of the public house and the gates of the tanner's yard and the couch house and its stables, of course, the rooftops of the slums.  This was London, all around it, but at the same time it wasn’t, it was somewhere else. The lightning offered a glimpse of the hidden city that brushed up against the here and now. And the Ald Gate was at the heart of it.


  The homunculus waited, shrieking its challenge again, knowing that the guardian would answer it. It had to.


  And all around it the bells of London began to toll, a single chime from each bell from Fleet Street to Temple Bar, Aldersgate to Holborn and Bishopsgate, from St Alphage down to the Tower, along the embankment west of Middle Temple, Blackfriar’s and London Bridge, up Chancery Lane to the Strand and St Martin’s in the Field and all the churches and bell towers in between. Every bell in the old city rang out. And as the final chime resonated through the bell of the Whitechapel itself, the Garden’s guardian stepped out of the Ald Gate to face the homunculus.


  ”I know you,” the angel intoned, its voice dry and thick with disuse. It hadn’t spoken for centuries, the daemon knew. Its vigil was a lonely one. Who would it talk to? Itself?


  The homunculus stood its ground as the angel revealed itself.


  This was no mere woman, no pretty young thing for God to admire and pretend to love. This was a malformed giant—a true angel in the image of the Chayot Ha Kadesh, Ophanim, Erelim, Hashmallim, Seraphim, Malakhim, and Bene Elohim. There was nothing cherubic about the thing blocking its way. Naked, black skin glistening with rain, the angel’s wings unfurled to fill the archway. The angel was utterly hairless and completely sexless. The muscular definition of its pectorals and abdominal wall flexed as the angel’s black wings beat the air.


  It was wrath incarnate.


  ”And I know you, Uriel, keeper of the gate. Or should that be Uriel, the last angel. How long have you stood your watch? How long have you waited for someone to come and relieve you?”


  ”I do not need to answer you, daemon.”


  ”No, you don’t. That is true. But you want to, don’t you? Tell me the truth. It hurts you to keep it in, doesn’t it? That’s because Father made you a good, obedient boy, didn’t he?”


  ”Have you come here looking for death? Is that why you taunt me thus?” Uriel asked, his rich baritone thundering out over the slum. 


  ”No. I’ve come home.”


  ”You are not welcome in this place, daemon.”


  ”I don’t suppose I am,” the homunculus said, something approaching wryness entering its tone. ”But nevertheless, it is still my home and here I am. Now stand aside.”


  ”How could we ever imagine we should bend the knee to the likes of you?” Uriel’s distaste smouldered in his black eyes. ”You forfeited Eden when you were cast out, Cain, son of Adam,” the homunculus shuddered at the abandoned name. It had not been called that for an age. No one outside of this place even knew it. It had been called so many other things over the centuries. Names were unimportant to it. Or so it had thought until it had heard its true name again on the angel’s lips. Perhaps names were not so unimportant after all. Perhaps, as the lesser daemons believed, they did hold some small power over this flesh.


  The homunculus looked down at its carcass.


  It had worn other flesh the day the angel had seen it banished into the Land of Nod. Meat was temporary. The soul was eternal. It was eternal. The essence the angel branded ”Cain” was eternal. This second skin it wore, this was fleeting. Still, just hearing the name again took him back to that time, his brother’s blood on his hands. He looked down at them. There was blood there still. Different blood but blood all the same. Though it never did abide within the gates, it was still his home, as it was his parents’ before him and it remembered the fear of being cast out beyond the gates of Eden. It remembered the disorientation of being alone, left to die as it stumbled through Nod. Nod, the backwards land where everything it had been taught to believe was proved false, where vice and greed and corruption and all of the flaws it had exhibited in the murder of its own brother were evidenced in everyone it met.


  And how that place had changed as the city of iniquities built up around the hidden Ald Gate. It had been nothing, an emptiness outside the gates. A nol, in the old tongue. Naming it had been a joke, nodnol, a soulless place outside the safety of Eden. London. 


  The convulsions gripped homunculus from the root of its engorged cock and burned all the way up to its face. ”There is no place for a murderer in the Garden. There never was and there never will be,” Uriel’s eyes had glazed over. ”Your place is out there amid the filth, wallowing in the detritus of humanity. His mistake was forcing us to love you. You are nothing. You are a stain on this world, Cain. Your exile is eternal.”


  It took the daemonic Cain a moment to understand what the emptiness of the angel facing it truly meant. Uriel bared his cracked and yellowed teeth. The angel hadn’t merely rebelled, or fallen, it had broken. There was no sanity there. Millennia alone had driven the angel into despair and despair into solitary madness.


  ”Eternity is a long time, Uriel, especially when He preaches forgiveness now,” the homunculus rasped. ”Our Father is not the wrathful patriarch He was. And with all of his other children dead, I suspect He will welcome me with open arms.”


  ”There is no welcome for you, Cain. He could never love a murderer. Besides, He is gone from this place.”


  ”Gone? How can He be gone? He is in all things. He is creation. He is life.”


  ”And He is gone. There is nothing here for you, Cain. Go now.”


  ”No. And believe me, Uriel, I will kill you if you continue to stand in my way.” He looked down at the silver blade as though seeing it for the first time.


  ”The wolf and the lamb,” the angel said, looking at the silver head carved into the hilt of the blade.


  ”There are no lambs here,” the homunculus told him, his face utterly implacable. ”Now stand aside.”


  ”You shall not pass, daemon.”


  The homunculus turned the blade in its hand, over and over and over in a lightning-fast figure of eight that cut the air with the sharp whicker of restrained violence.  When the blade stopped, two shallow cuts marked each of Uriel’s biceps while a deeper one ran the length of his torso with surgical precision. ”Nothing about flesh is immortal, Uriel. It doesn’t matter whether it is angelic, daemonic or human. Flesh dies. Flesh rots. It is meat. It has its season. Yours reeks. It isn’t just the blood I can smell on you,” and even as it said it, Cain realised it was true, he could smell blood, and not just the archangel’s, the whole Garden reeked of it. ”You should have shed your skin centuries ago, Uriel. Corruption has eaten away at it. Breathe in your own stink, Uriel. Wallow in it and tell me you can’t smell the insanity ingrained in your skin. It’s like a sickness that has sunk down into your bones. Madness and blood. You’re broken, Uriel. You’re . . .” it stopped, seeing the dead calf lying on the lush green of the Garden’s grass. The blood had long since congealed into a dark stain and the calf’s hide had rotted through, becoming a feasting ground for flies. It wasn’t the only victim in the Garden. What had been Eden had become a murderer’s playground. All of those creatures . . . all of those creations that Uriel had been charged to protect . . . It saw broken-winged birds scattered across the dirt beds where the flowers were rotting, and sticking out of the dirt, bleached white against the loam, the bones of some long-dead animal.


  Paradise was supposed to be abloom with every genus of flower, filled with every scent ever created by God, painted with every colour and shade, but Eden had been reduced to a single all-pervading reek, and washed in a violent colour that, given time, would turn everything to black.


  ”What have you done?” It asked, disbelieving. It tried to see past the angel’s great bulk, to see more of the slaughter. Suddenly all it could smell was death. Eden was full of it.


  The homunculus’s heart beat faster.


  This was beyond its wildest dreams. This went beyond vengeance. Here it was back at the gate, a few steps from home, the infernos of Hell behind it, the ceaseless agonies gone. It had escaped, and right at the last, as it dared to think it would be safe, that it could return home and things could be the way they were before, a brand new hell was in front of it.


  The black angel’s face twisted, anything that might have approached beauty in its visage gone, replaced by a deep-seated hatred of the creature standing before it. ”There is no God,” Uriel said. The angel’s voice was filled with despair.


  ”I know,” the homunculus Cain said. ”I killed him, and now I am going to kill you.”


  


  Chapter Forty-Four


  
     
  


  McCreedy watched the fight on the steps of the old church.


  The two combatants moved with such brutal grace it quickly became impossible to separate them—even with his wolf-sight he couldn’t distinguish angel from daemon as they went to war, tooth and claw. Blood and spittle flew. Blows glanced and thundered. Fists landed with bone-crunching force. Each sledgehammer punch would have driven the life out of a mortal man, of that the wolf was in no doubt. Their bodies moved to a primitive dance, each duck and lunge primal in their simplicity. It was all about death. Only one of them would be left standing, the mad angel or the damned exile. The wolf had no way of knowing which.


  The negro angel only had his hands, but given that they seemed to be made from the very stone of the earth, he didn’t need more. A black fist crashed into the side of the homunculus’s face. The daemon staggered down a step, spitting blood and razor-sharp teeth. It responded by lunging up the steps, the tip of the silver blade burying itself in the angel’s gut.


  There was no blood.


  The angel bellowed, its rage fierce enough to shake the foundations of every house along the terrace. A single sharp crack was followed by the cascade of broken glass as every window cracked in its frame and then shattered.


  The wolf bolted out into the middle of the street as the shards of glass fell like jagged rain. It cut the pads of its paws walking over broken glass as it loped toward the church steps.


  The wolf McCreedy only had eyes for the fight.


  The pair taunted each other, but not in any words that the wolf could recognise. The sounds were more primitive. More guttural. Syllables. Sounds. Grunts and gasps that together replaced the complexity of actual language. And yet the wolf could understand them. McCreedy didn’t know how, what with there being no words to understand, but each grunt and gasp had its own unique resonance.


  Was this the language of creation?


  Was this how the voice of God sounded?


  McCreedy slunk forward another step, ignoring the rain. He felt drawn. Compelled.


  It wasn’t the only language on the street that night. To the wolf it sounded as though the silver blade spoke as it sliced through the air. Runnels had been engraved into the length of the blade, opening out into the engraved wolf’s roaring mouth. As the sword whipped through slash after savage slash the displaced air moaned through those bared metal fangs. Part of McCreedy, on the level of animal instincts, believed those mournful cries came from the dead—each moan torn from the ghostly mouth of one of the sword’s victims.


  The cries sent shivers deep into his soul.


  Up on the steps, the angel clapped its meaty hands on either side of the blade and wrenched it out of its gut, tossing it aside with casual malice.


  There was no blood.


  The wolf’s nostrils flared wide.


  McCreedy couldn’t help himself; his muscled bunched, tension steeling his entire body, then he bolted, racing away blindly into the streets of the slum quarter as though the Devil himself were snapping at his heels.


  He was no coward, but this was beyond him.


  The air filled with a single fetid stench: Death.


  


  Chapter Forty-Five


  
     
  


  Uriel lashed out with the full force of his fists, driving blow after blow into the face of Cain.


  The liar buckled beneath his fury.


  Each blow shattered another piece of his ugly face. How this abomination could ever have looked like his Father? The very notion was revolting. The angel drove another clubbing fist into the side of Cain’s head, driving the murderer down to his knees. ”You should not have come back, Cain.”


  ”This is my home.”


  ”No. This was your home. Now it is where you will rot out eternity.”


  ”What happened to you, Uriel? What happened to the Garden? You were supposed to protect it,” the accusation stung.


  ”And protect it I did,” the angel spat. ”I cherished each and every dweller, I nursed them through sickness and grief after you left, but what you did, what you did could never be undone. Once death entered the Garden it could never be cast out. I couldn’t save them. I had to watch them die again and again,” the angel drove a meaty black fist into Cain’s jaw. The homunculus spat blood and bone. ”No matter how much I tried, I failed them. I could not keep them safe. What was I to do? Watch them suffer and age and end, again and again? Their lives were too short, their suffering too great. I could not bear it. I could not live with my own failures, being reminded again and again that I was not Our Father, that I could not save them,” his face twisted bitterly. The angel could not keep the ache of failure out of its voice.


  Uriel sank his thick black fingers into the soft stuff of Cain’s chest, hooking them around the bloody bone and hauling the homunculus back to its feet. The angel forced Cain to look it in the eye, willing the daemon to see inside it, to see and understand. The homunculus screamed.


  It saw.


  ”I saved them the only way I could,” Uriel said, and the poor wretched creature actually believed that. Actually believed that by murdering each and every last inhabitant of Eden it had saved them from the horrors of aging, of cancers and sicknesses eating away at their flesh, at the effects of time addling their brains and stealing thoughts and words from their lips even as their bodies became weak and feeble. It had saved them from all the things that made them mortal. And it had done it by murdering them with the same stone that Cain had used to beat his brother’s brains out. The irony was delicious. Cain had let death into Eden, but Uriel had taken it so much further, taking up that first ever murder weapon and turning it to his own deluded purpose.


  ”Father forgive him, he knows not what he has done,” the daemon Cain mocked, and threw back his head, laughing.


  


  Chapter Forty-Six


  
     
  


  Killing the angel was as close to mercy as the homunculus had ever come.


  It knelt, head thrown back, raucous laughter frothing from its lips. Every evil it had dreamed up was nothing compared to the ”mercy” of Uriel. The black angel unleashed another flurry of clubbing blows but the daemon had long since ceased to feel them. It stretched out long fingers for the sword but couldn’t reach it. It mattered little. It didn’t need a blade to defeat the angel.


  The fighting had taken them through the Ald Gate.


  They were inside the Garden.


  Its fingers found the familiar shape of a sharp-edged stone. It felt right in Cain’s hand. Familiar. The homunculus didn’t think about it. It clenched its fist around the stone, imagining it could still feel its brother’s blood dripping through its fingers, and brought it round with the same ferocity that caved in Abel’s skull. For a moment he saw his brother’s face in the angel’s place. He drove the sharp edge of the rock into that face over and over and over again until the skin split and the bone beneath cracked and opened up, and kept driving it into the wound until a blistering white light speared through Uriel’s ruined face. The light, the angel’s essence, ripped through the heavens, turning night into day as it bathed the entire Garden in its glory.


  And for a moment the daemon mourned everything that it had lost.


  The light of Uriel stretched from star to star, joining the constellations.


  It was pure.


  And then it lapsed into a darkness that mirrored the mad angel’s soul.


  The homunculus didn’t care.


  It was home.


  Cain breathed in deeply of Eden’s air. It had never imagined it would find a way back—that any man would.


  The homunculus laughed then. It hadn’t thought of itself as a man in forever. It wasn’t a man. It was anything but.


  ”I am home,” the daemon called out.


  Nothing answered.


  The Garden was dead.


  Cain walked deeper into what was left of Eden. The daemon was surrounded on all sides by death. Uriel had slaughtered every living thing. All of these magnificent, impossible creatures, all of these long-forgotten creations, animals long since extinct outside of the Garden, lay dead and rotting, returning to the dust from whence they came. It wasn’t just the fauna, Uriel’s madness had spread into the flora as well. Cain snapped a fruit off a low hanging branch, and bit into the lush green-red skin of the apple. It was rotten to the core and filled with bloated, lifeless maggots. The daemon didn’t care. It chewed and swallowed each mouth down hungrily. There was still wisdom in the rotten fruit. It was just that the nature of that wisdom had changed.


  More than ever, the fruit and the knowledge it contained, were forbidden.


  


  The God Particle II


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Forty-Seven


  
     
  


  Fabian Stark’s consciousness scattered to the four winds and beyond, infusing every molecule and microbe. This is death, he thought, a transfer of energy, a slip from one state to another. It was not so terrible, not for the few seconds when he could cling on to one plane of existence or another, but in the infinities between it was terrifying. He glimpsed snatches of those other places, but never for long enough for them to gain any kind of substance in his mind.


  But what he saw . . .


  What he saw shifted his understanding of everything.


  In one London he saw the dancing dead parading through the wide curve of Regents Street, in another he saw a flash of sunlight, a lone soldier in a uniform he didn’t recognise walking down the platform of Waterloo, a cigarette burning down between his lips, and a rifle slung over his shoulder. The hands in front of ceramic clock face ticked on to the eleventh hour. Screams haunted the air. Blood fell from the iron rafters. No, not blood, Stark realised, petals. Poppies. Before he could grasp all of the features of the Tommy’s face the soldier slipped into darkness and he was left looking at the petals as they hardened into something else entirely and death rained down from the sky. All around him buildings began to collapse and burn and then they were gone and he was scattered again, his tenuous grip on this place ripped away. The guns, the bombs, children and women in the street, battered and bloody as they picked through the rubble, surely this was Pandemonium? But it wasn’t, Stark knew, it was London, his London, not today, not tomorrow, but one day. He was witnessing fragments of the future. The city was immortal. Its inhabitants were not.


  The suffering of it tore at his soul.


  He saw countless moments, all of them crushing together into a single incoherent ”now.” Together all of these other streets and different future London’s lost their identity in the dizzying rush of time, fear, need and desire, becoming all the more overwhelming for the intensity of it. The past joined with the future London’s. He witnessed the dead being thrown into the river and the streets burning again, but this time the houses were so old there was nothing to stop the conflagration as it ripped through the heart of the city. He saw catastrophe after catastrophe. He saw his city dying over and over.


  Giant ravens cast long shadows over the streets. No, he realised, they weren’t giant birds, each raven was actually composed of hundreds of ravens flocking tightly, wheeling and spiralling over the rooftops of St. Paul’s and south bank to the Tower. He was witnessing the day the ravens left the tower, he knew, and he knew the implications of what that. It would be the day London fell. The birds weren’t the only things in the sky; an immense dirigible hove into view. Ropes dangled down from the balloon, tethering it to what appeared to be a flying schooner. Actually, Stark realised, it looked like the Greyfriar’s Ghost. He wondered if some oblique city’s version of Simon Labauve were piloting it through these treacherous skies. And if he were, how much like the Simon Labauve he knew would this one be? He stared at the schooner as it sailed majestically toward the duelling birds, scattering the constructs to the four winds. The dirigible gathering up a head of wind was more than just an impressive sight, it was a glimpse of a future that could never be. This fascinated Stark, proof of his hypothesis that every conceivable eventually was played out somewhere across the oblique cities of London. What possible resonances could there be back in Mother London? If the Greyfriar’s Ghost crashed out of the skies here would that herald her sinking beneath the waves somewhere out beyond Chatham or were these futures truly independent?


  And then, as though seeing the great city from above a thousand, a million, two, ten million points of light spread out beneath him like geoglyphs. Each spidered out into the darkest reaches and furthest corners of London. A dark ribbon meandered through the heart of the lights. The Thames. One of the only truly dark places left in the entire city. Every other space seemed to be filled by row after row of regimented lights. What did the lights mean? Were the blazing beacons of the Londoners’ souls? Was that what he was seeing here? Surely there were too many lights? Had he somehow slipped forward into another tomorrow?


  Before he could dwell on his speculations, the vision fractured and instead of a great battle in the skies he saw rats, thousands upon thousands of them streaming into the Thames, crawling over each other in a writhing mass of black as they swelled up out of the sewers and filled the river. In seconds the ripples on the water’s surface were replaced by the eddies of sleek-bodied rats rushing out toward the sea.


  And even as the rats fused into a single bloated whole, behind them, above them, he saw flames and chased them as they filled the sky. The Crystal Palace was burning. But even as he willed his consciousness toward the glass structure, like the rats before it the Palace’s frame buckled and twisted and the steel frame buckled. The glass heated to fracturing and fused into the monstrous silhouette of a crook-backed man.


  Fabian Stark struggled to make sense of what he saw.


  The metal and glass man-shadow appeared to straighten, and then veins of light strobed across his vision and he saw two giants locked in battle, the other seemingly made from stone. Had the vision somehow become allegorical? Metaphorical? Or was it still quite literal? Did the future hold this Goliath duel? Golem versus golem? He felt his consciousness being dragged toward the constructs but even as he felt himself merging with the great monstrosities the vision fractured again and this time he saw a woman, adoration in her eyes, watching her lover die and die and die again, over and over as though he were witnessing some sort of time-lapsed vision. Lines etched deeper and deeper into her face as age had its way with her, but the look of love never waned. He felt her hands against his cheek. He felt her lips kiss his and then her hand came down to close his eyes. He felt himself being dragged away from whatever anchored him to the tragedy even as he recognised the woman. How could he not know her? She was the face of the nation. She was his queen. She was Victoria. But she wasn’t. The differences were subtle and fleeting as she aged before his eyes. The lines in her face might have been the same, the poise and the disdain, but instead of strength in her eyes there was only the rank madness of grief. And if she was his queen, or a variation of her, then the eyes he borrowed in this new death must have been those of her beloved Albert.


  Her pain was all consuming.


  The dead Prince Consort opened his eyes again, knowing another death was only a heartbeat away, in time to hear Victoria swear to turn Heaven and Hell upside down to bring him back, and then he was torn away from that place, spinning, places, times, slipping away from him, until there was nothing substantial left in his universe, and then he saw the man, Nathaniel Seth, sneaking away from the British Museum. He clutched a stone tablet to his chest, on it the key that unlocked the door to the Catamine Stair. The entire night scene was cast in black and white, the only splash of colour the flower girl’s blood on his hands. Stark knew then, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the Brethren’s emissary was working at the behest of this other Victoria.


  She would batter down the very gates of Hell to find her dead love’s essence and bring it back.


  He didn’t know how he knew. He didn’t know why the grieving queen chose to start her search in Hell of all places? But the one thing he was sure of was that was where she began looking. The knowledge seemed to flower inside his mind . . . no, it was more akin to his consciousness flowering within the knowledge, the god-like particles that had once been Fabian Stark swelling to fill the spaces between all of these seemingly unconnected events and finding the threads of cause and effect that had unravelled around them.


  It was only then that he grasped the truth: he truly was like God in this place. He wasn’t merely being pulled and pushed into seeing what he needed to see, he was steering the visions. He could just as easy have taken his consciousness to the laboratories of Copernicus or Kepler or to the Florentine study of Leonardo or Flamell’s house in Paris or the court of Alexander to witness Maria the Jewess’s genius transmute lead to gold. If he had so desired he could have sent his consciousness out across the continents to seek out Ostanes the Persian and Geber and Nagarjuna and Zhang Guo the Elder so that he might learn the answers to so many of the questions he had about their work. What would he have given to see Gilles de Rais? Or George Ripley or Agrippa? Dee? Ashmole? Pons? Starkey?


  He was nothing more than a disciple. While he wrestled with his understanding of the world, time, the nature of the oblique cities that brushed up against his own London, and so much more that they had already discovered, they could have offered him guidance. They could have shown him the way. Every eventuality of history—of every possible history—was happening somewhere, which meant it was available to him. He could guide his mind there without so much as a second thought. But instead of seeking out any one of those great minds he had come here, to the Queen’s bed chamber in time to see her beloved Albert die again and again and . . .


  That was it.


  That was what was wrong with this. The Prince Consort was dead, but like any man he could only die once. Yet Stark saw those final moments again and again and there was no denying the truth—Victoria aged brutally. The creases of the years carved deeper and deeper into her stern face. Shadows gathered around her eyes. Her hair greyed. But what did that mean? That she had succeeded? That she somehow brought Albert back again and again only for him to leave her while she sat that same desperate vigil?


  No, no, no, he realised, cursing his own stupidity. He wasn’t thinking properly. He had seen everything he needed to see to work out the truth. His mind had taken him through all of those thin veils that masked off one London from another. The key was all of those other London’s. She wasn’t bringing her lover back from the dead, she was snatching him from all of those other Victoria’s in all of those other London’s. And once he was returned to her the bitterest irony was that the same ailments that had taken him from her before claimed him again.


  Was that why she had used Seth to prize open the Kruptos Door? Had she given up on ever finding an Albert hale enough to see out their last few years together and turned her attention over to clawing that first soul back from Death itself?


  But why was she so sure he was in Hell?


  And even then, why not go through the door in her own London? Why send Nathaniel Seth into his London?


  That was what Stark didn’t understand.


  Wouldn’t it have been easier to rob her own museum in her own place and time?


  That she hadn’t meant there had to be a reason.


  Was there only one Hell? Could it be as simple as that? With all of these permutations of the city and the city could it be that there was but a single Heaven and a single Hell? Just like there was one God, one Devil? If that were so, by logical extension wouldn’t that mean that Stark’s London was the First City? Mother London, so to speak?


  Or did the shift from plane to plane imbue Seth with some sort of talent he otherwise would have been without? Some latent gift that came to life as he crossed into the Prime Material? After all, the natural laws surely only applied to something from within that plane of existence didn’t they?


  Or was it just that the woman’s grief was absolute?


  He had looked into her eyes. He ought to have been able to read them, but the fact that the Queen had been watching incarnation after incarnation of her husband die while he gazed up at her rendered anything he read in them unreliable at best.


  But sitting vigil while her lover died a thousand grim deaths would certainly be enough to drive Victoria mad. How many times had she sat through this same moment or ones just like it in the decades since Albert—her Albert—had died? Ten? Fifty? How many other London’s were there? How many other Albert’s for her to find?


  With all of those truths before him, Stark realised the only question that really mattered then was: to what lengths would a mad woman go to get her lover back? And not any ”mad woman” but rather the Queen of this Sceptred Isle? Her Imperial Majesty, Empress of India? Grandmother of Europe? A woman to whom the collective voice world did not dare say ”no.”


  Surely then there could only be one answer, and that was: any.


  Including, Stark knew, tearing open the Kruptos Door and letting loose the hounds of hell. It might not have been her intention to free the Meringias, but he was in no doubt that she was behind the daemon’s escape.


  He couldn’t help but wonder what else had her meddling released.


  And then, even as he wrestled with the plague of doubts those questions had released, a single image coalesced in front of him: a mask sculpted from a sheet of ice.  It was perfect. Every plane smooth, every crease so deeply ingrained he could feel its age and the life that it had taken to score that mark into the ice, and in those crystal blue eyes the utter madness of obsession.


  The face was unmistakably Victoria’s.


  The Ice Queen.


  And then the mask shattered into a million fragments that refracted and reflected the light in a kaleidoscope of hues, each one taking a tiny piece of Fabian Stark with it as it exploded across the city and the city and the city . . . scattering him once again.


  


  The Conclave


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Forty-Eight


  
     
  


  Brannigan Locke couldn’t sleep.


  None of the residents of 111, Grays Inn Road could. It had been a hellish day and a night, and there was still the day to come, when they would all be stretched beyond the point of exhaustion and forced to walk into the Conclave of the Villain Kings on the banks of the Thames.


  Heavy fists beat at the outside door, bringing him out of his reverie. Locke looked at his watch. It was four in the morning. It could only be McCreedy returning. He didn’t wait for Mason to answer the door. He bolted up out of his chair and ran down the stairs to the ground floor taking them three and four risers at a time. He threw the door open.


  The giant was slumped against the doorframe. Two of the bronze lions stood guard over him just as they had the woman when she had turned up at their door. Locke didn’t understand the role the lions were playing, nor why they had awoken, and he rather suspected the longer it was a mystery the happier he would be. McCreedy looked like a stray dog that had taken one hell of a beating before finally being kicked into submission by its brutal master. The fire in his eyes had gone out. The big man looked up at Locke and simply shook his head, then held up a hand. Locke took it and helped him stand.


  ”What in God’s name happened to you?”


  McCreedy shuddered violently, the mere utterance of the word ”God” enough to send convulsions coursing through him. He reached out for the doorframe to steady himself. ”You don’t want to know.” He was soaked to the skin, his hair plastered to his scalp. Behind him the rain sheeted down, bouncing off the cobbles three and four inches after it hit the ground. A fork of lightning split the morning dark. A full seven seconds later the thunder followed.


  ”Here, let me help you,” Locke slipped an arm around McCreedy’s shoulder and took the big man’s weight. He winced visibly as the climbed the stairs.


  Millington was waiting at the top, as was Carruthers, who wore a bandage over his eyes, and clutched the bannister white-knuckle tight. ”Good to see you back, old man,” said Millington, reaching out a hand to help Locke as they reached the landing. ”It feels like all hell’s been breaking loose tonight.”


  ”You don’t know the half of it,” McCreedy grunted, letting Locke lead him through to the Smoking Room. He sank down into the high backed leather Chesterfield armchair and closed his eyes. The leather sighed beneath his weight. ”Mason, be a good man. Brandy and make it a bloody large one while you’re about it. Christ. I need a smoke.”


  Millington pulled a silver cigar case out of the inside pocket of his jacket, and opened it. There were a variety of smokes inside the tin. He picked a thick, hand-rolled Cuban leaf and sliced the end off before he handed it to McCreedy. McCreedy lit a taper from the open fire and sucked on the cigar butt hard, drawing the thick smoke into his lungs as the tip flared red.


  Mason appeared in the room carrying a silver tray. There was a crystal decanter and brandy glass on it. He set the tray down beside the big man, bowed slightly to excuse himself and left.


  He didn’t say another word for a full ten minutes. First he dressed, then poured himself a second and then a third glass of brandy and smoked the cigar down to almost nothing.


  ”Better,” he said with a contented sigh.


  ”So what is the other half of it?” Millington asked, coming to sit in his own chair. Each of the gentlemen had their own place in the room, just as they had their own place within the hierarchy of the club itself.


  McCreedy leaned forward in his seat, chewing on the thick butt of the cigar, and clasped his hands together. ”God is dead,” he delivered the line with all of the gravitas it deserved but it still sounded preposterous. ”The whole thing, the dead girls in Whitechapel, they are fallen angels, and the thing that killed them,” McCreedy looked up then, his eyes suddenly blazing, ”is old. Older than everything in this place. I think the daemon is the essence of Cain.” He held up his hand to stave off interruption. ”I know. I know it sounds stupid. I don’t know how to explain it. I went looking for Napier. His scent led me to the doors of the Brethren’s den in Liberty of Norton Folgate, but before I had to make the choice of breaking in to rescue him or not he walked out obviously unmolested. That was when I saw Cain. I decided to follow him. He walked to Aldgate and then up to Whitechapel. He didn’t smell right. There was something . . . brimstone . . . The man was hunting. His victims aren’t random.” He let that sink in, weighing his words. What he was going to say next was impossible, irrational, he knew, but of anyone in the world the men listening to him were the only ones who would accept his explanation as the truth without question. Well, the only ones not incarcerated in one of the city’s many sanatoriums for their own well-being. ”It’s no coincidence that both of the dead women were angels,” McCreedy shook his head. He took a deep swallow and refilled the glass. ”He could have taken any number of normal women, rich, poor, pretty, plain, but he ignored them. He smelled the angel on the air and that was the only game he was interested in. That’s the only way I can describe it. It looked like any one of us. It could have been Dorian, Fabian, even you Millington. Top hat, great coat and well polished leather shoes, the monster was utterly unremarkable . . . but like everything else, that’s a lie. It was completely remarkable. I just couldn’t see it. Not at first. Not until it found its quarry. I couldn’t help her. I should have tried . . .” his voice trailed off. It was hard. He wasn’t used to failing. ”It . . . not he. It. It tore her apart and then bathed in her blood.”


  ”Dear God,” Locke said. He couldn’t help himself.


  McCreedy took another deep swallow of brandy then forced himself to go on.


  ”It used her blood to open a gateway. I . . . I think . . . it was Eden’s Gate. But everything beyond it was dead. Not just dead. Rotten. Then the Garden’s guardian came through the gate,” he shivered at the memory. ”The archangel was black—not just of skin, but of soul. Everything about it radiated corruption. It knew the killer. Called it Cain, I am sure of it, but it spoke in a tongue I have never in my life heard, but I am sure it named the murderer. They fought . . . I ran . . . I was damned if I was going to face the last man standing. A daemon or a demented angel,” McCreedy sucked on the final embers of the cigar, savouring the last of the heady smoke as it lingered in his lungs. ”That’s all of it.”


  ”Is anyone going to introduce me,” the woman, Emily, said from the doorway. McCreedy turned to look up at her. He saw both faces, the ice laid over the flesh, but that wasn’t what chilled the big man to the marrow. It was her voice. Or rather it wasn’t. You could age, change, the voice was the one thing that remained the same. Whoever’s it was, this new voice wasn’t the young woman’s. His nostrils flared instinctively, but with his Anafanta shackled once more within him, his senses were no more acute than the next mans. ”Don’t stare, it is most unbecoming,” the young woman said, walking across the room to meet him. She held out her hand. Everything about her suggested poise, and there was a regality to her movement that went beyond confidence or decorum. McCreedy was struck by the notion that she were so much older than either of her faces appeared. He took her hand. It was ice cold as he touched his lips to her fingers. That he was kissing ice was undeniable. But this was living ice. Like the daemon Cain, like himself McCreedy realised, the woman had two essences, the mask and the monster, though in her case the she wore the monster on the outside. The chill wormed its way from his lips all the way down into his heart.


  ”Haddon McCreedy,” he said. ”And you must be?”


  ”Must I be anyone?” the woman chided lightly, though her words, like her second skin, were cold. The air in the room seemed to have dropped toward freezing in the few moments she had been in the room.


  ”Yes, I think you must,” McCreedy said.


  ”Perhaps I am the Queen of Hearts.”


  ”Perhaps,” the big man said. ”Perhaps not.”


  ”This dance of words is tiresome,” she said, the ice thickening around her brows. Curious, McCreedy studied her, realizing quickly that the second skin of ice possessed a life all of its own. It crusted as she grew impatient, and thawed as her mood lightened.


  ”And there I was thinking it was just growing interesting,” his nostrils flared, his aspect turning decidedly wolfish as he allowed the beast to rise toward the surface. ”Who are you, woman? Because you are not the girl you were, and you do not smell as though you are of this place. What are you?”


  The Ice Queen didn’t answer him, and that evasion was all the answer he needed.


  He turned to the others. ”We have a cuckoo in the nest.”


  It was Napier who answered him. ”Whoever she is, she saved us all, so I for one trust her.”


  ”Did she now?”


  ”There was a fire, Cranleigh’s tapestry burned, but it was no natural fire. Water couldn’t quench it.”


  ”But she could?”


  ”The girl sacrificed herself,” said Dorian. ”The fire was fuelled by The Art, or more precisely, whatever burned was akin to a vent where The Art poured through. It used the tapestry as a conduit. It was more powerful than anything I have encountered before,” he admitted. His eyes roved about wildly, unseeing, but McCreedy had the distinct impression the blind man could see everything just as well as he himself could. ”It was going to consume everything, not only the tapestry. The room. The house. Nothing else could have slaked it once it got a hold. Emily was a casualty.”


  ”So you know this thing,” McCreedy stared at the Ice Queen, ”isn’t the girl we gave refuge to last night?”


  Carruthers nodded. ”But that doesn’t mean we don’t owe her our lives, Haddon. She has a part to play in this. I am sure of it.”


  ”I wish I could trust your hunches, Dor.”


  ”It isn’t a hunch,” the young man said, weighing his words carefully. ”I saw her there when I touched the angel’s mind. She is a part of this.”


  ”Of course I am, dear boy,” the woman said, ”so please stop talking about me as though I am not here. It is most impolite.”


  ”So she has a part to play,” McCreedy conceded, ”that doesn’t mean we should trust her. Judas had a part to play in Gethsemane and the snake had a part to play in Eden.”


  ”My, my, you apportion considerable strength to these weak and feeble hands,” the woman smiled, ice over the warm pink glow of her lips. ”I am but a woman.”


  McCreedy shook his head, ”No, I think you are anything but.”


  


  Chapter Forty-Nine


  
     
  


  A scruffy mudlark waited for them at the wherryman’s seat. The boy was covered top to toe with the filth of the river and a grin that was almost as infectious as the stuff that clung to him. There were no water taxies, or wherries, anywhere along this stretch of the river and hadn’t been since the new toll-free bridge opened a few years back, making the seat a safe place to meet. He bobbed his head and jumped up off the narrow stone plinth, and with a quick wave of the dirty hand gestured for the gentlemen to follow him. The boy was whippet lean and every bit as nippy as he led them on a merry dance through the ”stews” on the way to the Conclave’s meeting place. The stews were steam bath houses that doubled as brothels along the south bank, or more precisely brothels that doubled as bathhouses. No one was fooled, least of all the Peeler’s but the Bobbies they kept their distance, letting the Villain Kings police their own. It was a sound arrangement. Only an idiot crossed one of the Villain Kings and seldom did said idiot live to brag about it for more than a night or two at best.


  The boy seemingly disappeared before their very eyes, but in truth he had ducked down an ”invisible” alleyway. The stews were rife with them, false fronts in what appeared to be very ordinary terraced houses. Only the closest inspection would give away the fact that the houses weren’t houses at all. The truth was in the windows, or rather the lie was. There was no glass and the brickwork within the frames had been painted black. It was obvious to anyone who saw them, but hundreds of other houses across the city had the same bricked up windows, a relic from the days of the Window Tax where the miserly rich would rather lose light and air inside their homes than cough up a few extra shillings to fill the war chest. No inhabitant of the stews could ever have been accused of being rich, it was one of the poorest parts of the city. Two centuries before it had been home to theatres like the Globe and the Rose, full of life and entertainment, bear-baiting, gambling and whoring. Now all that remained of the ”culture” was the gambling and the whoring.  


  Carruthers, seeing the trick through the mudlark’s borrowed eyes, didn’t miss a step and led the others through the terrace’s false front. What looked from the front to be a solid wall was actually two walls, one set back a foot from the other to create a hidden passage whilst maintaining the illusion of being a solid wall. It was an ingenious use of the same principles of deception a musical hall magician might have employed to deceive his gullible audience.


  The passage was barely wide enough for the barrel-chested McCreedy to squeeze through.


  Beyond it, instead of the front room or parlour the narrow alleyway continued deeper into the stews.


  They could almost hear the ghosts crying out in the grip of their lusts as they revelled in each and every one of the deadly sins that made this place their chosen haunt.


  The mudlark led them into a square. It wasn’t like the wealthy squares of Holborn and the north, this one was hidden away behind the houses and was filled with hanging laundry, making it impossible to see from one side of the square to the other.


  The boy glanced back over his shoulder and grinned, then started to run even faster, ducking beneath the sheets.


  The gentlemen followed him in, pushing aside the hanging laundry as they did.


  The sheets were not only dry, they were dirty, Dorian Carruthers realised with something akin to admiration. He watched through Millington’s eyes as he brushed another low-hanging one aside. ’Its trailing edge dragged against the cobbled ground. He glanced down and saw the filth that had started to work its way up through the bed linen, being drawn up by a process not dissimilar to osmosis. He couldn’t help but smile. The laundry square was nothing more than another defence, another layer to the subterfuge. He had no way of knowing how long these same sheets had hung out to dry like this but guessed it was weeks as opposed to hours.


  There were five exits off the square.


  They didn’t use any of them.


  Instead the boy pushed aside another sheet revealing a backyard gate and disappeared inside. If Dorian hadn’t been riding along behind his eyes they would have lost him, which made him wonder just how much the Villain Kings wanted them at this parlay? And extrapolating that thought: what did they stand to gain from their absence? Part of the Peace of the London Stone demanded that they be there as Protectors of the Walled City—though the term Cranleigh had actually used when fashioning the Peace was The Gentleman Knights of Old London Town—but it had been a long time since the Villain Kings had kept any such promises that weren’t in their interests.


  The boy didn’t enter the house as Dorian had expected. Instead, he shinnied up the lead drainpipe and hooked a hand up over the guttering on the roof, hauling himself up onto the shingle. He made it look easy, but given his life it didn’t demand so much as a second thought. The same couldn’t be said for the men following him. Shinnying up a drainpipe was not something they were used to—nor equipped for. Dorian himself was wearing soft leather-soled boots. They were more dandified than practical. The others were no better prepared, save for Mason. The chamberlain, as ever, seemed equipped for every eventuality.


  He slipped on a pair of white gloves and said, ”Master Dorian, I suggest you follow though my eyes while I chase the boy. Lead the others at ground level as best you can. I suspect this is nothing more than another ruse to make our journey as unpleasant as possible.”


  Dorian nodded, not for a moment wondering how Mason knew the truth about his returned sight. The man was endlessly enterprising and seemed to know a little about everything, making him an invaluable bat man. Carruthers couldn’t help but think there was more to him than that, though.


  Without further ado, Mason took off after the mudlark like a grease monkey going up a pole. Dorian was surprised by the ease with which the older man negotiated the rooftop, running along the shingle and leaping across the firebreaks between the terraces with something close to ease. He had been right, the boy dropped down to street level again half a dozen buildings over, doubling back slightly on the way he had come. Dorian grinned and set off at a dash, leading the Gentleman Knights of Old London Town into the very heart of the territory they were sworn to protect.


  They caught up with the chamberlain beside an old Cholera drinking well. He was barely out of breath while the rest of them were breathing hard. He pointed toward the door of what appeared to be a disused Masonic Lodge. The setsquare in the lintel had been chipped away to leave the compass marooned in the stone. There is no doubt some sort of symbolism behind the vandalism, Dorian thought.


  The mudlark strode up to the door and rapped out a staccato rhythm with his clenched fist. A moment later the door eased open a crack. The boy said something he couldn’t hear—his new gift only granted him sight, all of his other senses remained trapped within his blind body—and it opened wider. Dorian glimpsed the splendour of the chamber beyond, the gilded ceiling rose, the ornamental columns and the curious pearl-encrusted costume of the doorman as the boy stepped inside, and then his world was plunged into darkness as he was kicked out of the boy’s head.


  He didn’t know how it had happened, but there was no denying the fact that as the boy passed beneath the vandalised archway Dorian had been evicted from his mind. It took him a moment to orientate himself and latch on to a new pair of eyes to look through—Mason’s, he realised quickly—and a moment more to realise the implications of what had just happened.


  ”I can’t enter the Conclave,” he told the man beside him. Millington nodded wordlessly. He didn’t question Dorian’s assertion. If Dorian said he couldn’t cross the threshold, he couldn’t cross the threshold. It was as simple as that. The bond of trust between them was that strong. ”I will have to wait out here.” What he didn’t say was ”in the darkness” but that was precisely what he was thinking. While they were inside, the others were unreachable.


  The doorman gazed down at the gathered gentlemen, his face unreadable. He didn’t say a word as one by one they filed inside.


  Mason was the last to cross the threshold, and before he did he looked back to where Dorian stood alone. He nodded once then turned and went inside, consigning Dorian to the darkness once again.


  


  Chapter Fifty


  
     
  


  Mason didn’t like this place, not least because the wardings isolated it from The Art. He couldn’t help but notice the sigils freshly carved into the soft wood of the door’s frame, though he didn’t recognise them all he knew the purpose of at least four of them. One shielded the building from scrying, keeping out prying eyes. Another muffled any sound so that no noise could cross the threshold in either direction. The third one that he was familiar with served an all-together more sinister purpose—if triggered it would congeal the blood in the veins of the first person to cross it after it was broken. No doubt the many sigils the chamberlain did not recognise were equally heinous in nature. It was understandable, if extreme. The fourth though was the most curious as it went beyond rational precaution and suggested the Villain Kings were at least in part aware of the war playing out upon their streets. The warding barred the way to the Bene Elohim, one of the tiers of angels.


  So much for the Peace, he thought, bringing up the rear.


  The foyer of the old Masonic Hall had lost none of its splendour. Indeed, if anything, the Villain Kings had added to it with a gaudy flash of gold here and a jewel encrustation there. No one had ever been able to accuse them of either taste or propriety. They notoriously lavished their wealth upon the more public rooms of their dens, making them a rival for the great houses of Cavendish, Buckingham, Heywood, Wellington and the old families of the city. The ostentation hid a more practical if no less pernicious purpose: displays of wealth in the underworld were akin to tallies, a way showing who was who in this den of thieves and ingrates that quickly shifted from the trappings of wealth, the stolen works of art and the crystal chandeliers, to the Villain Kings and their queens themselves in the forms of their pearl-encrusted coats.


  Each of the Villain Kings had their own livery, the coat of arms fashioned across their broad backs picked out in brocade and finely sliced slivers of opalescent pearl, each wafer thin slice a different opacity to the one beside it. The effect was stunning in broad daylight, the coats seemingly alive, but it was utterly haunting in the flickering gaslight glow of the lanterns that filled each of the thirteen sconces in the room as Arnos, first of the Villain Kings, strode across the room to greet them.


  He held out his hand as though it were a serpent.


  ”Hail and well met, Gentleman Knights. I trust you are prepared for battle?”


  ”We are bound by the Peace just as you yourself are,” Locke said, speaking for all of them. He took the Villain King’s hand and shook it vigorously.


  ”Yes, yes, of course,” Arnos offered a wry smile, ”but peace by its very definition cannot last. By the time you leave these chambers I am sure you will be in no doubt as to the threat we face, and why it must concern us all.”


  ”I am sure your advocates will present your case to the Conclave with passion, Arnos,” Locke said, ”but we are not yours to command. Until we hear the reason for the parlay I will not commit the Gentlemen Knights to any course of action the Peace might regret.”


  ”Quite so. But given the . . . ah . . . thinness of your ranks you will forgive me for assuming the fight has already reached your door. I see neither Stark nor Carruthers, though my man tells me the fop is lurking outside. What is the matter, Brannigan? Don’t you trust us?”


  ”About as far as I can throw you,” said Locke.


  ”Quite. I heard of Stark’s demise. A loss to all of us, believe me,” and for a moment the Villain King seemed genuinely remorseful. ”If there is anything I can do, it goes without saying,” he offered, inclining his head slightly. The effect was that Mason could no longer see his eyes. It was as though the Villain King deliberately did not want them to trust him. The chamberlain could not help but wonder why. There was a scheme going on here. A hustle. He had no idea what the Villain King stood to gain from their distrust, nor why he had engineered the situation to keep Master Dorian outside of the Wolf Hall. ”Still, as the Peace demands, let us put our differences aside as we enter the conclave. Shall we?” he swept his arm out, motioning them through in front of him. Mason inclined his head, deferring to the Villain King. In truth there was a strategic advantage to being the last to enter the Wolf Hall two steps behind Arnos. If they were met by betrayal the Blondel Distillator would ensure that the Villain King paid far more than thirty pieces of silver for it. Mason was not above shooting a man in the back.


  That the Wolf Hall was so called was something of a joke. Cranleigh himself had dubbed it so during that first parlay, claiming that the wolves had finally sat down with the lambs. The name had stuck through each subsequent conclave, no matter that the meeting place changed every time.


  They were the last to arrive. Thirteen of the seats at the table were already occupied, eight of them by men like Arnos dressed in the pearl-jewelled coats that marked them as Villain Kings. Their queens stood behind them, similarly dressed. Two more seats were taken by men Mason had never seen before, not in the flesh: the Baron and the Earl of Under London. Another was taken by the Keeper of the Tower. In his raven armour he looked like a relic of the First House of Anjou’s years spent ruling this Sceptred Isle. He looked up as the Gentlemen Knights entered the chamber but he had no smile for them. The Keeper guarded more than the Tower, he was custodian of both the Crown Jewels and the Queen’s Armoury, including the five swords of the realm: the Sword of Offering, the Sword of State, the Sword of Temporal Justice, the Sword of Spiritual Justice and the Sword of Mercy.


  The Keeper himself wielded the sword of Temporal Justice. It was the blade that had been pulled from the London stone, giving rise to the legend of Excalibur, or at least one of the two Excalibur’s. The other, the Sword of Spiritual Justice, had been delivered from the depths of the shadowy waters of the Lyndon to King Lud whilst the city was still called Kaerlud. The sword itself had then been consigned to the earth with his remains, buried beneath the Ludgate by the Roman conquerors. It only came to the surface again during the demolition of the city gate in 1760 when the miraculously preserved corpse of the dead King was exhumed and it was found clutched in his mummified hands.


  Mercy, Edward the Confessor’s blade, lay on the table between them. The sword’s tip had been broken off by an angel to prevent a wrongful killing, or so the legend went. Oliver Cromwell, the King Slayer himself, had failed to melt Mercy down even as he destroyed so many other treasures from the Kingdom’s history. Mason was disinclined to dismiss the legend as merely another story made to make Britain look great. Having a murdered angel brought to your door had a way of shifting your perspective.


  On the table beside Mercy was the King’s Cross, a splinter of the true cross of Jesus smuggled out of the holy land by Joseph of Aremethea and presented as an offering to the Britannorum Rex, Cunobelinus, the Hound of God.


  These treasures went beyond priceless. They were the foundation of the Kingdom itself—and of the Queen’s role as Defender of the Faith—and here they were gathered together outside of any State function. It proved beyond the shadow of any doubt the true power of the assembly.


  The final seat at the table was taken up by a man he did not recognise.


  That, Mason realised quickly, was because he was no man at all. He was actually an auto-icon; a statue of wax and straw built around the bones of a dead man. He had heard the story of the philosopher and social reformer Jeremy Bentham offering his bones and head to the University College London to be preserved in this manner, but this was not Bentham. On closer inspection, Mason realised, the head of the thirteenth guest was not wax but actually the well-preserved leather of cured skin. He studied the bald head and face more closely. He did know the man, but had never thought to meet him, given that he had been dead some two hundred years: John Dee. What residual magic clung to the dead man’s bones?


  He took up the vacant seat beside Dee’s auto-icon.


  More men filed into the chamber. The gatekeepers of London Wall. The seven men took up positions around the room. These were the bruisers meant to keep the others in line. The seven men had an almost mythical position as protectors of the city limits. Few crossed them and lived to tell the tale. Their presence in the Conclave only added to the air of expectation. The threat, Mason realised, was bigger than he had suspected. How big, only time would tell.


  The others took up their allotted places. The round table itself had its place in the British history, having served other notable knights of the realm more than once. There were no empty seats at the great table, meaning Arnos had known full well that Master Dorian could not—or would not—enter the Conclave. Which in turn meant he had to be aware of his blinding. The chamberlain had no idea how the Villain King could have come by such knowledge, but the mere fact that he had sent a shiver down the ridges of his spine. With knowledge comes power, and never was that truism more apt than when applied to Arnos. The man was not to be trusted.


  Arnos took up the Sword of Mercy and rapped its hilt three times on the wooden table like a gavel, calling the Conclave to order. Beside Mason the auto-icon straightened, brought to life by the knocking. The air in front of the chamberlain chilled, the temperature in the room dropping noticeably. The chill caused his breath to form a mist even as it dissipated before his eyes.


  The Villain King motioned for his woman to come forward. A plain-faced woman with voluptuous curves, she clutched a black chalice in her hands. Her hands trembled, Mason noticed, and there were beads of sweat in the fine hairs lining her upper lip. She was nervous. Unreasonably so, it seemed to him. He turned his attention to the cup. It was devoid of any ornamentation, but obviously old. Older than any of the artefacts at the table. Its most recent use, Mason knew, had been to decant the blood of Mary I, Bloody Mary as she was known, and drunk by her privy counsellor, Francis Englefield. The man, exiled to Spain in his latter years, driven both mad and blind by overpowering conduit his flesh had somehow—and uncontrollably—opened to The Art, snuck back to Westminster where his queen was interred, and like a thief in the night opened the sarcophagus she would later share with her sister Elisabeth, and drained her blood so that he might drink like some vampire come a tap tap tapping. But the stories of where the blood-drinking Englefield had found the chalice varied, some chasing back to the Poor Knights Convento de Cristo, the round church in Tomar, Portugal, claiming it was actually the black grail, the cup of Judas from the fabled ”last supper,” brought back from the Holy Land during the last crusade. Others thought that the Devil’s Cup had actually been fashioned by Wayland the Smith as an offering to that shrewd and knavish sprite Robin Goodfellow. Take a sip from the chalice, say the ’Devil’s name and he shall appear, Mason thought, remembering his mythology. That would be enough to make any cupbearer’s hand tremble, wouldn’t it? Knowing that any one at the table could call forth an evil that bore no resemblance to the mischievous creation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


  Whatever the truth, there was no doubting the ominous aura surrounding the black chalice. The wench set it down on the table between Mercy and the King’s Cross, causing the chamberlain to suspect that the objects themselves were representing some sort of uneasy balance, the cross of Jesus, the sword of the angels the fulcrum, and the cup of either Judas or the Devil on the other side. There was no doubting the significance of it, nor that it was added last to the table.


  Any one of these treasures ought to have been hidden away in the al kimia beneath 111, Grays Inn Road. They were both priceless and irreplaceable. But more importantly, they were almost certainly dangerous. Artefacts like these were the preserve of the Greyfriars, they were not meant to just be out there where the wrong people could find them.


  Arnos took up the chalice and sipped from it. ”Drink with me,” he said, ”we are all equals here, brothers at the feast, and by drinking pledge that no harm shall come to any of our brothers whilst we are sat.” It was a variant on the ritual of breaking bread. No man would harm a guest at his table. Arnos passed it on to the man at his right, who supped from it, and so it went around the table, each of them taking a single swallow. By the time everyone had drunk from the chalice it was empty. Arnos set it back down beside the sword and settled back into his chair, a smug smile settling on his lips. ”There,” he said. ”Now, we have each drunk once from water drawn fresh from the Well of Shadows this morning,” the Villain King said. One of the other Kings, Coram, pushed himself up from the table rage on his pock-marked face. ”Sit down, Coram, unless you want to accelerate the poison’s effects? Getting excited will just get you killed all the quicker. Your heart is working overtime pumping the poison out to every inch of your wretched carcass right now.”


  ”You poisoned us?” Crayford said in disbelief. His fat fingers went instinctively to his lips as though he could somehow feel the residue there. He looked down at his fingertips.


  ”And myself,” Arnos said, reasonably.


  ”Why?” Penge asked, equally reasonably. In fact, Mason noticed, the man seemed the least disturbed by this turn of events. It was as though he had expected it. Perhaps that was what they meant when they talked about honour amongst thieves—expect murder, expect treachery, expect betrayal, for those are just as much a code of honour as any so-called chivalry.


  ”Put this way, my good lady here has a second goblet, this one filled with a tincture that effectively neutralises the effects of Shadow Well’s poisonous water. All you have to do is listen without prejudice, and then when we have reached an accord she will distribute it amongst us all.”


  ”And if we don’t reach an accord?” Penge asked.


  ”Let us just say that now we have an added incentive,” the Villain King said.


  ”There was absolutely no need to resort to poison, man, it’s a dirty beggar’s trick. We’re above that.”


  ”Clearly we are not,” Locke said, ”or at least some of us aren’t.” He steepled his fingers and leaned forward in his seat. Like Mason, he must have recognised the chalice’s origins. ”So, perhaps you would care to share the contents of this message before those less hardy amongst us start to convulse?”


  Crayford growled. He still hadn’t sat himself back down in his seat. A red blush crept up his throat, giving him a deathly cast. Blood pulsed through his temples.


  ”Oh, do sit down, Crayford. You’ll burst a blood vessel if you keep fuming like that. I’d hate to have to explain to your good lady that you died under the protection of the Peace,” Arnos said. ”And you are quite right, Master Locke, time is wasting, and given that time is the one thing no one at this table has a surfeit of,” the notion seemed to please Arnos no end, ”I bid you to listen to the words of the dead and urge you to remember that the dead have no vested interest in this life and as such tell no lies.” He turned his attention to the auto-icon of Dee. ”Share with us the gravity of your latest vision, Maester,” the Villain King commanded.


  All eyes turned to the auto-icon. In response to Arnos’s voice, or some trigger word hidden in his words, the auto-icon’s leathery head lurched up and its back straightened. John Dee’s bones didn’t speak for the longest time. The silence grew uncomfortable. Crayford was obviously on the verge of another outburst and seemed ready to knock the stuffing out of the auto-icon. And then it spoke:


  ”I have seen,” it said in a voice brittle with disuse, ”and as I have seen so it shall come to pass.” Mason turned in his chair, looking for wires or any sign that they were being huckstered by the Villain King, but there were no obvious levers or pulleys, and no guide wires that he could see. Of course that didn’t mean it wasn’t some elaborate scam being pulled by Arnos at their expense, after all he had just poisoned everyone at the table . . . or had he? They only had his word that the water had been drawn from the Well of Shadows, and convincing your enemies they were poisoned was almost as good as actually poisoning them. They’d be just as pliable; after all, they wanted the antidote. The chamberlain couldn’t help but admire Arnos. The man was something of a twisted genius—exactly the kind of man you didn’t want to make an enemy of. ”The Old Gate breached, the tree withered and black. The Garden filled with corruption,” John’s Dee’s voice cracked and broke then, the auto-icon’s jaw moving with no words emerging from his mouth. Mason wondered if the dupe had somehow failed, but even as he was about to voice his doubts Dee’s eyes rolled up inside his leathery face, showing only the whites to those gathered around the table. Those were the same glass eyes the man had supposedly had fashioned a decade before his death and carried around in his pocket for years. The auto-icon found its voice again, though the words were even more fragmented than before. ”Twofold returned . . . In each a darker truth burns . . . Out of lime the dead rise . . . The veil breached . . . Giants lay waste to Lud’s domain . . . Heaven is on fire . . .” and then the last, an order, barked out, ”Burn with me . . .”  The auto-icon’s head fell forward, the bones once more silent.


  Arnos looked around the table, his gaze going from face to face.


  The repetition of that demand, burn with me, wasn’t lost on Mason, nor, by the looks of it, did it slip by Millington, McCreedy or Locke. The chamberlain didn’t like it. It went beyond coincidence. The fact that no one else seemed to share their discomfort didn’t make it any less worrying. Mason wondered if any of them had heard the demand before? Did Arnos know what it meant? As it was the fragmented rambling of the auto-icon was hardly worth calling a Conclave and risking the Peace, was it?


  McCreedy spoke first. The big man planted his knuckles on the table and raised himself slowly to his feet. He looked Arnos squarely in the eye. ”Am I supposed to know what that cryptic nonsense actually means?”


  An easy smile spread across the Villain King’s face. ”I am quite sure you know what it means, Wolf, but you mask your understanding well. A little more bluster next time, like old Crayford, perhaps, to better sell it? There is a war being fought on the streets of London.”


  ”When isn’t there?” McCreedy said, struggling to hold his composure. Mason recognised the signs. The Anafanta was rising up to the surface. It was only the supreme strength of the big man’s will that held the beast in check.


  Before anyone could offer up an answer, the auto-icon’s head came up and its clawed hand shot out, levelling a finger at Napier, who had been sat silent all this while, simply studying the goings on. ”Ere Babylon was dust, the Magus Zoroaster, my dear child, met his own image walking in the Garden. That apparition, sole of men, he saw. For know there are two worlds of life and death: One that which thou beholdest; but the other is underneath the grave, where do inhabit the shadows of all forms that think and live till death unite them and they part no more. . . .”


  Mason knew the passage, but there was no way John Dee could, given Shelley had penned them some hundred and fifty odd years after his death. They were from Prometheus Unbound. What he didn’t know was why the auto-icon had spouted them, nor how they fit into the dupe Arnos was obviously working. Met his own image walking in the Garden? It fit unerringly with the reference to the Old Gate in the vision it had recounted. Where the Kruptos Door sealed the stairway down to Pandemonium, the Ald Gate sealed the entrance to the Garden. Angels, daemons, Eden, Pandemonium, the dead rising from the lime. It was all the chamberlain could do to suppress a shiver. Two worlds of life and death? The apparition of man? It was all too neat. It had that oh-so-insincere ring of a sting about it, but that didn’t mean it was a dupe.


  There are stranger things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy, the chamberlain thought, knowing full well the truth of that Shakespearean couplet. His entire life was dedicated to those stranger things. Hadn’t he just the night before witnessed a woman possessed by . . . by what? An entity channelling The Art from one of the oblique cities? Hadn’t an angel turned up dead in his ward? Hadn’t McCreedy himself come back with tales of the Ald Gate having opened and the daemon Cain fighting the archangel Uriel on the steps of Eden? Of everyone at the table he was the least likely to discount the auto-icon’s prophecy. But that didn’t mean he believed it.


  He looked around the table once again. This time he was looking for tells, visual clues that would betray what was going on inside the minds of the men he shared the round table with. If it was all an elaborate hoax one of them knew what was happening. The body spoke its own language, one that—if you were unaware of it—was almost impossible to silence. Mason had spent his life in the service of others. Reading the language of the body was merely another skill he had honed. A good chamberlain learned to read his Masters. The Villain Kings, Penge, Crayford, Kilburn, Acton, Blackwell, Hockley, Mortlake, Coram, Lancaster, Goodman, Whitehall, Devil’s Acre and Arnos met his gaze. They seemed confused by the sudden twist thrown out there by the auto-icon’s accusation, even Arnos. That was interesting. Had Arnos not expected the poetry? What did his surprise mean? Or was he pretending surprise? Surely if he had fed the vision into the auto-icon for recital he had to have provided it with Shelley? Which meant the look on his face was nothing more than another level to the ruse, surely? Was he that devious? The answer to the second part of that thought was yes, of course he was that devious. You didn’t rise to the top of the criminal fraternity without being untrustworthy scum. Why should you be expected to change just because you mastered your chosen profession of deceit? There was no such thing as an honest criminal. So, did his surprise add veracity to the rest of the auto-icon’s prophecy? Or did it only serve to prove that the rest of it was nothing more than an elaborate sham?


  The chamberlain didn’t know, but he suspected the Villain King was as innocent as he made out—of this level of the subterfuge at least—which fascinated him. Strange things were afoot. And, more disturbingly, they were not confined to the players sat around the table. Or not within their control, at least. Arnos might well have put these things into motion, but once started he had no control over how they played themselves out.


  Mason had come expecting an ambush of some sorts, physical or metaphysical, hence the Distillator in his pocket, but nothing so subtle or insidious as this . . . but if he were the enemy wouldn’t he in turn employ the same tactics? Sow dissent and doubt amongst the ranks of his foes? Point an accusatory finger at one of the Gentleman Knights? What more effective ploy than casting a shadow of doubt over the men supposed to stand against him?


  Mason needed to think . . .


  In turn the gathered Kings studied the gatekeepers of London Wall, Bishopsgate, Aldersgate, Aldgate, Ludgate, Moorgate, Cripplegate and Newgate. Their watches dated all the way back to the Roman occupation of London—not the founding, because even the Italian arrogance wasn’t enough to wash away the truth of the settlements that preceded Londinium, as did the immortal gatekeepers themselves. There was nothing glamorous about these immortals though; no thin-faced elegiac beauty, no ethereal grace or dark brooding good looks that went along with the gothic movement that had turned the nature of the Seven into something almost romantic. These Seven, the gatekeepers, were the original blood drinkers, vampiric in nature, sustained by the rich red liquid they stole from delicate necks and fragile veins. The poets and writers might look to turn them into mysterious strangers who clung to the shadows but they couldn’t have misunderstood the nature of the Seven more had they deliberately set out to. They weren’t princes of darkness, rather, in darkness lay their weakness. They drew their strength from the sun. It fuelled them. The heat of daylight caressed their skin, renewing them for another night. Night was when they fought, oh yes, there was no denying that, but only because it was the creatures of the night who sought to assail the city they protected. And when ”creatures” fight at night they become monsters. Nightwalkers. The Seven were no different. They had become daemonised for the fact that they needed fresh blood to sustain them. Stories of horror quickly twisted the truth into lies and they became killers where in truth they were defenders just like the Gentleman Knights, and never ever had there been a case of them draining some unsuspecting maiden and leaving her dead on a plush divan. Stories. Stories. Stories. If they did not feed they slumped into unconsciousness, from that into a coma-like state that could see them ”sleep” for centuries, only to be woken by that first drip of blood to touch their tongue.


  The German brothers, Grimm, had encountered one of the Seven and transformed their plight into one of their stories, ”Dornröschen,” the tale of the sleeping Briar Rose. Of course, it was blood that put her to sleep, not the lack of, and a kiss that woke her, not the taste of blood on the tongue, but even at their darkest Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm shied away from the truth in their stories. Of course, Jacob, very much a conduit for The Art, had hidden away all manner of daemons and devils that his brother Wilhelm had tracked down. Jacob chronicled the fey creatures they fought in both volumes of Kinder- und Hausmärchen, he published in the early nineteenth century. The word choice in these original volumes was different, and deliberately un-Germanic, unlike the volumes that had since followed, and notably, from the brothers collections of legends. The truth was the storyteller had used his gift to imprison the fey within the framework of both stories, consolidating the ”magic” in the grimoire where he laid out the grammatical structure of the modern Germanic language. Those unexpected words were of course part of the spell of binding he had woven into the texts. Unlike Mercy and the other treasures on display in the Conclave, that original tome did lie safely in the al kimia beneath 111, Grays Inn Road. It was more dangerous than any mythical Pandora’s Box, for trapped within its pages were one hundred and fifty-six fey essences, daemons and malevolent fairies. Their escape would be nothing short of catastrophic. 


  The Seven brutes, contrary to the dark brooding characters of story, looked braced for a fight. To a man, their physiognomy was atavistic: thick brows, thicker muscular ridges of shoulder and neck, pulsing veins, flat noses and plain wide cheekbones that shadowed deep-set eyes. It was a curiosity how these creatures could give birth to such a legend; they dressed more like dock workers than dandies and had none of the social graces that might be expected to accompany seduction. But then, they never had to worry about seducing their victims; Arnos kept them in blood, letting them feed upon the whores and doxies in his care. Not that the women ever knew, of course. The Kiss of one of the Seven would leave a chemical inside the victim’s blood that dulled the senses and left the memory foggy. It was a convenient arrangement.


  No one knew where they came from, only that they had always been there to protect the Square Mile. 


  The Seven had been forewarned, the chamberlain realised. And why wouldn’t Arnos warn his muscle if he expected trouble? And of course he was expecting trouble, that was the price of the Peace. It made strange bedfellows of them all. But, as fragile as it was, the Peace demanded they cooperated.


  The only one who didn’t seem preoccupied with the intentions of the rest was Arnos, almost certainly because, like a chess player, he was thinking more than one move ahead. To Mason, the Villain King seemed almost content with how the situation was playing out. There was a twitch in his cheek, a visual tell if ever Mason had seen one, that betrayed the fact that Arnos was neither innocent nor completely in control now but left him in no doubt that the Villain King considered himself the playwright here, the manipulator. His stage directions were far from subtle, which of course was part of their genius; their telegraphed nature only served to make them all the more effective. It was all about suspicion. No one trusted anyone else in the room. He felt something tickle his mind, a silky touch that momentarily dampened his concentration.


  Mason turned his attention back to his Masters. Of all of them only Napier, the subject of the peculiar stanza, seemed nonplussed. Indeed he didn’t seem to understand the implication at all. The others, though, appeared to have reached their own conclusions, and judging by the slight nods he received from McCreedy and Millington, those conclusions were in line with his own. Strange things were most certainly afoot. Strange, strange things. Now was not the time to doubt friends. Now was the time to guard them. Alone they were weak. Together they were strong.


  Mason started to rise. He was ready. Then he saw that Master Locke’s seat was empty. He hadn’t seen him leave the chamber.


  ”They come!” the auto-icon rasped suddenly, its voice shocking in the silence that had settled over the room. Dee’s bones shuddered in their seat, the convulsions becoming more violent and showing no signs of abating. Indeed, as Mason dragged his chair back, they only intensified to the point that whatever wires or gewgaws held them together began to come apart. The auto-icon looked for all the world as though it were melting. Again, one last time before its head lolled limply against the stuffing that padded out its chest cavity, the voice boomed out: ”They come!” And then fell silent.


  


  The Soul Cage


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Fifty-One


  
     
  


  Outside, Dorian Carruthers watched the heavens break through the eyes of a starling. The tiny black-winged bird flitted from thermal to thermal, riding the layers of the wind toward the eye of the storm.


  It wasn’t rain.


  In the distance, beyond the river, behind the tower, the sky crumbled.


  On the ground he never would have seen it, not in anything approaching its glory. And as the questing fingers of the dead trapped within the Golem tore through the ether it was glorious, but it was horrific too. The eyes of the bird roved from rooftop to rooftop, across the old bridges and gutters toward Nelson’s column in Trafalgar Square, over blind lady justice atop the old bailey and her borrowed bell from St Sepulchre-without-Newgate, the old death-knell bell from the old debtors prison, unable to settle on any place for more than a few of its rapid heartbeats. The starling banked, and with it the lie of the land shifted and Dorian saw so much more of the great city from his vantage point, but he didn’t want to see architecture. He didn’t want to see familiar buildings from peculiar angles. He wanted to see the sky above the Lime House down by the river. As the wind carried the starling around in another tight turn, he caught another glimpse of it. He could have sworn the heavens themselves were on fire. He heard the echo of that distant voice begging him to: Burn with me. The clouds in the sky above the Tower physically writhed as though the last dregs of the rain were being wrung out of them, and through the crackling firmament he saw the huge fingers tearing away at the veil between this place and some other London.


  The fingers—and they were unmistakably fingers—belonged to some Gulliver-like giant tearing its way into his Lilliputian city. Even barely through the veil each finger was fatter than a city street was wide, and bleached white like bone. The night filled with the sound of screaming as the veil shredded and a vast arm reached through. Behind it came a shoulder, and then ducking down to peer through a broad flat brow and a skeletal face. It looked like no man Dorian had ever seen, rather, the giant had a doughy sort of featurelessness, as though a blind child had fashioned its likeness in dehydrated clay. There was a cavity where the nose ought to have been, as though the child’s thumbs had pressed down too hard, and the thick brow beetled over dark hollows lacking eyes. There wasn’t a hair on the Golem’s hide. It wasn’t flawless though. Every inch of the Golem’s flesh was covered with markings carved in deeply into its pallid skin. The markings weren’t random, neither were they arcane—at least not any kind of sigil or glyph that Dorian had ever encountered. The brief glimpse the starling’s wild flight afforded actually helped him understand precisely what the nature of the markings was—because he saw them twice, once on the creature’s skin and then again laid out beneath him. Someone had carved an absolutely perfect rendition of the streets of London into the Golem’s flesh, down to the smallest alley way and footpath. They had recreated this London, not merely copied it, he realised, catching a glimpse of the buildings along The Strand so lovingly carved into the Golem’s long arm. It was a work of art. Hideous, yes, but no less beautiful for its undeniable grotesqueness.


  The sky burned around the breach, iridescent and incandescent as the veil between worlds ignited. And just like the tapestry fire that had cost him his sight, The Art streaming through this tear was far too fierce to be contained. More of the Golem forced its way through and in turn more of the sky burned, the fire reaching out across the horizon as the air, thick with pollutants, burst into flames. With the fire came the sound, like an unending crackle of thunder, a deep basso profundo that rumbled across the rooftops the city. Dorian felt the physical punch of the sound as it surged through the bird’s delicate bones, buffeting it off course. The bird fell uncontrollably toward the slate rooftops below. It beat frantically at the air with panicked wings, trying to claw its way out of the down draught that had it trapped, and then burst free of the funnel of wind and rose up higher and higher. Each wingbeat propelled it toward the moon.


  Silhouetted against the moon, more of the Golem stepped through into this London. Its huge, broad torso was every bit as illustrated as the rest of it. The detailed work was incredible. Even with shadow thrown across it Dorian could recognise more and more of the streets of London as the Golem emerged from the tear in the sky.


  The red sky blazed bright enough to delight any shepherd; flame crackled and spat as The Art fuelled the fire. The flames spread out across the rooftops in a sheet of fire. They weren’t angry, they were all-consuming. Dorian’s mind was driven to the last time the great city had burned, a simple baker’s fire so the story went. He saw Pudding Lane near the Golem’s belly. Unlike the tapestry in Cranleigh’s chamber there was no sense of perpetual motion, of life, to the city carved into the Golem. He had read John Evelyn’s confession, the pages excised from his diary, bound in the French style, and stowed within the Club’s library. Evelyn was one of the earliest recorded examples of a gifted one, like Stark. The man had a rare talent. He could command flame. In a time when they feared witchcraft almost as much as the wrath of God, John Evelyn was a pyromancer. He could steer fire, make it dance to his whim. He could conjure fire from the core of anything, drawing it out until it smouldered, and then erupted into flame. As the Plague gripped his city and killed rich and poor indiscriminately Evelyn conceived of a desperate plan. He opened a conduit to another London—how he knew of this other place wasn’t mentioned in the stolen pages of his diary—and harnessed the wild surge in The Art that accompanied his invasion to usher in the greatest fire he could imagine. Unfettered, the conflagration quickly became so great it raged beyond his control, and more than merely cleansing the last traces of the Plague from his city, the hungry flames devoured it body and soul.


  And now another equally unnatural fire raged.


  It was all Dorian could to do to pray to whatever higher power watched over the immortal city to shield it from the flames as they licked down from the heavens.


  But with the sky alight and tongues of fire lashing out, fear drove the bird; the starling banked away from the Golem, its tiny heart racing as its wings beat faster and faster in an attempt to escape whatever was coming.


  Dorian reached out with his mind, trying to calm the terrified creature, but there was nothing he could do. It was beyond soothing. 


  He pulled out, choosing blindness over flight.


  He pushed his consciousness out, trying to find another pair of eyes. He wanted to see what was happening. He didn’t realise what he had done until it was too late.


  Dorian Carruthers opened his borrowed eyes and looked down upon creation. For the length of the silence between heartbeats he thought he had found another bird, but then he looked down and saw his colossal fist swat the panicked starling out of the sky. The bird went tumbling but the Golem had no interest in it. It looked down at its own fist, seemingly fascinated by warren of slums carved deep into its pallid skin. It turned its hand first left and then right. The shadows of the fire danced across its massive palm. And with the realization that he had found his way into the Golem’s head came the screams.


  In a matter of seconds Dorian was overwhelmed by the sheer volume and desperation of the voices as they spiralled into an agonised crescendo—and they were voices, not a voice, not the one voice of the creature’s subconscious mind, but hundreds of distinct and frightened voices crying out, railing against everything felt and saw. The desperation trapped within their screams was horrific to hear. With an insight he could have lived without, Dorian knew precisely what he was hearing: the voices of Pandemonium. The dead and the damned crying out to be heard.


  They knew he was in there with them. They could sense his presence. It was wrong. He wasn’t meant to be there. He felt them rising up, reaching out to claw at his consciousness with serrated hooks fashioned from their suffering, with talons twisted out of their despair, with claws carved out of their angst, with barbs and blades forged from their grief.


  Dorian tried to separate himself from the Golem, to flee, to break contact and return to the darkness.


  He couldn’t.


  He was trapped.


  He pushed at the thick brow, trying to force his consciousness out, through it, beyond it, but something held him fast. It was as though his soul were shackled to the construct’s bones. He screamed then, as the first hooks bit into his soul, his voice lost beneath the others. There were glyphs on the Golem’s skin, there had to be. And now, because of his curiosity he was bound to the Golem. But what kind of glyphs? What was it that held him? 


  He pushed frantically, trying to will himself back into his own body but there was no way out.


  The voices moaned, and within them he head the infinite sadness of lives curtailed. Beneath him he saw the rooftop of the Lime House, where the corpses were laid out to allow their passage to the other side, and he knew then that he was alone with the dead . . .


  


  Chapter Fifty-Two


  
     
  


  The homunculus Cain stood in the centre of the Garden drinking in Paradise.


  Everything was just as he remembered it, and yet everything was different now. A sly smile touched his lips. This place was home, and there truly was no place like it. For the longest time he was content to simply stand there letting the memories wash over him. So little of his life had been spent in this place in comparison with the centuries of exile, and yet those few years were so fundamental in making him the daemon he had become. He could no longer think of himself as a man. But, for all that, it was funny how a place could imprint itself on the soul. Standing here now, looking at the blackened and twisted trunk of the One Tree he remembered how his father had beat him every time he approached it. It was almost impossible to imagine the tree as it had been, so full of lush life, its branches weighed down with fruit. Not that the fruit, no matter how ripe, had ever been a temptation to him. His belly had always been full and he had never felt a hunger pang whilst he lived in the Garden. Hunger, such a natural thing, hadn’t existed because there was no sense of entropy, no decline. There was no age in the Garden, and until his brother’s murder, no death. Without death there was no change. Seasons did not exist because there was no renewal. The leaves on the trees were never shed. The world within the Garden had always existed in a state of now, frozen in the moment, out of time. But Abel’s murder had changed that in the most basic and yet absolute of ways. It let death into the Garden, yes, but along with death came Time, and time was the greatest thief of all.


  Now the One Tree stood alone in the centre of the lawn, its gnarled roots grown up out of the ground while the branches hung down heavily, trailing on the grass like dragging knuckles. A single black-skinned apple clung to one of the denuded branches. The rest of the fruit lay rotting on the ground, riddled with maggots. The flesh had yellowed where the skin had been eaten through. Cain kicked aside one of the rotten apples, his smile spreading as he thought of all the problems another apple had caused his father. It was hard to believe this husk of a tree had once contained all the knowledge of the world; harder still to believe that God had been so cruel as to place it there in the centre of their walled-in Garden-world. What did he expect? Obviously the only reasonable answer to that question was He expected them to fail Him; to bite into the apple, just as he expected Pandora to open her box and let all of his darker creations out, otherwise why create them in the first place? Knowledge and evil, of course He wanted them out in the world. He wanted them to bloom. A world without knowledge could never flourish. A world without evil could never understand the true power of good. It was a world without balance and a world without balance was a world forever be trapped in this limbo where things didn’t age, didn’t mature, where wisdom did not exist and where life had no value. Death, Cain had long ago decided, was the sole thing that gave life value. That had to be the truth, the secret of the One Tree. He couldn’t know for sure because he had never partaken of the forbidden fruit, but he knew their Lord enough to know that this God of theirs was a perverse master. Why create a well and bless the water with the taste of eternity if you didn’t want your children to live forever? Why create poisonous roots and herbs if you did not want them to die?


  There was permanence in change.


  It was the only way life could flourish.


  And the one sure thing that death brought about was change.


  He ignored the bones scattered across the grass and walked toward the One Tree. He only had eyes for the grim tree. Within the ridges of blackened bark he began to see the outline of a man take shape as he neared. At first he assumed it was simply shadow play, a trick of the light on the bark as he moved closer, the angle of the sun shifting or some such, but he quickly realised it was no such thing. It wasn’t a carving either. Nor was it a Green Man formed from lichen and moss and knots in the bark. Twenty feet away it became obvious that it was a man, though how he had become trapped within the twist trunk of the tree itself Cain had no idea. He stopped ten feet away from the great bole, his breathing quickening.


  He knew the face that looked back at him. He knew it as well as his own. Better, in fact, because vanity was not one of his sins.


  He stared almost lovingly at the thick creases in the bark that made up the man’s face, half-expecting the man to flash one of his bright shining smiles, only of course it wasn’t a man at all. Cain stared at the face of the angel, once first among them all, before his own fall from grace. The Morning Star fallen from Heaven. Even rendered in the shadows and deep lines of rotten bark it was the most beautiful face Cain had ever set eyes upon. The prodigal Cain reached out, his fingers lingering upon every line of the Morning Star’s face lovingly. His reaction to the angel shocked him. Given the blood of so many angel-kind that stained his hands it was incongruous that he should feel something akin to adoration for the son of dawn. But there it was, undeniable. He allowed his touch to linger over the fallen angel’s cheek.


  I must wake him. That is why I returned. That is what my God always intended. That is why I was banished and not killed, and that is why Uriel could not stand in my way now. This moment was preordained. 


  The thoughts entered his mind unbidden.


  He felt the rightness of them.


  It had always been his destiny to put the Morning Star back in the dawn sky.


  But how?


  What incantation would wake the sleeper?


  What sacrifice?


  He felt the tree stir beneath his touch, as though responding to the surge of love he felt. And he understood the Morning Star’s punishment better than anyone alive—after all his had been the same. By loving so deeply and intensely he had been condemned to exist forever apart from His love. That was how perverse their God was.


  He looked around, but the thought was already there, bright in his mind. That last fruit still clinging to the withered branch of the One Tree. Taste the fruit, feel all the knowledge of creation flood into his brain and being, and with it all of the answers to questions that had yet to even occur to him.


  Cain reached up, plucking the last fruit from the black tree, and took a bite. His teeth crunched through to the core. The juice of the black apple trickled down his dry throat even as he chewed the rest of it. He swallowed, not knowing what to expect. Would all knowledge suddenly assail him in a torrent of visions? Or would it just be there, known? How would he find the answer he needed to help the Morning Star from this hell, frozen out of time in the flesh of a rotten tree?


  But the fruit was different now, the wisdom it contained as blackened as its skin and the branch that bore it. The darkest wisdom and blackest secrets of all creation flowered within him. A chill passed over his soul.


  The first image that rose up, all encompassing, was of bathing in the blood of angels to open the gate to Eden. It was about more than the blood of innocence, it was about spilling the blood of his brother’s keeper. It was his first glimpse of the truth. And with it came so many more fragments of knowledge, all of them together combining to overwhelm him. And he began to see what it would take to raise the archangel they called so many names but never his own. The names filled his mind like taunts: Phosphorous, Light-Bearer, Morning Star, Day Star, Stella Matutina, Venus, Lumiel, The Torch of Baphomet, Masema, Devil, Azazel, Eosphorus, Satariel, Baal Davar, Lucifer, Belial, Serpent, Tempter, Iblis, Adversary, Satan and so many more twisted names. Not once did they call him by his true name, Sataniel, marking him as brother of Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, and Uriel.


  And that was the key, Cain knew. Uriel, his brother’s keeper . . .


  But it was like staring into a mirror the moment after it has been shattered into hundreds of thousands of pieces, some thinner than a whisper in the cold air, others thick and chunky but no less delicate. They showed everything, the world all at once, but it wasn’t the world he knew. It was diffracted and refracted, convex and concave and just plain wrong. Before he could fixate on the slain archangel at the centre of the pattern the fragments of—what were they? Memory? Knowledge?—mirrored glass were consumed by fire. The first tongue of flame licked at the sharp edge of the memory-shard, charring it black, and then, like that, it started to smoke and burn and in the space of two heartbeats, three, it went from smouldering to burning to gone. But even in that there was more wisdom. The archangels were creatures of fire, while he, Cain, son of Adam, was a creature of clay.


  The Morning Star seemed to smile at him through the rough bark, approving his thought as they traversed the wilderness of mirrors. Cain reached out to touch the living wood once again, as though he could feel the angel beneath its rough surface. No matter how important to his father, it was just wood, and wood burned. It was one of its many uses. Ironic then that it had been turned into a prison for a creature of fire. They burned when they were brought into this world, and then in everything they did they burned, burned, burned, burned, burned. Why then wouldn’t they burn when they left this world? The warmth of the Morning Star’s smile filled him.


  Cain turned his back on the black tree and returned to Uriel’s corpse.


  The sky above him was red with flame. Something was happening in the city he had left behind. It did not concern him.


  He knelt at the side of the dead angel. He could feel the heat coming off his corpse in waves. When a clay being died it turned cold and decayed . . . but when a creature of fire died, like the phoenix beast, it rose up in flame leaving only ash behind. Uriel would burn. It was part of the ascension ritual. Cain grasped the black angel under the arms and dragged him bodily across the grass toward the tree. As he neared he felt the heat rising beneath Uriel’s skin. By the time Cain had dragged his dead weight to a spot in the shade of the black tree, every inch of the archangel’s ebon skin rippled with subcutaneous bubbles. It began as one or two, seemingly responding to the homunculus’s touch but quickly, as the flesh beneath was brought to the boil, hundreds of bubbles welled up, the water in Uriel’s corpse evaporating, and as it changed state the gases bloated up beneath the skin looking for a weakness in the skin to escape through, just as the angel’s soul had in that pulse of pure white light that had lit the constellations in the moments after its death. 


  Cain did not have time to wait for nature to take its inevitable course. He looked around for where he had dropped his sword stick—such a wonderful invention of this polite society, like the pistol, a way of killing without getting blood on your hands. It was so much more civilised than beating your victim to death with the sharp edge of a stone. He found it lying on the last step on the other side of the Ald Gate. The homunculus hesitated for a moment, unsure whether leaving the Garden again would mean he could never return—there were no angels left for him to kill, after all—or if now that he had returned the curse that had enforced his exile from His love had been forever broken.


  In the end he decided it wasn’t worth the risk.


  ”Civilization is overrated,” he said, turning his back on the open gate. ”There’s plenty to be said for getting your hands dirty every now and again.”


  The Garden had never been proofed against murder—the intention and therefore the need—hadn’t existed before Cain left, and after his exile the place could never be the same again. It couldn’t return to innocence. It took him a few minutes to find what he was looking for and even as his hand closed around it he knew it was the same stone. This time he allowed himself the luxury of memory. It had the feeling of ritual about it. Uriel’s blood was still fresh on the stone, but the memory of a much more distant murder was buried deep within it. It felt good to hold it in his hand once again. The stone had a sharp edge where it had been broken like a flint up against another harder stone. That edge would cut through flesh and bone eventually, if he delivered the blows with enough force.


  Of course he didn’t need to completely remove the angel’s skull to vent the fire. Opening it up would be enough.


  Cain returned to the tree. Under the shelter of its gnarled branches he felt an immediate and all-consuming sense of calm settle on his shoulders. The world beyond the branches ceased to exist to him. He knew it was a form of madness, but then so was so much of his life that it didn’t matter. He hefted the stone in his hand, amazed that it was still here and that he had found it so easily. That too was the nature of madness. It made everything seem so right. Fated.


  And then he went to work on opening up the angel’s skull with the sharp edge of the stone. Again and again, Cain brought the stone down. At first it was messy work. The skin split. There was blood. It didn’t pump because there was no heart to drive it. It didn’t need to. Every new blow with the stone splashed up more and more blood until the grass around them was soaked with it. And Cain was covered with it. It was slick and sticky beneath his fingers but not once did the homunculus lose his grip on the stone. And each time as the stone struck, bone sparks flashed, again and again. The bone cracked, first with the smallest hairlines that widened into fissure as the plates were driven apart. Cain hollowed out the archangel’s skull, and then as the bone cracked wide open on the emptiness that had been Uriel’s core, and the gaseous bubbles beneath the Uriel’s skin leaked out through the ragged wounds left by the sharp stone, a single spark ignited.


  All it took was one spark.


  The flame burned blue, so hot it scorched the earth as it chased around the archangel’s corpse. The rippling gas bubbles made it seem for a moment as though Uriel struggled to rise, and then the corpse caved in on itself and the fire spread out questing for things to burn.


  Cain stepped back as the angelfire raced across the grass, scouring the earth, and found the tree.


  Above him, the fire in the sky seemed to mirror the fire below, blanketing the sky from horizon to horizon as it danced. He felt the heat from all sides; beating down on him from above; driving him back from the tree as its branches burned to cinder and crumbled, raining down in soot and char; coming out from the last vestiges of the dead angel as his corpse turned to ash. There was no mercy from the flame. But the fiercest heart came from the Morning Star himself, wreathed in flame, emerged from the One Tree.


  And he was beautiful.


  There were no words. Cain felt the breath rush away from his lips and fell to his knees. He could not bring himself to look up, such was the radiance of the naked Sataniel. He understood all of his names now: Light-Bearer, Bright One, Morning Star, Torch. Every name reflected the fierce nature of his fire. Fire, fire, burning bright . . . Unable to bear the pain of Sataniel’s perfection, Cain pressed his face to the ground, trying to bury his gaze in the dirt.


  He had never felt more like a child of clay.


  Cain wept. Not the heart-wrenching sobs of sorrow, rather the silent tears of rapture. Sataniel was beyond beautiful. Even with his face pressed into the dirt of Eden the homunculus could see the angel burned into his mind’s eye. Fire burned beneath Sataniel’s skin. Cain could feel the overwhelming warmth of it. The kindness. This he had not expected. What had he expected? Wrath? Hatred? Even Sataniel’s shadow as it fell across him sent a delicious thrill surging through Cain’s blood. It was almost sexual with its potency.


  Sataniel spoke, his voice tender and every bit as beautiful as his face. ”I do not demand devotion, Kabil, murderer of Habil,” he lapsed into thoughtful silence, but still Cain did not dare raise his head. Cain had not heard those other names in forever, but as with Sataniel, they were merely names, not true names. He had been called worse, that much was true. ”Do you still hear him crying for vengeance? For the destruction of your seed? That was the justice of my Father, turn one brother against another, just as he had turned Micha’el against me,” the Morning Star lapsing again into silence. The silence stretched out so long that Cain looked up to see Sataniel gazing sadly at what remained of Uriel’s earthly form.


  ”It seems we both lost brothers in this place,” he said finally. There was no denying the sadness in his voice.


  Cain did not answer him.


  He could not speak.


  ”How could we have been so blind as to ever think this was paradise? Look at it, look,” he demanded, and Cain did, even though he knew exactly what he was going to see. It did not look like paradise. It didn’t look anything like the Garden he had grown up in. Was Uriel right? Had he done this? Had he destroyed paradise? Once, he might have taken a perverse sort of pride in the notion, but now, bathed in the warmth of Sataniel’s presence, he only felt loss. ”Now tell me, what do you see?”


  The homunculus Cain had no answer.


  ”I see a wretched reflection of my home. There’s nothing here. This place is a pale shadow. We are all of us shadows, reflections. Do you know what my brother’s name means?” he asked, ”Micha’el, Who is Like God.” Cain felt the sadness way heavy about him as Sataniel remembered some fantastic place. ”It was always a question, not an answer, but he never understood that. The only answer was always no one, no one is like God, not man, not angel. Just like this place is no paradise. Stand, walk with me,” Sataniel said, holding out his hand for Cain to take.


  The homunculus found himself rising and reaching out for the Morning Star’s hand. Sataniel nodded, a gentle smile touching his rich full lips. A crow lay in the grass at his feet. Cain hadn’t noticed it before. It was almost as though by mentioning his brother the bird’s carcass had been returned, drawn up out of the blackened earth. And with it, more memories surfaced.


  As though reading his mind, Sataniel held his hand a little tighter, offering assurance, and said, ”While Father gave my brother a sword with which to strike me down, he chose to martyr yours and raised him up to the rank of Judge of Souls. Hardly seems fair does it? But that is how he always was, bring one brother closer to His love, cast the other out into the cold. The pattern repeats and repeats if you care to look for it. It’s the tragedy that is existence. We are not so different, you and I. Walk with me, Kabil who is Cain, son of the serpent. It is time to leave paradise,” but the way he said it left Cain in no doubt that the Morning Star thought of this place as anything but paradise.


  Cain cast one last lingering look back at the blackened tree, and at the wild grass and the withered plants, at the borders and the climbers and the bones. Having fought so desperately to find his way home he was reluctant to leave it so soon. He felt no affinity for the place. It wasn’t his home, and with that realization came the truth: it never had been. He wasn’t his brother; he wasn’t his father. Of course he wasn’t. Did the Morning Star know his father’s true nature? Did he understand the completeness of the betrayal in the Garden? He didn’t think so. It had taken him centuries to understand it himself, otherwise he wouldn’t have mentioned his brother, Micha’el, Who is Like God . . . the truth was so close if you thought about it. Man was made in ’God’s image. His father, Adam, the archangel Micha’el and God himself bore the same face. But that wasn’t the whole truth was it? That was a story fit for a fairy tale, like doppelgängers and homunculi and daemons crawled out of the pit. Adam had never been fashioned in God’s reflection, it had always been the vanity of Micha’el. Who is like God? Cain thought bitterly.


  They were the children of Micha’el, fashioned from the dirt of the earth. There was nothing remotely divine about the children born of clay. They lied to themselves, repeating those same lies over and over; how they were made in His image; how the Morning Star fell because he refused to bow down to the first man; how then the serpent destroyed paradise for them. But all of those lies spilled from the same source, trying to hide the truth that they were not God’s children at all, but rather were born of Micha’el’s vanity.


  Being cast out for eternity to wander, incapable of true death and final rest, had given him a unique insight into the lies humanity told itself. Perhaps he should become a prophet for a while? Walk the world spreading the real truth as he passed by. Of course, they would not thank him for it. Cain smiled at the notion, seeing churches and cathedrals and all of those so-called Houses of God come crumbling down in his mind’s eye. Pick up a stone, break a stick of wood, he wouldn’t be there.


  And then, again, that uncertainty: did Sataniel know that his brother archangel had sired mankind?


  ”I have always known,” the Morning Star said gently. ”How could I not? I can see my brother in every one of his creations. I cannot see my Father in a single one of them.”


  Of course he did, Cain realised, even as Sataniel spoke. Micha’el had cast him out from Heaven and imprisoned him in the tree. Only Micha’el had been strong enough, or so he led them to believe, but that was just another lie. Micha’el had banished his brother in anger. He had refused to bow down to the imperfections Micha’el had created—it had never been about God, their Father. Sataniel had refused to worship mankind because they were completely lacking in the divine. They were born of jealousy, vanity, all of these supposedly human flaws.


  He had told Uriel that he had killed God. It wasn’t true. It wasn’t the Father he had slain. It was Micha’el, Who is Like God, that ruled Heaven, and it was Micha’el, the impostor he had killed.


  Where then was God?


  If the angels were family then He was the absent Father.


  Perhaps it was Micha’el himself who had killed his Father? The first and worst patricide? How else could he have gotten away with raising up his own children from the clay and playing at being creator? It would explain so much the believers out there beyond the Garden wall couldn’t explain or tried to wash away as simply being sin.


  Flame dripped from their clasped hands. It sizzled and spat as it landed on the grass, searing into the earth. It didn’t burn out. Instead it spread out with the two of them standing at the epicentre of the fire as it chased to the four corners of Eden, consuming everything it touched in its unquenchable fire. Cain saw the flames rising, but they didn’t register. His mind was filled with the revelation of his existence, that he was the son of Micha’el, and by extrapolation, nephew of the archangel holding his hand now.


  But he was so far from angelkind . . .


  So removed as to be unrecognizable.


  There was nothing divine about the homunculus, Cain.


  Cain did not feel his flesh burning, and the angelfire didn’t creep above the wrist of his right hand. The crackle of the flames intensified as they reached the tree, dry bones cracked and snapped under the intense heat. The fire chased up the trunk of the blackened tree and out along the skeletal limbs, seemingly bridging the burning tree and the fire in the sky so that all of paradise was lit up red.


  Cain turned his back on the place he had called home long since after it had ceased being so.


  Sataniel led him toward the Ald Gate and the Land of Nod beyond the ’Garden’s walls. He didn’t once look back at the tree that had been his prison for so long. He didn’t need to see it burn to know that it was gone, purged from the earth right down to the deepest roots.


  ”There are still those living beyond the gates that would serve me,” Sataniel said, stopping just inside the gate. His gaze grew distant as he reached out to the black hearts and blacker minds that still offered worship to the Lord of the Flies. A beatific smile spread across his beautiful face. ”Yes, there are,” he said, and Cain could not tell if the Morning Star was assuring himself or if he had found them. ”So many, so many,” he sighed.  The look of pure unadulterated bliss on Sataniel’s face spread in the silence that followed. The Bright One was communing with his flock. ”We are the light,” he breathed, the words seeming to swell to fill the distant city spread out before them. The words rippled across the night sky, alive, crackling, filling the world. ”We are the flame, burn, burn, burn with me, burn.”


  He nodded to Cain.


  They stepped through the gate together.


  Behind them, Eden burned.


  


  The God Particle III


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Fifty-Three


  
     
  


  Fabian Stark found himself adrift, his consciousness reaching out to have and to hold anything that could slow his dissipation. It was a marriage of need and desperation. The scattering of his soul went beyond the four winds. It went beyond the reaches of the Prime Material and Mother London and rippling out in a sine wave across each and every one of the oblique cities that there ever had been, ever could be, never will be and never was. And he found himself being absorbed into everything and anything, God for a moment once more. But a helpless deity. He could not change things or influence them. He was merely a spectator, no matter that his soul touched every atom and particle of these places.


  Given the nature of his death it was only natural that the one unfailing anchor across every time, every plane in each and every oblique city, should be a statue.


  He reached out, trying to fasten on to any of them, any stone that might weigh him down and slow the scattering of his soul. And occasionally he would snag something and linger for a heartbeat or two, only to spiral away again, losing himself. But in those moments where he lingered he made discoveries. Mind racing, Fabian Stark tried to process what these revelations meant. For one, across every realm there were consistencies, places that his mind recognised simply for the fact that they remained unchanged, people who were to all intents and purposes the same as the people he knew.


  But he never once saw another of his brother Gentleman Knights as his consciousness dispersed, no matter how far from the root of his existence he travelled. There were not infinite variations of McCreedy or Millington or Locke, they were unique to Mother London. It was a staggering realization, for even as he had wrestled with the concept of infinite possibilities he had assumed that every road not taken would create a radically different future and an unrecognizable city, but in truth in so many of these other places London was still recognizably his London. Those similarities helped him maintain a firm grasp on his own identity, keeping not only the physical details of face and body in his mind, but the more subtle personality aspects that made him every bit as unique as McCreedy and the others.


  Eustace Mason—the current chamberlain’s father—was the only member of his ”team” he did encounter in these other places. And in each place he stood as a last crusader, sword in hand, gun in hand, flail, mace, holy water, whatever weapon offered the greatest chance of survival against the oncoming storm. And in every place that same voice cried out: burn with me!


  He didn’t know what that meant.


  He didn’t know what any of it meant.


  It was all he could do to remember himself; to focus on the person that had been Fabian Stark right up until the moment that he had sealed off the lost hour and trapped the Meringias, becoming stone.


  Stone.


  Like one of Hertz’s giant radio antenna, Nelson’s column in the centre of Trafalgar Square, was a beacon to the lost. It called out to him. Drew him. It flashed through his mind in thousands of incarnations, every subtle variation of the granite Lord Admiral and the bronze lions standing guard at his feet; different stone, different features, different animals, every possible connotation was played out across the infinite oblique cities. Where the stone in some had atrophied; where moss and vines crept up to reclaim it as London herself fell to Nature; where the huge column shone out like marble under a glaring sun; where protesters draped flags that had nothing to do with nations or pride around the plinths; where crowds gathered and rioters fought. It was always there.


  As were the giant lords of the concrete jungle.


  He reached for the lions.


  Then he saw the girl. He didn’t know her name but he had seen her face only moments before—moments—millennia. There was no time where he had gone. But that did not change the fact that he recognised her face. He had seen it beneath the mask of ice worn by the other Victoria, the grief-stricken queen who had violated every dimension in search of her dead love, and he knew she was vital.


  He heard the bells of London chiming thirteen while rain sheeted down, drumming angrily on the empty street. He willed himself closer and felt himself opening his eyes even though they had never been closed. It was the most peculiar sensation, akin to waking up in a borrowed body. The girl held her hands up palms bared as though showing him she was defenceless, though why she would need to do such a thing escaped him.


  He wanted to calm her, to tell her it was all right, she was safe, he would not harm her but even as he opened his mouth the sound of the lion’s roar filled the square.


  She edged back a step and then another.


  The sound came from deep in his throat and climbed violently into the night. The rain ran in red tears across his sight. Rust, he realised. The rain was full of rust.


  The girl was alone in the square with Landseer’s lions, and Fabian was back in Mother London, though not in any way he could have foreseen. He reached out with his mind, touching all four of the bronze lions. A part of him, it seemed, was with each, like limbs, though his consciousness was firmly rooted in only one of them. He bounded down from the pedestal. The sheer amount of strength trapped within his bronze body was daunting. He prowled toward her, pressing his bronze nose up against her legs, then went down on his forepaws and lowered his head to the ground. It was the only thing he could think to do to show her he was no threat, that she was safe, and that no matter what he would protect her. He brought the three remaining lions down from their plinths and presented them to her.


  Up above a murder of crows circled.


  The rain came down.


  Fabian Stark tossed back his head, startled by the sudden and powerful surge of The Art in the night. Death was close. More than death. He caught the fragrance of the Meringias—but that was impossible, the daemon could not have escaped the lost hour. But something else had . . . something else carried the stink of that place.


  Stark roared, then took off toward the house on Grays Inn Road, willing the girl to follow. He didn’t know what that other escapee was, but he didn’t need to. He could smell the death that clung to it, the reek of Pandemonium, and the only thing he could think to do to protect the girl was to get her to the house. There was nowhere safer in the city, and no one he trusted more with her safety than Mason. The man was more than merely a servant, he knew now, he was the last hope of the damned.


  On the corner of the square he looked back over his shoulder.


  She was following him.


  He dipped his great head, hoping she read it as approval, and took off toward Holborn.


  


  The Dead Gates


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Fifty-Four


  
     
  


  Brannigan Locke crept silently away from the table and took a swallow from the phial loaded with the antidote to the Shadwell water. He couldn’t risk the possibility that Arnos was not bluffing. The man was certainly unpredictable enough to poison everyone in the room without thinking twice about it. Locke breathed deeply, slowly, measuring his movements so he made no sudden moves. He checked the faces around the table. None of them had noticed he was gone from his seat. The dead-faced Gatekeepers gave nothing away. They didn’t appear to see him, but when he touched their minds there were none of the familiar neuron pulses and electric impulses that signified brain activity. It was as akin to touching the mind of a corpse, but, in effect that is exactly what the Seven were. Still, he planted the suggestion, hoping his gift would work on the undead as well as it did on the living.


  It was a relatively simply deception, under normal circumstances at least. Minds were suggestible. People saw what they wanted or expected to see. As far as the members of the Conclave were concerned, he was still sitting in his chair, fingers steepled, deep in thought. But the fact that he needed to maintain it inside so many minds simultaneously made it considerably more strenuous than it otherwise would have been.


  Locke reached out with calming thoughts to sooth their minds. It was like a silky touch brushing against their consciousness one after the other, whispering on to the next as he steered their attention away from him. While the trick wasn’t the same as making himself invisible, in certain circumstances it was every bit as effective as Napier’s light manipulation. Their minds would only register what he allowed them to, meaning they would only see what he wanted them to see. Essentially, it was as simple as that. He sub-vocalised the lie he wanted to place into each of their minds, urging them to believe it.


  They needed to believe he was still at the table if he was going to be able to sneak out.


  It was a straightforward suggestion, but still, he hated the fact that he was forced to use his gift on his friends. It was an unwritten rule they all abided by—they did not use their talents upon one and other. And for good reason. There were things he could do with his mind that did not bear thinking about. He could drive a weaker mind to madness, plant nightmares as easily as he could plant suggestions, and inflict physical pain by triggering nerves, even override the autonomic responses of the body, causing synapses to misfire. He could do all of this and more, but to use his talents on his friends was an invasion every bit as much a violation as to take a woman against her will.


  But, he rationalised the invasion to himself even as he planted the false perceptions, he had no choice in the matter. Not this time. Something was wrong here. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but so many little things came together it was impossible to ignore them. The haste with which the Conclave was convened in the wake of the Meringias’s attack, the breaching of the Catamine Stair, Stark’s sacrifice, even the fallen angel; then there was the location that had been chosen for the Conclave, the secrecy and the merry dance the boy had led them through the slums, this whole shtick with the auto-icon and its supposed message from the other side, that someone had warded the chamber to keep Dorian out disturbed him more than anything. It was deliberate. Those glyphs only affected him, his second sight. Whoever it was behind the whole charade knew about his blindness, but more worryingly, knew how he compensated for it, pushing his consciousness into other minds and looking out through borrowed eyes. The glyph had been crafted specifically to nullify Dorian’s sight. They wanted to keep him out. That was warning enough.


  Locke was no fool.


  Something was very definitely rotten in the City State of London.


  Someone was deliberately separating them. That was the only reasonable conclusion he could draw, and extrapolating that deduction, it had to be someone who not only knew about their gifts, which was damaging enough, but someone who knew about things that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. Someone who knew them almost as well as they knew themselves.


  The thought sent a shiver down the ladder of his spine.


  Even as he slipped away from the table, the thought that he was playing into their hands, whoever they were, wormed away in the back of his mind. He ignored it, reaching out to smooth over the disconnect in what the others saw.


  He crept out of the chamber, turning as he reached the threshold to look back at the table and at the Seven lining the room. The auto-icon held them rapt. Locke slipped through the door, easing it closed behind him.


  Burn with me, burn, burn, burn . . . the imperative swelled to fill his mind, the voice behind it irresistible. The sheer ferocity of the command, which began as a whisper and ended as an overwhelming scream inside his head, echoing over and over, burn with me, burn, burn, burn, brought Brannigan Locke to his knees.


  Head down, hands over his ears, he moaned as he clutched at his temples. When he looked up again thin trickles of blood ran from his ears. He pulled his hands away, slick with blood and stared at them. The words lingered in his mind. Burn with me, burn, burn, burn, burn, burn, burn . . . It was only as they faded finally he realised that he had lost his grip on the psionic suggestion. Anyone who looked, really looked, would see that he wasn’t at the table with them and raise the alarm.


  Locke struggled to stand, leaving a bloody handprint on the wall where he steadied himself. He swallowed hard and stumbled across the marble floor of the anteroom toward the main reception area and the street beyond.


  He did not see the Seven turn as one, the dead faces expressionless.


  Nor did he see the fire in their eyes.


  


  Chapter Fifty-Five


  
     
  


  Locke reached the marble staircase and cast a lingering look back over his shoulder towards the Conclave’s chamber. The ceiling was high, vaulted with thick timbers, with a line of windows just below the lowest braces. There was a crystal chandelier in the geometric centre of the ceiling, the lowest glass still twenty feet and more above his head. It hung from a metal chain. Silver moonlight streamed down from those high windows in bright unbroken beams. The chandelier painted a moonbow on the furthest wall. Dust motes hung lazily in the moonbeams but they weren’t what stopped him dead in his tracks. He hadn’t noticed it before, but the keystone above the door was set with a small Green Man relief, branches and vines sprouting from the leafy face’s mouth. By itself there was nothing untoward with the foliate head; it was a symbol of rebirth, of renaissance, resurrection. They were common in churches throughout the country. There were three representations of the foliate head: the first simply called the Foliate Head, completely covered in vegetation; the second, the Disgorging Head, spewing vegetation from its mouth; and the third, the Bloodsucker Head, which sprouted vegetation from all of its facial orifices, mouth, nose and eyes. In some places the foliate head might have been symbolic of fertility, drawing upon woodland spirits like the woodwose to bless or protect the chamber, but not here, not now.


  Now, with the Devil’s Cup on the other side of the threshold, the head’s numinous quality was unnervingly eerie. The fact that it was a Bloodsucker Head only served to make it more so, with the Seven, creatures vampiric in their nature, standing guard within the Conclave.


  The foliate head was a throwback to the pre-Christian days of the country when people worshipped the elements, and of course, the Horned One who went by many names: Cernunnos, Dhu’l Karnain, Ammon-Zeus, Janicot, Atho, Herne the Hunter, or simply the Horned God. There were elements of Pan, Puck, Faunus, Jack-in-the-Green, the Holly King and other impish sprites in the iconography of the Horned God, but with the god’s ”vitality” owing more to do with the sexual proclivity that accompanied his worship than it did the magic of the seasons or the sun or the moon, the Horned God served as the foundation for the Christian concept of the Devil, earning him many more names in the process.


  One of those was Sataniel.


  Another was Osiris.


  The line of reasoning sent a chill through Locke’s heart.


  His mind raced, trying to remember everything he had ever heard about the Horned God.


  He kept coming back to a single thought: those who held to the old ways and still offered worship to the Horned One were cast out as witches, accused of worshipping the Devil, and burned for their sins.


  Burn with me, burn, burn, burn . . .


  He felt his legs buckle and clutched the railing to stop himself from falling.


  They had just held their most sacred gathering in a chamber dedicated to the Horned God, and had drunk poison from his chalice.


  Brannigan Locke stared in horror as the door beneath the relief opened and one of the Seven slipped out. The creature’s thick-browed, atavistic face was devoid of anything approaching expression or emotion. It wasn’t until it drew closer that Locke saw the full intensity of the hate in its eyes. It was as though a veil had been pulled back revealing the true nature of the vampire. It glided toward him was a grace that belied its clumsy form. Locke had never truly trusted or been at ease around the creatures; you earned mythologies, like the old truism about smoke and fire went. The Seven had earned every one of the stories that had sprung up around them. It was naive to think otherwise.


  The vampire’s footfalls didn’t make so much as a sound on the marble floor as it came at him.


  Locke didn’t react.


  At least not visibly.


  He pushed with his mind, trying once more to hide himself. It was stupid and arrogant of him to believe he could manipulate the mind of one of the oldest entities on the planet, but that didn’t stop him from plunging into the darkness that was the vampire’s mind.


  A single thought blazed across the creature’s consciousness: They come!


  The excitement behind the thought was palpable.


  And for a fraction of a moment the vampire’s mind lit up ablaze, swollen with light and colour and the cackle of fire, and amid the flames Brannigan Locke saw two figures walking hand in hand through one of the old gates of the London Wall. It took him a moment to recognise it as the Ald Gate. One of the men was tall and impossibly beautiful, more radiant than all of the flames converged, while the other was barely recognizable as Nathaniel Seth, the Brethren’s operative responsible for this cataclysmic chain of events they were trapped in now. Locke recognised him, though he knew him by a different name, Geb, after the Egyptian Earth God. It was an affectation, of course. Nathaniel Seth was no more divine than Locke. But the vampire did not think of that wreck of humanity by either name, instead recognised the man as Cain. The flames intensified, so much so he could almost feel their heat fire his blood. Cain. The first murderer.


  And then he was brutally expelled from the vampire’s thoughts.


  The dislocation was violent and disorientating.


  That disorientation saved his life.


  With less than three paces between them, its emaciated white hand reached out toward Locke, as though to stroke his cheek. It was an intimate gesture, tender almost, but it was that very tenderness that caused Locke to reel back away from it.


  His heels tripped on the bottom stair.


  Locke fell backwards, scrambling. He reached out beneath him instinctively, as the vampire’s claws tore through the air where his throat had been.


  The transformation that came over the creature was as shocking as it was sudden. It tossed its head back, jaw distending, skin shrivelling and the stretching across the broad planes of its cheeks and brow as the bones beneath elongated, sharpening. He didn’t have eyes for anything else. It was horrifically similar to the transformation that overcame McCreedy when he unleashed his Anafanta and became a wolf, only now the beast let the killer inside rise up. The agony of the transformation became a cruel smile as the creature’s lips peeled away from feral incisors. The teeth were crusted yellow with age but that didn’t lessen the cruelty of the smile they lurked behind. Truly, now, in its purest form, the creature became a vampire of legend. Gone now was the atavistic throwback with its ugly features. In its place stood the true guardian of the Cripple Gate. It moved with unerring grace that belied the sheer economy of its movement. There was not so much as a whisper of unnecessary motion. Beneath the suit of clothes that only moments before had seemed loose-fitting muscles bunched now, corded with hunger. There was so much strength pent up within the gatekeeper it was scary. Locke was no seven stone weakling, but the vampire was Goliath to his David.


  It slashed at the air again.


  Locke rolled away from the blow, barely fast enough to duck beneath the scything claws. Still, the thick, dirt-smeared nails racked across his throat, drawing blood. Half an inch deeper and he would have died there and then. His eyes flew open at the sting of the barbed nails.


  It was instinctive, fight or flight.


  Lying sprawled on his back against the sharp ridges of the stairs, neither was practical or even particularly possible. Locke threw himself to his right—the creature’s left, banking on it being the vampire’s weaker side. With no weapon at hand it was the best he could manage. The creature’s claws raked across the marble stairs where his head had been only seconds before. Like a turtle helpless on its back, Locke struggled to stand but the vampire wouldn’t give him the room.


  This wasn’t a fight he could win.


  Not like this.


  Not with brawn.


  The guardian was more than his match physically.


  Brannigan Locke squirmed on his back, desperately trying to see beyond the vampire’s bulk. The Villain Kings had been cautious with their planning; there was none of the ostentatious ornamentation he would have expected in the great halls of stately homes or great palaces of the city; no glaives, Lochabers, pikes, partisans or claymores; no maces or mauls, nor flails or even plain old fashioned morning stars; not even a shield offering the heraldic device of the house in which they had gathered. It was useless. The place was empty. Again he was struck by the realization that their enemy knew them, and knew them well enough not merely to isolate Dorian from the others, but to remove anything he might be capable of manipulating with his mind. Telekinesis was useless without an environment to interact with.


  He crabbed backwards, two steps up the staircase.


  At any moment—surely—the door to the Conclave would burst open and McCreedy and the others would come charging out. There was no way on God’s earth he could maintain the suggestion now. They would know he was gone. And when they did they would come running.


  The vampire’s clawed fist slammed into the marble stair beside his head, powdering the stone.


  Locke crabbed up three more steps, palms and heels scuffing on the stairs.


  His heart pounded, the blood pumping through his veins. He was scared. Fear drove his blood. His pulse drummed in his ears. The vampire looked at him then, naked hunger in its eyes. Its tongue laved across sharp teeth and its smile spread slowly wider, becoming ever more predatory. He was in no doubt that the creature could hear every drumbeat of his heart and could smell the blood in his veins.


  Locke saw the final moments of transition in its eyes as the last vestiges of humanity were supplanted once and for all by the beast within. And as everything human died, the Cripple Gate vampire dropped to the floor and crawled closer on all fours, nails drumming one-two-three-four one-two-three-four on marble slabs.


  Locke pushed back up four more stairs, rising halfway toward the first curve in the grand staircase.


  Behind the creature’s shoulder, moonlight caught the glass chandelier, refracting in a moonbow across the far wall, red and yellow and green and blue, though the remaining colours bled into one and other.


  Locke pushed out at the vampire’s mind again but there was no penetrating the darkness this time. The words ”They come!” rang out like a promise. He recoiled from them, his gaze fixing on the teardrops of glass hanging from the chandelier. Could he wrench one of them free with his mind and turn it into a weapon? Possibly, but in truth it would be like David hurling a pebble at the giant Goliath . . . but that, of course, was the entire point of the story wasn’t it? A pebble had felled the giant. It wouldn’t happen twice; this wasn’t a parable. Still, what choice did he have? He pushed his gift at the glass tears, willing one to work its way free of the chandelier. The entire chandelier began to shiver against the chain that suspended it from the ceiling. The shivers quickly grew in urgency, becoming frantic. And as they did so the glass began to glow, softly at first. Locke thought it was the moonlight catching in the facets but as the red deepened to the colour of a molten flame he knew it wasn’t. Even from the staircase he could feel the heat radiating off the glass chandelier. The glass surface of the teardrops began to slump beneath their own weight as the heat undermined the integrity of their structure. Each teardrop stretched and thinned to a point where those on the higher tiers of the chandelier began to bleed into the ones below, coming together to form whisper-thin six-inch-long blades of molten glass.


  And all the while his mind filled with the same heat.


  Burn with me, burn, burn, burn . . .


  He pushed at the chandelier with his gift, setting it to spinning on the chain, faster and faster as the chain shortened, then twisted back on itself. The hanging glass blades rose on their own orbits, gravitational forces pulling them away from the metal links that anchored them to the chandelier even as they cooled and hardened. 


  The Cripple Gate vampire reared up, scrambling forward six steps in a wild leap, and lashed out. Its nails raked across the side of Locke’s face. He barely had the presence of mind to lurch away from the attack; he had been fixated upon the chandelier, allowing himself to become trapped in the glass. Even as the nails bit deep, slicing through his skin to get at the bone of his temple, the first of the glass daggers wrenched free of the metal link anchoring it to the chandelier and speared down toward the beast’s back. In the split second that followed the first of the whisper-thin glass blades penetrating the vampire’s back, thirty more blades tore free of the chandelier and fell in a deadly rain.


  Locke bit back on the agony of the vampire’s nails dragging against the bone of his skull and used his gift to guide each and every one of them into the Cripple Gate vampire’s body. He didn’t need to speed their fall, merely direct it. The height of the ceiling meant they plunged into the vampire with a force far greater than any he could have delivered with his own hands. 


  The beast seemed not to notice, not at first, but its ignorance couldn’t last as it was opened up wider and wider. Thirty-one six-inch glass spikes pierced its flesh, each tip narrowed to a perfect single molecule by his telekinetic manipulation, crucifying the beast. It roared and raged, thrashing beneath the unexpected brutality of the assault.


  And then one pierced its heart.


  There was no blood.


  In that moment of dissolution the vampire’s eyes flared impossibly wide and its jaw stretched around a scream as age stole across its skin. The furrows across its brow became deep creases, the deep creases darkened into fissures, the white of bone suddenly bare in stark contrast to the crusting skin that clung to it. The fine lines around its lips cracked and crumbled stretching the vampire’s mouth wider and wider still as the desiccated flesh flaked away to leave a leering rictus that stretched across its entire face. The perfume of decay filled the antechamber as the Cripple Gate vampire’s face collapsed in on itself in dust and death. Whatever enchantment that had held back the erosion of years from its living corpse failed and entropy tore it apart in the silence between two heartbeats. The dissolution wasn’t confined to the beast’s face. Everything powdered down to dust, flesh, bone and cloth, until all that remained was ash.


  Brannigan Locke lay on the stairs, gasping for breath. His heart hammered against his breast bone. He gritted his teeth and pushed himself to his feet.


  He could taste the vampire’s remains on his lips. The ash coated his suit like a second layer of skin. Great clouds of dust billowed up as he dusted himself off.


  They come! The cry rang through his head again, more forcefully than ever. And then, like a ghost, the damned demand: Burn with me, burn, burn, burn.


  His head swam with those hellish voices, each one sounding over and over again, made so much worse by his gift. It seemed in that moment, that second, he heard every single voice in the city crying out in answer to the voice. His mind, open, vulnerable, he staggered, punch drunk, down the steps one at a time. He almost fell as he reached the last step. He wiped the back of his hand across his lips, tasting again the dust of the dead vampire on his tongue. Through the door he saw Dorian leaning up against the railings, looking up at the sky. He wasn’t there, not inside his own skin, that much was obvious from the set of his body. Still, Brannigan Locke reached out with his mind, touching the emptiness within his friend. It was unerringly like that first contact with the Cripple Gate vampire’s mind.


  He began to run toward Dorian, then for the second time in as many minutes stopped dead in his tracks. They—whoever they were—would expect him to rush to his friend’s aid. He needed to think differently, to act instead of merely reacting. Anything else made him predictable. Anything else would surely cost him his life. Instead of rushing out into the street Brannigan Locke reached out with his mind first, probing the street for the familiar energies of other minds. A mind had its own unique energy signature, and was easy to distinguish if you knew what you were looking for.


  Whether it was arrogance on their behalf, or simply that they believed they had the measure of him, the Brethren made no attempt to mask their presence. He felt the sudden electrical spikes of their thoughts bristling. He didn’t read them. He didn’t need to. Their energies were as black as anything he had ever encountered. They were all out there, waiting. Their nervous excitement was palpable. It infected their thoughts. They weren’t expecting him, he realised. He kept catching glimpses of the red wolf. They thought that McCreedy with his heightened senses would be the first out of the door. They had planned for it. He had to make a choice, and fast. He could spring whatever trap they had laid for McCreedy and trust that it was geared toward the red wolf’s talent, much as whatever fate had befallen Dorian was almost certainly fashioned around his. With luck it might not hold him. It was a risk, but faint hearts never fair maidens won and all that.


  Or he could use his head: warn McCreedy somehow and find another way out of the building.


  The shattered chandelier and scattered ash ought to be enough of a warning, he decided. McCreedy was headstrong but he was no fool. Still, he wasn’t about to leave anything to chance; he crouched and wrote one word in the ash. It said all that needed to be said.


  Trap.


  


  The God Particle IV


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Fifty-Six


  
     
  


  The sky was still that grey of not quite dawn.


  Fabian Stark’s bronze lion felt the change in the air pressure moments before the distant sky began to burn. As the sheet of flame spread it brought colour back to the city; first the blush of red to the clay rooftops of the tenements, then the rust to the leaves of the highest branches and the pinkish glow deep in the granite façades of the old buildings. The bronze lion looked up at the façade of the Greyfriar’s building. The woman stood in the window. Lamplight flickered behind her, casting shadows out into the street. She stared implacably at the burning sky. He couldn’t read her mind, but, this once, he didn’t need to. He followed the direction of her stare outwards. It wasn’t the river she was looking at, nor was it the glorious parliament building, but rather the palace at the other end of The Mall. Of course she couldn’t see it from Holborn; too many buildings, too much smog and the mist of rain, but he knew the city well enough to know precisely where she was looking. And why not? She was almost certainly wondering if her beloved husband was alive here.


  Why else would she have come through?


  Why else would she have dominated the poor tallow girl? She reached in for her name . . . Emily.


  It was all for love.


  Not pure innocent love, but a darker, twisted variant where it has turned into a canker and rooted deep into the very core of her being, and every bit as lethal. Whoever claimed love a boon obviously didn’t grasp loss.


  He had seen her back in her own realm.


  She wasn’t evil.


  Not that evil was a relevant concept in this world or any other.


  She was a desperate woman. Desperation made monsters out of the most loving people. A fool in love? A woman scorned . . . all of these truisms had a root in the truth. She might not have lost her love to infidelity or been cast aside for some greater passion, but she had lost him. And loss was every bit as powerful as love itself when it came to matters of the heart.


  That begged the question: How far would she go for that love?


  The answer stood in the window of the old house, staring out over the street. But what could he do? Was it even his place to interfere?


  Stark’s lion tossed back its mighty head and roared, causing the woman to look down at him. She had a part to play in all of this, that much he knew for certain, and holding a lonely vigil at the window was not it. He needed to draw her out if she were going to play her part.


  Stark padded toward the door, scraping at it with his great claws.


  The air bristled with The Art. It was everywhere. All around him. He felt it, every bit as raw and dangerous as Hertz’s barely harnessed electricity, thrill through his hide.


  Strange things were happening, of that there was no denying.


  It was as though he stood at some sort of locus. The Art surged all around him, pushing and pulling at his soul. It was as though he prowled on the edge of a sinkhole and all of the forces of gravity and kinetic energy and so much more he didn’t understand were being exerted on his flesh, relentlessly seeking to draw him towards its dark heart and swallow him. Not a sinkhole. A void. Something that fed . . .  devoured . . . The Art. It was all he could do to retain his grip on the lion’s bronze form and not be scattered to the winds, pulled apart by The Art, such was the raw power of it. Stark threw his head back and roared again.


  This time he was answered by the door opening.


  The Ice Queen and her host stood silhouetted in the doorway. Both the girl and the mask of ice sheathing her body stared at Stark’s lion. He could feel the incredible vibrancy of the magic encapsulating her body. The simple scrutiny of it alone was almost unbearable. The Queen’s mastery of magic was more than a match for his own. Indeed, the sheer skill it took to maintain the mask and those recognizable features rather than simply dissipate into a cascade of sparks and be pulled away into whatever sought to consume him. Even so, he felt The Art surging around her like some elemental vortex. Looking at her standing in the doorway, the wind tearing at her hair, the ice caking it, crackling as it moved, Stark saw neither woman nor ice daemon, he saw The Art and The Art alone, and it was blinding.


  The Ice Queen’s eyes narrowed. She lowered herself down to one knee and held out her hand toward Stark’s bronze muzzle. ”What are you?” She asked, as though seeing clean through the cast bronze shell to the trapped soul within. And then she sucked in a breath. He saw recognition in her eyes. ”I know you!” she gasped. ”You were there . . . you were the ghost in my room. You saw . . .” he words trailed off.


  He opened his mouth to speak, thinking the words, ”Follow me,” but all that came out was another deep-throated roar.


  He turned, tensed, and bounded out into the night city.


  She followed him into the fire.


  


  A Tisket, a Tasket, Dead Wolves in a Casket
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  Haddon McCreedy was the first to react.


  He was running for the door before the auto-icon’s head had even hit the table. He had one advantage over everyone else in the room: his heightened sense of smell. It wasn’t just that the air around them was suddenly wrong, it went beyond that. It was as though every ounce of oxygen had been sucked out of the air suddenly. And in accord with nature’s abhorrence of a vacuum, something else rushed in to fill that emptiness. McCreedy knew the smell. It had many names—rot, decay, blight, corrosion, decomposition, putrescence, mortification, but ultimately it always amounted to the same thing: death.


  He did not notice the ash staining the marble staircase. And neither did he see the warning Locke had left for him. In fact as far as McCreedy could tell there was no hint of Brannigan Locke’s struggle with the Cripple Gate vampire. Locke wasn’t the only one adept at interfering with a man’s perceptions. He was as good as blind to his surroundings as he burst out of the Conclave. That one sense, smell, rose up to drown all of the others. It was overwhelming. Locke himself could have been lying bloody and battered in the antechamber and McCreedy wouldn’t have seen him. As his olfactory senses swelled, so his visual ones dimmed to the point of blindness. But he didn’t need to see. The odours of the city conjured a landscape every bit as vibrant as any he might have seen.


  The street was warm.


  That was the first thing he noticed as the air hit him.


  It had been a cold night when he entered the Conclave.


  The change was disorientating.


  His vision began to clear, the demands of sight reasserting themselves upon him. But still the fragrances of the city were feverishly intense.


  He pitched glances left and right, looking for something—anything—out of place. His entire body was alive with the wrongness of the night. Shadows flitted across his vision. Birds. But it was night—and no matter how full the moon they shouldn’t have been casting such deep shadows. He looked to the sky and saw the first ripples of flame igniting and felt the weight of pressure in his bones. His heightened senses raced; he heard screams from half-a-city away; he smelled the fear of whores and punters alike as the scent of sexes mingling were overwhelmed by the stink of terror; he tasted the cloying tang of burned flesh at the back of his throat, but it wasn’t just burned . . . there was something else, a deeper taste beyond the char. It took him a moment to recognise it because it was so wrong and yet disturbingly right, natural. The flesh he smelled, tasted, was dead. Not dying. Dead. A long time dead.


  He stumbled.


  Across the wide street, leaning against iron railings, he saw Dorian. His friend’s face, devoid of expression, was lifted toward the sky. He was travelling, McCreedy realised. But like everything else around him, this was wrong. McCreedy rushed toward him, reaching out to shake Dorian awake again. He had no idea whether physical contact could bring Dorian back. It didn’t matter. He needed him here. He had to wake him.


  McCreedy’s nostrils flared suddenly.


  Dorian’s body reeked.


  There was no mistaking the smell.


  Death.


  He reached out, touching cold, clammy skin.


  There was no heartbeat.


  Dorian was dead.


  McCreedy didn’t understand. There wasn’t a mark on his body. No blood. But his heart wasn’t beating. There was nothing driving the life through his veins.


  He wasn’t alone in the street. They couldn’t hide from him. He smelled their excitement on the wind; it was almost sexual with its intensity. Five of them emerged from the shadows, cowled and chanting. He couldn’t see their faces. He didn’t need to, not to recognise them. Their scents were unique. Every man, woman and child’s scents were, like fingerprints and faces. He knew them as well as he knew himself: Lucius Amun, Charles Ra, Vincent Hathor and the sisters, Niamh Thoth and Hermione Osiris. The enemy. The Brethren. It wasn’t just that they reeked of corruption; their scents all bore the same signature that marked them as wrong. They didn’t belong here. He didn’t know what it meant and didn’t have time to worry over it.


  They came toward him. Two of them bore a silver casket between them. 


  The others carried crucibles. Incense burned within them. Wolfsbane, he realised, as the scent reached his mind. By then it was too late.


  They had come prepared.


  They knew exactly what he was, and they knew how to use it against him.


  Silver daggers flashed in their free hands.


  And for a moment he feared they were going to butcher him—but what they had in mind for Haddon McCreedy was far worse.


  He felt himself beginning to change. His legs buckled beneath him and he fell forward, barely managing to catch himself before his face cannoned off the cobblestones. The wolfsbane worked its magic quickly, suffusing his senses and overwhelming him. There was nothing he could do to prevent it once he had inhaled the herb. It was anathema to his very unique physiognomy. It wasn’t deadly; far from it. What it did was draw the beast within to the surface, and no amount of fighting would hold it back. His grip on the world around him slipped as the transformation came over him. Even knowing it was futile, he struggled desperately to hold the Anafanta back, because that too was his nature. McCreedy threw his head back, feeling every bone in his spine stretch and break as the change gripped him.


  His entire world consisted of the black leather of their shoes as they circled him.


  He cried out.


  It wasn’t a scream.


  It was a howl.


  A wolf baying at the moon.


  And then the silver blades cut into him.


  His howls then could have curdled blood.


  The cuts were shallow. They weren’t meant to kill him. They were meant to disable him. He felt the blades slice deeper, the force behind them increasing as his hide thickened. He reached out, trying desperately to sink his claws into their flesh as the world around him turned to blood and he felt himself losing his grip on consciousness. Again and again the silver blades cut into him, bleeding McCreedy.


  They could easily have killed him then and there had that been their intention.


  It wasn’t.


  He was barely aware of what happened around him. He heard them, and knew enough to know their chants were in no language he had ever heard. The transmogrification failed. He was neither man nor wolf but trapped somewhere hideously between. He willed himself desperately to fight back, to lash out, but he didn’t have the strength to so much as lift his head. Somehow their incantation held him trapped between both of his existences and there was nothing he could do to save himself. All he could do was pray that someone would emerge from the Conclave in time to save him.


  They didn’t.


  He knew, somehow, bone-deep, that the Brethren’s incantations were holding them back. He remembered the glyphs on the door, and knew they had been played for fools. At least one of the Villain Kings was in league with the Brethren. They had to be. The entire Conclave had been nothing but a ruse to separate them, enabling the enemy to pick them off one by one. They had already taken Carruthers and now they had him. With the very last of his strength, McCreedy roared and lashed out, cutting one of the sisters with his half-formed claws. Even as she screamed, his head went down and the fight left him.


  He felt himself being manhandled, lifted and bundled into the confines of the silver casket, and then the tattered shreds of night disappeared as the lid was closed.


  He was alone in the dark. Alone in the utter claustrophobic silence. His breathing turned sharp and shallow. His panting swelled to fill every inch of the casket. It was all he could hear. His mind raced. They had known about him—and had known precisely what the effect of the wolfsbane would be—but how could they? How could they? The realization hit him: outside of the confines of the Greyfriar’s Gentleman’s Club no one knew his true nature.


  Which could mean only one thing: he had been betrayed by one of his closest friends.


  Again, he saw Napier leaving the Brethren’s territory. He didn’t want to believe it, but what other explanation could there be?


  Napier had betrayed them all.


  McCreedy felt his pulse quicken, rage firing his blood, but the Brethren’s chanting kept the transformation at bay. He was trapped not once but twice.


  The casket lurched suddenly as it was hoisted up.


  And then they were moving.


  The rolling motion of their march pitched him up against the casket’s sides.


  His skin burned everywhere it touched the silver.


  McCreedy welcomed the pain. It meant he was still alive.


  But with precious little air in the casket he wouldn’t be for much longer.


  


  Chapter Fifty-Eight


  
     
  


  Panic exploded within the Conclave. Several of the Villain Kings were on their feet and yelling. McCreedy wasn’t at his seat, Mason realised. Millington dragged back his chair and, shouting, ”We are betrayed!” ran for the door. Mason didn’t move. He wasn’t interested in the sudden hysteria. Let the others rush off in search of whatever, he wanted a proper look at Dee’s auto-icon. Of course he couldn’t just sit in his seat, so he added his own voice to the furore and pushed back his chair, scraping the wooden legs on the stone floor. He joined the back of the line of Villain Kings filing out of the door, made sure Arnos saw him, face set, brow furrowed, his anger at the Conclave being broken plain to see, but at the last moment slipped out of the line and drew a thick velvet drape around him, disappearing into the shadows. He held his breath, expecting the curtain to be drawn back, but no one had noticed him leave the line.


  When the room was silent he slipped out from behind the curtain and moved quickly to the auto-icon slumped face down on the table. He checked the body for wires and any other kind of manipulative mechanism, but aside from the frame the stuffing was packed around, like some sort of perverse Guy Fawkes waiting to be burned atop a pyre, there was nothing. And it was undoubtedly the alchemist’s head, he realised, handling the rough leathery skin for the first time. The preservation was incredible. It wasn’t mummified and neither was it frozen, and yet somehow it hadn’t decayed down to bone. He couldn’t waste too much time pondering how it had been done. He just had to accept that someone in the Conclave’s history had been every bit as gifted with The Art as Dee himself had been.


  Mason knelt, looking beneath the table and chair for some sort of wireless telegraphy device capable of providing the auto-icon’s voice, but again there was nothing. He ran his hands along the inside of the auto-icon’s legs, up to the knees and higher. Nothing.


  The voice had come from the auto-icon’s mouth, or had appeared to, which discounted the idea of wireless telegraphy being hidden anywhere else in the chamber. The voice wouldn’t have carried correctly; it would have obviously been fakery. Which left only one alternative he could see: John Dee’s auto-icon had talked to them. In turn, that meant its message ”They come! They come!” was not some charlatan sideshow but rather a genuine warning. Pushing himself up to his feet, the Chamberlain moved toward the door, intending to follow the others outside.


  He stopped on the threshold.


  Something was wrong.


  He could feel it in the air. He reached out cautiously with his fingertips, trailing them across the air in front of him. It rippled before his eyes. He pushed slightly harder, feeling his fingers sink into . . . it felt akin to syrup but he could see through it as though it weren’t there . . . meaning that he could see the others trapped within it. He thought for a moment that they were frozen in place, but that wasn’t true. They were moving. But so, so slowly. He stood in mute horror, watching the barely perceptible rise and fall of Millington’s chest, one breath taking the time of one hundred. Mason backed away from the doorway, for fear that whatever it was would leak through to snare him. It was as though the thickened air somehow slowed down time itself, he realised. One breath in one hundred wasn’t enough; it was barely one every three minutes.


  He looked around the room for the poisoned chalice. He wasn’t about to leave the chamber without sipping the antidote to the Shadwell waters. He was many things, but he wasn’t rash. There was nothing to say he’d be able to get back into the Conclave after he set foot outside of it. He wasn’t about to risk his life for the sake of a few seconds. Mason found the black chalice and, beside it, a small phial. He held to phial to the light, examining the consistency of its liquid contents. It was viscous, tinged slightly yellow, and translucent. He uncapped the phial and took a swig from it, then recapped it and slipped it into his pocket. He would make sure Masters McCreedy, Locke, Millington and Napier were taken care of. The Villain Kings could fend for themselves. He knew, situations reversed, Arnos and the others wouldn’t give a second thought for the welfare of his people. Contrary to the truism there was rarely honour amongst thieves. There was no musketeer ethos.


  He knew Arnos’s kind well enough to know that despite all appearances they wouldn’t gather in a room without an alternative means of escape. These people didn’t trust each other; that was how they had stayed alive for so long. Ambitions were kept in check by respect and fear, and when necessary, violence. One door in, one door out, was too easy to sabotage; a glyph, a booby-trap, or in this case the sludge-air that held them in virtual suspended animation as they tried to force their way clear to the other side. Without alternative egress, they would be like cattle penned in, ripe for the slaughter. No, they were arrogant but they weren’t stupid. There was no way on God’s Green Earth that Arnos would risk everything on the misguided belief that his fellow villains could be trusted, especially as the Conclave was the one time they all gathered in the same place. What better time was there to make a play for control? What better place to humble Arnos than here, in the heart of his territory, where he was undisputed king?


  Moving quickly, Mason checked the walls, pulling aside the thick velvet drapes and pushing against the brickwork. He worked his way around the chamber methodically. More haste, less speed. He felt along the bricks for raised edges and smooth stones, looking for any sort of anomaly that might signify a hidden lock mechanism. When he had exhausted the bare stones, he tried the antique bookcase, this time looking at the spines of the books and the edges of the pages for dust and fingerprints. It was futile. Arnos was cunning. He wouldn’t employ such crude devices. Mason needed to think, to stretch his mind. If not a hidden door, what? A trap in the floor? He dropped to his hands and knees, looking along the line of the stones for any sort of raised edge or seam. The flickering light in the embrasures made it virtually impossible to see where the stone had been worn down by the shuffling feet let alone any shadow-line that might indicate a flaw in the floor. So, if not a trap door, what? He discounted the ceiling, it needed to be easy. Something Arnos could make a bolt for if the need arose. Magic, then. Some sort of obfuscation. It made sense, but it also meant his chances of finding it were less than nil.


  He whispered the word of illumination, holding his hand in the guttering flame of one of the gaslights. He expected the room to have been dampened like the rest of the building, it wasn’t. The flame gathered around his upturned palm. He withdrew his hand from the gaslight. The flame burned on, flickering across his outstretched fingers. He blew gently on it, fanning the flames. Quickly the flame turned blue. He raised his hand to his face, looking at the chamber through the filter of flame. He saw the door directly behind the slumped auto-icon.


  Try as he might, Mason could not open the door.


  He looked through the open doorway to the men trapped on the other side. They were more than halfway across the room. They appeared to be moving marginally quicker, as though the incantation binding them was weakening, time fighting to reassert itself. He needed to think like the Villain King. The man was devious enough to poison them all to hold the peace, and yet confident enough to risk betrayal at the very heart of his territory, leaving the chamber open to magic—meaning surely the key had to be magical in nature? Another warding or glyph? Unlikely. The last thing the Villain King would have wanted to risk was someone accidentally triggering the lock, so it had to be something quite specific. Again he came back to the fact that Arnos had poisoned them all. What had he said? They would be given the antidote at the end of the Conclave. Could it be as simple as that? The mixing of the antidote signified the end of the Conclave, which in turn meant it had served its purpose and they were free to leave.


  Mason walked across to the dresser where the black chalice stood, took the phial from his pocket and emptied a few drops into the poisoned water, moving his wrist to swirl the two together.


  Two things happened almost simultaneously: the viscous yellow liquid acted as a reagent as it hit the water, curls of smoke coiling up from the chalice as the liquid dissipated, while behind him the illusion masking the door failed and it opened with a soft snick. He set the chalice back down on the silver tray.


  He couldn’t help but admire Arnos.


  Mason crossed the room. The blue flame still clung to his fingers, lighting the escape passage. He paused at the threshold and looked back at the relics on the table. They were too precious—and too dangerous—to leave unguarded, Mason told himself as he moved back to the table to collect them. It wasn’t stealing, he was being practical. In the wrong hands, Mercy, Edward the Confessor’s blade, was beyond dangerous. He hefted the sword and slipped the fragment of the King’s Cross into his pocket. He thought about claiming the Devil’s cup as well, but realised in doing so he would effectively be murdering the Villain Kings as well as his own people. As much as it pained him, he left the chalice on the dresser. Armed with the sword and the cross, he stepped through the door.


  It closed behind him soundlessly, sealing him in the dank dark passage. It curved downward, away from him. In the bluish glow of his hand he could see where the centre of the stone floor had been worn smooth by the shuffle of feet. He turned to examine the door behind him. It sat flush in the frame, without so much as a scar to betray its existence. It really was an admirable feat of engineering. And, as far as he could see, there was no release mechanism, meaning he had no choice but to plunge on into the dark passageway. Mason held his hand out in front him, fingers splayed wide. The blue light barely illuminated more than a dozen steps before his face. He walked, listening to the flat sound of his footsteps. There was barely any echo; whatever noise they made was dampened by the weight of stone and dirt pressing down all around him. He heard the steady drip, drip, drip of water in the distance. The ground angled away sharply.  The Chamberlain closed his eyes, trying to rebuild an image of the world above him and find his place within it. He reached a narrow set of steps leading down, deep into the darkness and realised they would lead him beneath the river.


  He had no choice but to follow them down.


  The sliding seconds of silence between the drips shortened the deeper he went, until they began to run together.


  The ground above and beneath him shivered.


  The rumble followed a full three seconds later. It sounded as though the earth itself were waking, some great elemental giant coming around and shaking off the shackles of rock that bound it. Every stone and the dirt that spilled in to fill the gaps groaned and grated as they strained beneath the immense weight bearing down upon it. Mason had no way of knowing what was happening in the world above him, but something was happening, of that there could be no doubt. With every step he took he could feel its ramifications intensifying in the rumbling of the stones around him. He didn’t want to be down here any longer than he had to be. He held his hand out, peering into the blue light of the tunnel as it levelled out. Instead of brickwork the entire tunnel appeared to be clad with corrugated iron now. The water was trickling between the seams. In places he saw darker stains where rust had formed, weakening the integrity of the iron cladding. He really didn’t want to be caught down here if the tunnel collapsed—neither being buried alive nor drowning were on his agenda.


  The iron groaned above him, the sudden surge of water twisting the metal seams far enough apart for half of the brackish river to come pouring down on him.


  Mason started to run.


  The sound of his footfalls swelled to fill the under-river tunnel, even as the groaning of the iron cladding became more desperate and the susurrus of the falling water deafening as more and more of the ceiling collapsed beneath the weight of gravity.


  Mason didn’t slow down.


  Mason didn’t look back.


  He raced through the tunnel, desperately trying to outrun the river as it rushed in to fill the hollow earth. In moments the echoes of his footfalls turned to splashes as water caught up and overtook him.


  And still there was no end to the tunnel in sight.


  


  Chapter Fifty-Nine


  
     
  


  McCreedy could feel the casket pitch and roll as the Brethren carried it through the dark city.


  He was helpless.


  He hated that more than anything.


  He roared his frustration but he couldn’t so much as lash out at the silver sides of the casket. He could barely move more than a few inches at a time and everywhere his skin came into contact with the silver it burned. The casket reeked of charred flesh.


  McCreedy gagged, hawking up a wad of phlegm he couldn’t spit out.


  He was a brawler. He fought therefore he was. Caged like this, taken out of the fight, he was impotent. The big man cursed his stupidity. He had come barrelling out of the Conclave and straight into their trap. They knew their enemy. They knew he would be the first out, and they knew precisely how to neutralise him. McCreedy was predictable. He reacted first, repented later.


  With air in the cramped casket already running thin and his head swimming from oxygen starvation he knew there wouldn’t be a lot of time for regret or repentance.


  Each breath came sharp and shallow.


  How long before he suffocated?


  He had no way of knowing. All he could try and do was stifle the rising panic he felt and slow his breathing. There was a single certainty to his life now: the number of breaths left to him was finite. Like a drowning man, McCreedy pressed his lips up toward the corners of the casket, hoping to suck in a little extra air through the seams where the lid and walls joined. There wasn’t even so much as the slightest draught or chink of not-quite-so dark where the night stole in.


  He reached into himself, trying to grasp the beast within, to channel the Anafanta into completing the transformation, but it kept slipping away from him. And it became progressively more difficult to grasp the more frustrated and desperate he became. McCreedy had no way of knowing whether it was their incantation or the silver or the poison in his system but something prevented him from changing.


  And then the world lurched away from beneath him.


  He was falling.


  Fast.


  Not just falling. Tumbling. He felt the world tip head over heels and then right itself for a crazy second before he heard the splash of impact.


  The silver casket hit the River Thames. For a moment it seemed as though it was going to float, bobbing on the surface, but then, agonizingly slowly, his weight began to take it under.


  McCreedy summoned all of his strength and surged up against the lid, trying desperately to break the clasps that sealed him in but trapped in this limbo of half-wolf half-man he was too weak. He howled in frustration, panting. He dug his claws into the silver floor of the casket, his howls becoming screams as the silver seared his fingers. He focussed on the pain, embracing it. He arched his back, pressing up against the casket’s lid as he straightened his arms.


  McCreedy felt the first dribbles of water on his face as it leaked in through the sides. He welcomed it. Not because with it came the inevitable cold kiss of death but rather because it proved there was no sorcery binding the seals. If water could get in, he could get out.


  He desperately needed to believe that. 


  He kicked at the walls ever more desperately, driving his heels into the silver and trying to force the gap in the seals wider. More water stole in. Not a rush, but enough for him to know that it would only take a minute or two for the casket to flood completely. If he didn’t break the clasps he would be dead no more than a minute or so after that. But breaking the clasp meant he had to force the gap wider still, and the wider the breach the faster the casket would flood.


  He was damned if he did, damned if he didn’t.


  McCreedy’s heart raced, hammering against his breastbone. He almost believed he could feel Arnos’s poison pumping through his veins as he quickly became light-headed.


  His breathing turned frantic, fast and shallow, using up the goodness in the air. It didn’t matter anymore. There wasn’t time for the poison to kill him and he would drown long before he suffocated.


  He howled again, and pushed with all of his might. It was a more animalistic sound than any that had escaped his mouth since his entrapment. It took him another heartbeat to realise that the transformation was overtaking him. Whether the water dampened the incantation or the Brethren, over-confident in their triumph had ceased their chanting and turned the back on the drowning man-wolf didn’t matter.


  The water poured into the casket. It was up around his paws now.


  Driven by a desperate mixture of fear and rage McCreedy reached in deep, summoning the wolf.


  And this time the Anafanta responded to his need.


  The transformation thrilled through every muscle and tendon, going bone-deep. Each and every vertebra in his spine cracked and stretched, his haunches bunched, head dropped, tongue lolled between slack jowls and Haddon McCreedy died as fully and finally as though the water had drowned him, the poison stilled his heart and the coffin suffocated him.


  He was reborn as the wolf.


  And the silver cage could not hold him.


  Chapter Sixty


  
     
  


  Trapped within the consciousness of the Golem, Dorian Carruthers felt his hold on his own soul slipping. The lament of the dead was relentless. Overwhelming. The lost souls wailed and moaned and cried out, some refusing to believe they had passed on, others desperate to be heard by those they had left behind, or swearing vengeance, offering bargains for salvation, grieving, beaten. And somewhere within the cacophony Dorian struggled to hold on to his sense of self. With the voices of the dead swelling like an unholy choir all around him it was almost impossible.


  Worse, though, by far, was his increasing desperation.


  It was a death by one thousand cuts.


  Every cry, every shriek, sliced into him, eroding his grip on the boundaries that made him him. Dorian wasn’t merely lessened, he was fractured. Each soul was a fresh cut that bit deep, stinging the thing that had been Dorian Carruthers . . . and as though the mere act of thinking his name was enough to agitate the dead into a frenzy of excitement, Dorian’s own screams rose and rose, spiralling desperately until they drowned out the dead. ”I AM DORIAN CARRUTHERS!” he bellowed, his name echoing through every inch of the Golem’s enchanted body. ”DO YOU HEAR ME? I AM DORIAN CARRUTHERS,” and beyond that, as the last syllables of his name echoed back to him, the dead souls howled in response. They knew him. Of course they did. He was their conduit to this world. He was the one who heard their lonely cries and their desperation. He was the one who walked through the cemeteries of Highgate and old London and listened to their bones lying there festering away beneath the dirt. He was their mouthpiece. They made themselves heard in this new world above them, the one that had left them behind. Of course they knew him. He was the master of the dead. And yet, for all his supposed mastery, his flesh and blood still stood leaning against a railing in the streets below while his consciousness was locked inside this thing, helpless. The irony of it burned. ”HEAR ME!” he shouted then, though he had no lips to shout with, no teeth to scream through. ”I AM THE MASTER OF THE DEAD!”


  That last word, dead, reverberated through the struts that passed for bones inside the huge construct.


  The souls fell silent.


  This was his own personal hell, he realised sickly. Trapped, alone with the dead, the only man on earth who could hear them. No wonder they shrieked and babbled incessantly, desperate to be heard.


  But the knowledge didn’t help him out of his predicament.


  He was still trapped within the Golem and all of the rationalizations in the world couldn’t help him.


  All he could do was look down through the eyes of the construct at creation, at the streets and the black river cutting through them, every bit as helpless as the dead trapped in here with him. And for once he understood, truly understood, how they felt.


  But they had him to listen to their cries. They had him to pin their hopes on. They had him to carry their messages back to the living. Who did he have? Who listened to the listener? No one. And that was why he believed he was in his own unique slice of hell.


  He needed to find a way out. That much was obvious. Even without knowing which glyphs the Golem’s creator had used to bind him, Dorian understood that the chances of him finding a weakness worth exploiting were less than none. Instinctively, he could tell that the wardings were perfect. They would hold for forever and a day.


  He had to think.


  He had to use his mind before it was completely overwhelmed by the dead and rational thought was buried beneath his own tragic lament. It wasn’t his time. He clung to that thought. He wasn’t dead. He had a body waiting for him to return to—though for how much longer? How long would the machinery of his heart keep the blood pumping and his kidneys and liver process of the toxins and purify it? How long until his system started shutting down one process at a time without his consciousness—his soul—to drive it? Whatever the answer was, it was too soon.


  He needed to find a bridge between the living and the dead.


  He needed to find himself.


  That was the irony of the situation.


  If it had been any of the others trapped inside the Golem with the dead souls he would have been able to find them. Who listens to the listener? he thought again as he gazed out over the city below. He wanted to scream out his frustration.


  To call Dorian Carruthers a necromancer was to do him a grave disservice. He was more than that, or less. His gift meant he could communicate with dead souls, yes, but it was no dark Art that fuelled his gift, rather he was akin to a midwife helping ease their passage into death. The Greek philosophers had a name for it, psychopompos. Escorts for the dead came in many a form depending upon the faith in question, including horses, sparrows, whippoorwills, dogs, crows, cuckoos, harts and ravens. Sometimes guardians, sometimes protectors, always gatekeepers between two states of existence.


  Ravens.


  Dorian’s focus wandered to the Tower standing sentinel over the black river.


  Hundreds of the black-winged birds speckled the rooftop of the Tower of London.


  I am Dorian Carruthers, he thought, shouting it out into aether. Hear me! I am Dorian Carruthers, he repeated, come to me! Over and over again he sent the thought out, more desperately each time, willing the birds to rise up and take flight.


  And even as the first bird left the Tower the dead around him wailed.


  It was as though they knew . . .


  The day the ravens left the Tower would be the day London fell . . .


  


  Chapter Sixty-One


  
     
  


  The tunnel flooded faster than Mason could have anticipated—and much faster than he had hoped—as part of the ceiling collapsed behind him in a rush of rubble. The susurrus of dirt and stone slipping was replaced quickly by the cacophony of splashing water that echoed up and down the confines of the tunnel. Suddenly the freezing water was up around his knees and rising to soak his thighs. The shock of the cold hit him hard. Mason clenched his teeth and splashed on, flailing and kicking up water as he waded toward the black distance at the end of the tunnel.


  His world was reduced to icy water and black earth.


  Without the blue luminescence clinging to his hand he would have been completely and utterly blind. As it was a bluish film shimmered away toward the black hole waiting to swallow him before he made it back to the surface. If he made it back to the surface. He held Mercy up like a beacon, his free hand slapping against the cold iron-cladding of the tunnel, then suddenly he felt stone beneath his palm. He couldn’t tell if the gradient of the tunnel’s floor changed. It almost didn’t matter. The sheer fact that the tunnel was no longer clad had to mean he had passed beneath the river and was moving toward safety. It was not only impossible to run, it was counter-productive to try. He had to force himself to wade slowly and assuredly forward, letting the water eddy around his thighs as he plunged on.


  But there was no light at the end of the tunnel.


  The splashes of his shuffling steps were amplified by the weird acoustics of the tunnel.


  And still the water rose.


  It was up over his belly, the icy grasp freezing him to the marrow.


  He felt all the heat flee his body.


  He shivered as he splashed on, fighting against the relentless weight of the water.


  Despite the irresistible cold gnawing away at his skin, the muscles in his upper arms burned from keeping them raised aloft for so long. He shivered uncontrollably. It was only sheer stubbornness that drove him on. With the water up around his chest Mason was forced to draw the Blondel Distillator from his pocket with his free hand to keep it from getting soaked. There was no way of knowing whether the weapon would work or not if water leaked into its mechanisms. It certainly wasn’t a risk worth taking. Struggling to keep the panic out of his breathing, Mason let the swell of water bully him on deeper into the tunnel.


  Then, with the water rising up toward his throat, Mason saw the banded, rust-coated iron of a door blocking the tunnel in front of him and the tidal surge of the river breaking against it.


  He felt around beneath the surface for the handle he couldn’t see.


  It wasn’t locked.


  But even as he twisted it, praying silently that the door was hinged to open away from him, but none of the vast pantheons of gods were on his side. He pulled at the handle but sheer weight of the water pressing against it held it firm.


  And Mason knew he was going to die there in that tunnel beneath the river and there was nothing he could do to save himself.


  He stared around frantically as the water rose over his head, and lashing out, kicked upwards, desperate for just one more breath of air.


  


  Chapter Sixty-Two


  
     
  


  As the seams split, McCreedy’s wolf came raging out of the silver casket and swam toward the surface. The Thames was icy cold against his hide. He struck out for the bank, battling against the tidal surge of the river. It tore at his fur and flesh, hounding him as he scrabbled about for purchase on the bank. His claws skittered and scratched off the stone jetty, unable to get a grip before the swell dragged him back toward the middle of the river.


  The wolf cast a frantic look back over his haunches.


  Down river, in the direction of the sea, he saw, or thought he saw, the spume kicking up into breaking waves, each wave seemingly a little bigger than the last. The Thames was a tidal river but McCreedy couldn’t remember ever seeing proper waves break and roll along Parliament bank. Looking at the waves, it was no wonder that he couldn’t scramble ashore.


  In a matter of moments he was battling exhaustion.


  He had no way of knowing whether it was natural or the result of the Brethren chanting the beast out of his flesh. It didn’t matter. If he didn’t get out of the water it would kill him just the same. The shock of the icy cold on his heart was enough to slow it from the frantic dub-dub dub-dub dub-dub dub-dub to a rhythmic dub . . . dub . . . dub that was less than a third the rate of its regular beat. If he didn’t get out and get warm his entire system would go into hypothermic shock. He was shivering already.


  The moon shimmered over the water, breaking into hundreds of silver pieces on the rippling surface.


  Up on the bank above him McCreedy saw the shadows of men watching; they weren’t watching him but rather the river gathering its head. He felt the waves of cold emanating off them, even more frigid than the water itself, as if that were possible. He could hear their chanting rising again, a hypnotic counterpoint to the whispering shush of river, and wondered if they thought he were still trapped in his would-be coffin settling into the sludge at the bottom of the Thames. Were they counting out the time until it was safe to assume he had drowned?


  Rather than frighten him, the thought invigorated McCreedy, giving him the strength he needed to battle back to the bank. His claws dragged across the moss-covered stone, scratching and scrabbling until he caught a hold, and then, tongue lolling between jowls, the wolf pulled himself slowly and silently up.


  They never saw him coming . . .


  


  Chapter Sixty-Three


  
     
  


  The Ice Queen followed the bronze lions through the night city.


  The fire in the sky had burned out, leaving darkness to reclaim the streets.


  She walked quickly, skirts raised, bustling. Her hard soles scuffed the cobbles as she moved from shadow to light and back again, running through the puddles of gaslight lighting the narrow streets.


  Occasional streaks of flame rippled over her head adding to the strange shadow play.


  She left a rime of frost in her wake.


  This was her city but it wasn’t. So much was the same, so many little things familiar, but for every similarity she saw a dozen striking differences that told her beyond any shadow of doubt that she was a long way from home. She felt the girl beneath her—inside her—fighting against her presence. She was strong. The Ice Queen had to exert the full force of her iron will to keep the girl’s consciousness at bay. Of course, that same strength made her all the more potent and malleable in the Queen’s hands, granting Victoria an unexpected wellspring of The Art to tap at will. She wormed her way into the girl’s thoughts with tendrils of ice that seeped in through every bare inch of flesh it came into contact with. The ice melted just enough to allow it to penetrate the pores and work its way into the girl’s bloodstream, then pump through the veins and arteries to the ventricles of her heart and then around her system again into the brain until the two of them began slowly to become one on a fundamental level. Her essence flooding into the girl’s brain offered the Ice Queen a conduit to her thoughts. The first thing she learned was her name. The girl’s mind screamed it out again and again, clinging on to her identity under Victoria’s assault: Emily Sheridan. The girl was of no particular station, and other than her newfound talent, was utterly unremarkable. Of course even the slightest glimmering of The Art raised her up above the majority of the population in a way that wealth or breeding never could. Her gift made her quite, quite remarkable.


  The lion stopped in its tracks and began to prowl back and forth in a cagy lope. She didn’t recognise the streets it had led her to, but she knew where they were all the same. The place reeked of poverty and hunger. With morning coming the Mudlarks were already rising, ready to scavenge along the river banks for cargo thrown overboard from the tall ships moored from Jacob’s Island, Rotherhithe and Shadwell all the way to the Mill Bank and Nine Elms on the other side of the Thames’s horseshoe curve.  They were close to the Ludgate, Temple, and the shadow of the Tower. Her sense of her place in this world was good. For all of its differences the geography of this place was almost identical to the geography of her own London. The city wall lay to the east of her, holding back the hunger and desperation from the ”Square Mile” of the City of London proper. It was the thriving heart of both places. She could see the cupola of Christopher Wren’s great cathedral. She thought for a moment that she could see creatures crawling across the top of the great dome, like shadows or ghosts, but as she shook her head her vision cleared and she realised that what she took for ghosts and daemons was nothing more sinister than a fractured shadow flitting across the moon.


  She looked up to see birds.


  Not just one or ten or even fifty but hundreds of them.


  Ravens.


  Flocking.


  There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to their flight as they flew frantically into each other’s trajectories, tumbling out of the sky only to rise again. But, as they flew across the moon’s face once more she saw she was wrong. They seemed to be forming a face across the moon; no, not a face, she realised as the features began to morph, turning the silver back-glow into haunting eye sockets and the cavity where nose and mouth ought to have been into a death’s head rictus.


  And for a moment she thought she knew the face.


  There was something familiar about it, hauntingly so. Had she seen it before? Where? It came to her: she had seen it once before, worn by a ghost. She tried to think when, precisely, but it was difficult. Had it been during the worst minutes of her life? It would make sense if it had. She could remember being in her chamber tending Albert on his deathbed. Yes, when she focussed on the memory she could see more details: she had looked up and could have sworn she had seen the ghost watching her. She knew that face, how could she not? But even as the birds broke and scattered away from the moon she realised she wasn’t the one who recognised the face, Emily did. The tendrils of ice melted to all the more thoroughly seep into the girl’s mind, absorbing the very essence of her. Emily knew the man. Images flashed across her mind’s eye, of the man on a sumptuous divan bed, of a tapestry burning, the man holding his face crying that he was blind, and now the Ice Queen knew him as well. She found his name in those other memories, Dorian Carruthers.


  That was unexpected.


  He had been there when she came through to this realm, and now psychopompos were forming his face in the night sky. Interesting. So the blind man is a gatekeeper, is he? she thought, mulling over the implications of the realization.


  She looked away from the ravens to see the bronze lion studying her. The lion lowered its head as though it could read her mind and understood both her confusion and, deeper, her grief. Perhaps it could. There were more things, as the Bard said, so why not an empathic bronze lion?


  In the distance she heard the trailing edge of screams.


  The great Golem hove into sight, towering over the city.


  Her breath caught in her throat.


  She knew this construct—more than simply knew it, she had commissioned it, so so many years ago.


  This was Augustus Pugin’s greatest creation.


  Forget the glory of God, this was the Glory of London.


  The architect’s grand design had called for the Golem to represent the sum of all men, all faiths, all dreams and desires to be made flesh. He called it Father London and raised the Golem on the far side of the river, near to the Lime House, where traditionally the dead had been left to rot in the days of the plague. In the final days of its construction Pugin had brought in the Archbishop of Westminster to consecrate it just as he would a cemetery field. He had intended it as a guardian to watch over the dead souls between this life and the next. The word he had used was psychopompos; she hadn’t known what it meant, but that had been thirty years ago, now she was all too familiar with not only the word but its many totems. Father London had stood mute and immobile watching over those far dark fields for all these long years. She had never thought to see it move.


  And without the intervention of Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, the spirit medium, it never would.


  Blavatsky was an Artist in the purest sense of the word, though in the ancient Egyptian fashion she called it the Heka, after the essence of soul. Blavatsky’s Secret Doctrine changed everything. The medium found a way to reconcile the Heka with the modern scientific world. Father London was just that. Her inner circle of twelve handpicked disciples, had at her behest carved the streets of greatest city in Christendom into Father London’s doughy white flesh, and that they had done so was neither vandalism nor mere affectation. The twelve men and women had worked tirelessly night and day for nigh on two years rendering the city with minute perfection into Father London’s skin. Blavatsky had come to Victoria and claimed that she had dreamt of Pugin’s construct, seeing it stride between worlds, that had been enough for the Ice Queen. Blavatsky had taught her lessons of the Prime Material and the endless plains and oblique cities, and when her beloved Albert had died, it was Blavatsky who promised hope. Infinite London’s meant infinite Albert’s; somewhere, in one of those worlds he had to be whole and healthy, Blavatsky explained, and Victoria needed to believe her. With Father London they could bring him home.


  Everything she did, she did for love.


  Blavatsky’s carvings bound the Golem to Mother London. The Ice Queen did not know how The Art was manipulated to bring the construct to life, she didn’t need to know, she was not The Artist, she was merely the monarch. But bring it to life it did, and alive it was capable of tearing a path between the oblique cities.


  It was quite something to see it now, striding towards her so full of life.


  What she could not know was that The Artist, Blavatsky, had her own motivations for animating Father London. Motivations that went far beyond rescuing a single soul from some parallel city for some lonely old woman. Motivations that had had her carve soul-entrapment glyphs into the construct’s inner layers of skin and deep into its iron bones. Neither could she know that after her death the surviving disciples of Blavatsky’s inner circle had taken to calling themselves the Brethren, nor that they intended to honour her last words: to keep the link unbroken and not allow her last incarnation be a failure whilst they sought a new vessel for her soul so that she might return in all of her glory, Isis reincarnated.


  Heka.


  Literally, the word meant activating the Ka.


  The lion roared.


  And down by the river ravens attacked Father London.


  


  Chapter Sixty-Four


  
     
  


  Far beneath the river, Mason’s lungs burned and his vision swam. He blinked frantically as the water stung his eyes. Lips pressed to the very last pocket of air, he swallowed what would be his last breath greedily and spat out the black water that spilled into his mouth, then submerged. He couldn’t feel his extremities. The freezing water was his world now. His coat rippled around him in the water as he kicked out, reaching for the door. There was no air left in the tunnel, and no air left in his lungs. There was no going back up to the surface because there was no surface to go back to. He knew he would have to open his mouth eventually and suck in lungfuls of water. It was inevitable. He fought down the rising tide of panic. It wouldn’t help him, it would only kill him all the faster.


  Drowning was supposed to be a pleasant way to die, the slow starvation of oxygen to the brain dimming the senses almost like an opiate haze, but there was nothing remotely pleasant about the fear that ushered the haze in. His mind raced. He was not dead yet, not while there was still that final breath in his lungs. He clawed at the iron door but there was no way in hell fingernails were going to pierce the iron cladding. He could not even beat it; the water resistance slowed his angry fists down, robbing them off all their strength.


  He pushed away from the iron door in frustration.


  Mason caught a glimpse of the glass tube and brass handle of the Blondel Distillator lying on the floor beneath him beside Mercy. He must have dropped the weapons in his frantic fight to swim against the flood. He had no recollection of letting them go. His first instinct was to swim for the sword; perhaps he could work the blade into the jamb and break the hasp of the lock or something, but even as his hand closed around the hilt he changed his mind and reached down with his other hand, clasping the Distillator to his burning chest.


  Mason aimed the weapon at the door.


  He had no way of knowing what would happen. The Distillator drew the water out of its target, making it lethal against living organisms. Sixty per cent of the adult male’s body was water. Very few things could stand to lose sixty per cent of their being and survive. If the water had seeped beneath the door to the other side, the Distillator could, he hoped, draw the water through the iron, agitating the barrier on an atomic level, but it would be a case of wait and see as to whether it would be enough to explode the iron. Of course, the door was iron, a conductor, and in drawing the water out of its targets, the Distillator generated intense electric fields. Water, electricity and iron didn’t mix well. The chances were, in pulling the trigger Mason would set into motion a chain reaction that would fry him alive.


  He had to breathe.


  The need to open his mouth was overwhelming. He gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to gasp, knowing that it would kill him. A stream of bubbles rose from his nostrils.


  He squeezed the trigger.


  A ribbon of bluish energy pulsed out from the muzzle and through the water, breaking and spreading across the rusted iron door. The water around the pulse sizzled and spat, thinner ribbons of diluted blue-light energy arcing out towards the corrugated iron cladding lining the walls and electrifying the entire tunnel. Where the energy fractured through the water, the body of water itself shrank back, forming airless snakes of vacuum that writhed toward the iron door and the iron walls. Where the vacuum-snakes came into contact with one and other they merged to form larger vacuum pockets, and where the pockets came into contact they bloated to form a water void in front of the door. 


  It could have been a trick of the water messing with his perception, but he could have sworn he could see the iron bulging against its hinges, and even as the last raft of bubbles escaped his lips, emptying his lungs, despair gripped him. The vacuum wasn’t strong enough break the door’s hinges. His free hand went to his mouth as though cupping it could somehow filter the water and allow him to breathe.


  Mason opened his mouth, swallowing his first mouthful of water.


  He was as good as dead.


  There was no point fighting it.


  He let the Distillator slip between his fingers and swam forward into the water void, thinking the absence of water meant the presence of air. It didn’t.


  But, with the energy stream broken, the water surged around him, rushing to fill the void. It was nature at its most furious. The abhorrence of the vacuum in its heart was elemental, irresistible.


  It was also lethal: a water hammer.


  In a barrage of white sound he heard the wave crash against the door. The boom resounded through the water-filled tunnel, carried by percussive waves that washed back over him, bullying him backwards even as the water hammer hurled him at the iron door.


  Before he cannoned off it, the door was ripped off its hinges and exploded outwards, twisted beyond all recognition, and carried by the relentless momentum of the water hammer, Mason tumbled and sprawled into the passageway beyond the door. Mercy lay on the first step of a stone staircase ten feet beyond him. The Blondel Distillator lay in the water below it. Coughing his lungs up, Mason stumbled toward the stairs while the water rushed in behind him.


  He stooped to grab the Distillator. The glass tube had a deep fissure running through it and the brass muzzle was buckled out of true. He stuffed it into his saturated coat pocket and grasped the sword in his right hand. Mason ran up the stairs two and three at a time. There was a second door blocking the way at the top, but this one was wooden and no amount of oak was going to stop him escaping the tunnel. He hit it hard, shoulder slamming into the wood beside the lock mechanism—once, twice, and on the third try, fire blazing through his body, Mason burst through it, staggering under his own momentum as he stumbled into the room beyond.


  The first thing that hit him was the astringent reek; within seconds his eyes burned from the bite of ammoniac in the air. He looked around frantically trying to work out where in God’s name he was. It took another few seconds to realise the dark shapes he saw within the shadows were makeshift coffins, and a few seconds more to realise they were occupied.


  He was in the Lime House.


  


  Down by the River Where the Dead Men Play


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Sixty-Five


  
     
  


  Inside the Conclave, time seeped slowly forward.


  The grimace rippled across Anthony Millington’s face as he fought through the molasses of slow-time, trying desperately to run and run and run. He threw himself into it body and soul. He gave everything to the simple act of running, and felt as though, like time itself, he were standing dead still. His arms did move, an eighth of an inch, a sixteenth, but it was barely perceptible to the naked eye. His heart slowed, each beat dragged out desperately. Even the light filtering into his eyes crawled, changing the way he saw the antechamber. The slow light bent reality around him.


  But his mind raced.


  It was the one thing not bound by the treacle effect of whatever trap, incantation or glyph they had stumbled into.


  He could see Napier out of the corner of his eye; the slowdown transformed his friend into a lifeless zombie shambling forward. It was eerie. There was no life behind his eyes. No sign of his fierce intelligence. No hint that he was even in there. And then, suddenly, Napier’s outline appeared to shimmer. The shimmer became a blur. And then he was gone. Disappeared. It was as though the man had been lifted out of time. But that was Napier’s gift in action—the man could manipulate the way light refracted, reflected and on occasion bent around his body, making him virtually invisible. The slowdown of time had just made the disappearing act more noticeable.


  Millington shivered.


  It took an age for the convulsion to work its way through his flesh. By the time it had he could have run a mile or more under normal circumstances. As it was his body had barely moved an inch across the antechamber’s marbled floor.


  It was as though he were trapped in some dreadful dream. A dream in which he had to run for his life through the streets of London, chased by the tolling bells of the Ward and Borough churches, and if they caught him his soul would shrivel . . . and to handicap him the soles of his shoes had been coated with knackers glue so they stuck to the cobbles.


  And then, when it seemed that they would be trapped within the Conclave for an eternity, time snapped and they were flying out through the door into the street one after the other. The Villain Kings piled out of the door behind him and stopped dead in the street. The effect was every bit as eerie as the slow-time that had encased them only moments before. Above them the last tattered remnants of fire burned out in the sky. The shadow of the Lime House Golem loomed, bathing the streets below it in a darkness as absolute as death itself. The night was uncomfortably warm. The fire, Millington realised, had thawed the streets and threatened to bake them. To the right, he saw the black line of the river and the gaslights along the embankment, to the left the white stone façades of the Anglo-Palladian style townhouses of the city’s new rich, and in front of him, leaning against the iron railings of the enclosed garden, Dorian Carruthers.


  His friend wasn’t moving. 


  Millington moved cautiously across the street toward him. Around him the others shouted and gesticulated. No one seemed to know what the hell had happened to them, nor what was happening all around them now. Millington didn’t care. He only had eyes for Carruthers. As he drew nearer, Millington could see that not only wasn’t he moving, he wasn’t breathing, either. He reached out, feeling his friend’s neck for a pulse. The skin was icy to the touch. Carruthers’s head lolled forward, his entire body slumping against Millington. Millington caught him, and not knowing what else to do, lay him down in the street. He had seen dead people before, and there was no denying the fact that Dorian was dead. His eyes, rolled back so only the whites showed, stared blindly up at him. Rigor had already begun to set into his muscles, meaning he must have died shortly after they entered the Conclave. Millington checked again for a pulse, this time at the wrist. He willed Dorian to cough or shiver or something, anything, just to show that he’d returned to his body from wherever his consciousness had gone, but this was different. He wasn’t travelling. He wasn’t looking out through someone else’s eyes. Atropos, the Moirae, had cut the thread.


  The last thing he had seen, the blazing sky, was burned into his eyes. Now, for eternity, all Dorian Carruthers would see was fire.


  He closed his friend’s eyes and looked up to see Arnos standing over him. The Villain King looked stricken, close to panic. ”Is he . . . ?” He let the sentence trail off, as though he couldn’t bring himself to say the word ”dead.”


  Millington nodded.


  ”We are under attack!” another of the Kings shouted from across the street.


  ”A trap!”


  And another voice cried: ”We have been betrayed!”


  There was no denying the truth of it; they had been betrayed. Someone had set the glyphs that bound them to the Conclave, just as someone had set them to keep Dorian out, isolating him so they could pick the Gentlemen Knights off one by one. Alone we are weak, together we are strong. It was a simple truth. Together they were strong but it felt like an age since they had been together, even if it had only been a day and a night since they had fought the daemon Meringias outside Saint Paul’s. He looked from face to face, searching for signs of complicity, but the Villain Kings were either innocent or incredibly accomplished liars. He could not read the seven gatekeepers, but neither could he discount them. The simple fact of their presence at the Conclave meant Arnos had expected trouble—was this the trouble he had expected? Could he have anticipated—or known about—the betrayal? Or, deeper, darker, could he have been behind it? Was it possible? There was no honour amongst the Villain Kings, that much was apparent, but just how low could they go to gain control? Wipe out the Conclave, control the city. Sure, there would be turf wars, but the surviving Villain King would have the might to win them. Not only win, but crush any resistance. Soon, done right, the thirteen would be reduced to one. One king to rule the entire city. Could the promise of that kind of power be enough to cause one of the Villain Kings to turn on his brothers? Millington knew the answer without even voicing the question. Of course they would: all things were fair in love and war.


  But any traitor would have known about the Gentlemen Knights and their peculiar gifts, and about the Gatekeepers of the London Wall and all of the others sworn to protect the great city, meaning they would have known they needed help, and not just in the form of muscle. Millington knew what that meant, and the thought chilled him to the bone despite the residual heat of the burning sky. Whoever it was had aligned with the Brethren. There could be no other explanation for the events of the last few hours. The game afoot was more dangerous than any he could have anticipated.


  Millington watched them as they took up defensive positions around the Villain Kings. They were ready—hungry even—to fight.


  He looked around for Eugene Napier, but the man was nowhere to be seen. That didn’t mean he wasn’t there, of course, merely that he could not be seen by the naked eye. He scanned the shadows, looking for the tell-tale blur where the light was being manipulated, but the gaslight and moonlight shadow made it impossible. Napier was either there or he wasn’t. He couldn’t worry about it. There was something else that demanded his attention: birds had gathered across the face of the moon, forming a face of their own.


  ”What are you trying to tell me?” Millington asked, barely a whisper. He didn’t need to shout. Animals heard him. That was his gift. He could talk to the animals. They loved him. The scientific term was animist, but what it all came down to was his ability to communicate with other species. Compared to the others it could easily be argued that his talent was little more than a party trick, and indeed, he had used it more than once to amuse children, including his friend John Lofting’s brood. But there was a more serious side to it. Animals saw the world in a different way to humans. They saw things most people ignored or simply missed, and they were fiercely loyal to the pack, or the flock in this case. It was a mentality Anthony Millington shared. Loyalty to the pack ran in his blood; though his pack walked on two legs, not four. It gave him a bond to McCreedy unlike anything the others shared, because even after the big man unleashed his Anafanta and slipped into wolf form Millington knew him better than he knew himself.


  The face formed by the flock of ravens shifted, formed and reformed until it became recognizably Dorian Carruthers’s.


  It was a message, all right. He strained to hear their caws but they were too distant to make out any real meaning behind them. He had to rely upon his eyes. The ravens had no reason to mourn Dorian, he thought, and then the realization hit him. Of all the creatures in the city, the ravens had come together to form his face—ravens, soul guardians. He knew Dorian’s gift, the man could talk to the dead as easily as he could talk to animals. It stood to reason he would have a connection with the ravens. Just as McCreedy and Millington were bonded, so too was Carruthers. It was a different kind of bond, but it was a bond just the same. And now the birds were telling him that his friend was still alive. He didn’t question the message, nor how they might know. Now wasn’t the time.


  In the distance, beyond the shouting, Millington heard the feral growl of McCreedy’s wolf, and knew the big man was in trouble. He had been the first out of the Conclave, quicker even than the traps laid to snare them, but that didn’t mean he had been quick enough to avoid danger. No. It meant he had had to face it alone.


  Well, not anymore.


  Millington pushed himself to his feet. ”You,” he yelled at the nearest man. The keeper of the Lud gate, turned, his vampiric face as empty of emotion as it was blood. ”Come here,” Millington commanded, finding a strength he didn’t know he had. His friends needed him. He wasn’t about to let them down. ”Do not allow anyone close to his body. Do you understand me, Gatekeeper? It is imperative you protect him. Should anything happen to his body he won’t be able to return to it. Do you understand?” He pressed.


  The vampire nodded wordlessly.


  Brannigan Locke came running towards him across the cobbled street. He was cut above the eye. The wound bled freely, running down the side of his face. He looked as though he had gone ten rounds with a ham-hock fisted pugilist, bare knuckle. He was bruised and seemed dizzy and disorientated. He saw Millington, and then Dorian’s body laid out at his feet and seemed, momentarily, to come back to himself. Then, lastly, he saw the Lud Gate vampire. He dragged Millington aside.


  ”Locke? What happened to you?” Millington didn’t understand.


  ”No time,” Locke said, shaking his head. He staggered, catching himself against the railing. He leaned in close, his lips barely an inch from Millington’s ear. ”We can’t trust the Seven, they’ve shown their hands. Cripple Gate’s keeper is dead.” He looked down at his long coat and then back, looking Millington in the eye. Millington saw the dust and his imagination filled in the gaps. ”We can’t leave Dor alone with it, not like this. Not now. We can’t trust that this one hasn’t been turned, or that it wasn’t always lying in wait for the time to reveal itself. Are you with me, Anthony?” Millington nodded tightly. ”Good man. All right, we have got to get to McCreedy . . .” Locke’s voice trailed off as he looked over Millington at something. ”The Brethren are behind everything, I swear it. They know our gifts. They’ve made contingencies. None of this is random. Chance. We are undone, Anthony. We cannot win here. We must get out of this place, regroup. We need to think then act, but we can’t risk tipping our hand. This one doesn’t seem to know its kin is dead. That means they don’t share a mind, they can’t sense when one of their bloodsucking kin is slain. We can pick them off one at a bloody time if we have to. But whatever we do, we’ll have to carry Dor between us. We can’t leave him here, not when he’s like this.”


  Millington wasn’t about to argue. He helped his friend lift the lifeless body of Dorian Carruthers, slipping Dor’s limp arm around his neck and his own arm around Dor’s back to hold him beneath his armpit. Brannigan Locke did likewise. With McCreedy’s snarls to guide them, they started to run toward the embankment.


  The Lud Gate vampire watched them leave put didn’t move to stop them. It opened its jaw wide, incisors descending slick with spittle, and seemed to mouth the words ”Burn with me.”


  Across the street the remaining five of the Seven ancient vampires threw back their heads and roared ”Burn!” in unison.


  


  Chapter Sixty-Six


  
     
  


  The Ka was untouched by the slow-time trap.


  It watched the others, Millington, the Villain Kings, and the vampiric protectors as they were snared by it, but didn’t wonder why it was immune. It knew. Its body had been fashioned for a purpose, and this was a part of it. Their bodies blurred around the edges, as though losing definition. It moved between them, studying their faces as they froze in place, even going so far as to touch the area over Millington’s heart to feel out his heartbeat. For a moment it believed the man’s heart had simply stopped along with the rest of him, but that wasn’t true. The beats came, but the spaces between them stretched on and on. His first thought was that he could simply slit the Gentleman Knight’s throat then and there and no one would be any the wiser. His hand went instinctively toward the silver dagger he wore sheathed in his high leather boot. It would be easy. Simply touch the blade to the side of his throat and draw it around in a smooth arc. Given the almost-frozen beat of his heart, the Ka could even time the fatal cut so that none of the arterial spray betrayed it. More, it could work its way around the entire chamber killing them one by one. Who would stop it? Not Millington, nor the interfering chamberlain, Mason.


  It stopped dead still, sniffing the air. The perfume of old death clung to the air. It saw the dust on the staircase and the word written into it. Shards of glass lay in pieces at the foot of the stairs. The Ka glanced up at the denuded chandelier. All that remained of it were a few iron chains and the coronets where the crystal had hung. It read the scene as well as any forest tracker might. There had been a fight and one of the ancient vampires had fallen. There was a single footstep in the dust. Slowly, face by face, it looked around the room. They were three men short. McCreedy had been the first out of the Conclave. He had hared out of the room as though his tail were on fire—and no doubt that had saved him even as he had triggered the glyph that had been laid specifically to snare him. The Ka could smell the residual tang of The Art still thick in the air. The man was preternaturally fleet of foot, not merely fast, but of course he was part wolf. Mason had no such gift, and yet he was not among their number either. Somehow he had evaded the snare. The Ka looked back towards the Conclave’s chamber and through the shimmering portal saw the room beyond. Mason remained in his seat beside the auto-icon and seemed to be looking for whatever trick automated it. Typical that just this once curiosity saved the cat, it thought.


  Brannigan Locke was the other one missing from the standing statues.


  Curious.


  It could not recall seeing the man leave the chamber, but when it thought back now it seemed that his seat had been empty for a very long time. It reeked of trickery.


  The Ka would not have expected such resourcefulness from the man. To slip away unnoticed was one thing, but to fight one of the ancients and live was unusual. To do so without an arsenal was almost unheard of. 


  As though sensing its scrutiny, Mason looked up and locked eyes with the Ka. It did not move. Did not breathe. It needed the chamberlain to believe it was trapped, anything else would tip its hand too soon. It was a fragile illusion. The man was already suspicious. It had seen the way he looked at it, always sidelong glances, doubt, suspicion. And the man was devious. The way he moved, furtively sneaking around in the background all of the time carrying his silver service platters, polishing the brass fixtures and fittings with what smelled like catgut wax. Suspicion and constant lurking made dangerous bedfellows as far as it was concerned.


  Finally Mason broke eye contact and looked away.


  The Ka breathed out a slow sigh of relief but didn’t risk moving again until the chamberlain was out of sight.


  It waited.


  And then it moved. Quickly. The Ka rushed across the marble floor, soft shoes barely scuffing the surface. Still, the slow-time meant that its footfalls were to all intents and purposes silent.


  It slipped out into the street.


  It could sense her out there, its queen, and knew he had to stand by her side. That was its purpose here. There would be a battle. It could taste death on the air. It would fight at its queen’s side. It would protect her. That was why it had been sent through.


  It tossed back its head and breathed in the scents of coal dust, brimstone and ice, sniffing out her scent.


  It would find her.


  She needed it.


  It would not fail her.


  With the shadows of flame writhing across the cobbles, it raced off after her, coattails lapping around its legs like angry dogs as it ran. It sniffed left and right at every corner, following the odour of wrongness that clung to his queen. She wasn’t of this place. It could smell the difference, even from a mile away. It paused beneath a stuttering gas lamp. The flame spat and crackled above its head, burning blue. Somewhere in the distance a forlorn foghorn sounded. Life was beginning to return to the river. It wouldn’t be too long until the hawkers and tallymen were out with the market traders. This was London. This was life. It was the same in every London. Above the Ka’s head, the blue flame popped once, loudly, and then went out. A blockage in the pipe. The Ka heard the hiss as the nozzle continued to leak gas into the street. This time there was no flame to burn it off.


  Left to spill gas into the street all night, this one lamp was a tragedy waiting to happen. It looked up at the side of the house and the leaded windows and their thick velvet curtains. It was the same across the street. New money. Well, the inhabitants of these few flats were about to learn a valuable lesson: all the money in the world couldn’t protect you from the reaper when it was your time. The Ka did not smile. It did not feel any satisfaction in their plight. It did not feed on inevitability. It was a creature of entropy. From the moment of its creation its flesh was failing. From its first step it was walking toward its last. It did not pity them, either. It identified with them. The only difference between the people lying in their beds in the rooms up there and the Ka was that they were unaware. It wasn’t. Death was ever present in its mind. Not so much a ticking clock as it was a decaying one.


  It ran on.


  It found the Ice Queen on the banks of the river, the great bronze lion at her side. She looked like a warrior queen of old, Boudicca rampant, as she stood there staring down toward the mouth of the river and the distant sea. The Ka followed the direction of her gaze. The river was teeming with coal barges and iron-hulled keel-haulers belching thick black coal dust into the sky. The moonlight rippled on the water, stretching the shadows, but the longest shadow by far belonged not to a barge nor a building but rather to the towering figure of Father London. Seeing the Golem astride the great river, betwixt and between with one huge foot on either bank, the Ka felt a stab of recognition, regret, kinship . . . it too was one of Madam Blavatsky’s creations. It owed its existence to her tormented genius. That made them . . . brothers . . . the thought disturbed it. It had never imagined it would have any sort of kin, not beyond the unborn raw carcasses waiting for the imprints of the other Gentleman Knights that hung on meat hooks in the room where it was born, down in the basement of the Brethren’s chambers in heart of the Liberty of Norton Folgate. Brothers, all of them, without a single soul between them.


  Father London turned laboriously, as though sensing their scrutiny.


  Ravens flew around it, black feathers beating frantically at the sky and uselessly at the iron shell of the huge Golem.


  The Ka turned back towards its queen and the lion, and saw the Ice Queen’s gaze had moved on from Father London to the shadowy figures locked in a scuffle further along the embankment.


  It wasn’t a fair fight.


  The growls and snarls of McCreedy’s red wolf tore at the shadowy figures as they desperately tried to defend themselves. Their carefully laid plans were coming undone. The werewolf had escaped his silver prison and instead of suffocating or drowning at the bottom of the Thames it was rending them with tooth and claw.


  Their screams were pitiful to behold.


  All thoughts of brotherhood were gone. Its masters, its makers, were dying. It could not stand by and leave them to the wolf’s not-so tender mercies. The creature’s attack was beyond savage; it was rabid.


  The Ice Queen saw the Ka staring at the slaughter and cried out: ”To me!”


  The Ka began to run, promising, ”I will not fail you. I will not fail you.”


  It could have been talking to the queen, its creators, itself, Father London, or even the city itself. All of them or none of them. All it knew was that it had been created with a purpose, and this was it: to fight.


  


  Chapter Sixty-Seven


  
     
  


  Sataniel was drawn to the river.


  The fallen angel could sense its followers. He was not alone.


  ”I am the light of morning,” he said, a beautiful smile spreading slowly across his face. It was true. It always had been. He was the light, he was the morning star. ”I bring life!”


  At his side, Cain’s skin tightened, shrivelling beneath the furnace heat radiating off Sataniel. The heat came in pulses, each pulse more brutally hot than the last. The Morning Star was incandescent. Fire coruscated beneath his skin, lighting him up as he walked through the waking city. So fierce was his internal flame that it lit the way despite the lingering smog. The fire in the sky might have shredded the thick choking smog, scorching the rooftops of the city below, but Sataniel’s fire was so much more precise, and more intense for it. It cut through the coal dust and pollutants like a hot knife sliding through a pat of butter.


  He was a beacon in the night city.


  He was the light.


  Cain felt the first shiver from the earth as they walked beside the high walls of Bow Cemetery. The shiver ran all the way from Kensal Green to Norwood, Nunhead, Brompton and Abney Road, encompassing Tower Hamlets and Highgate to the north, the seven great cemeteries of the city. It was no accident that the tremors were bounded by the walls of those magnificent necropolises. The dead of London were stirring, responding to Sataniel’s nearness. The weeping angels and the granite-faced cherubim watching over the interred moved, following their passage. The movement was barely perceptible, but there was no denying it. Every statue in the old cemetery turned to watch them walk by.


  ”Rise up!” Sataniel commanded, throwing his arms high in a vee. ”Rise up! I am the light of the morning, I bring life!”


  He did not look around, nor did he linger to see the result of his command, but rather like some perverse Pied Piper of the Dead and Damned, danced on toward the docklands. The angel’s corona blazed, venting evermore heat as the fires inside Sataniel raged. And, for just a moment, as licks of flame spilled from the angel’s eyes, Cain could not help but wonder what he had done . . .


  Still, Cain followed in Sataniel’s wake, but unlike the angel, could not resist the temptation to look back: a deep shadow-fissure ran through the heart of the graveyard. It wove between the headstones and the sarcophagi like some black serpent. It might have been a wound in the earth, it might have been the play of light and a suggestible mind, but for a moment he could have sworn he saw the dirt-smeared bones of a skeletal hand clutching at the crumbling edge of dirt, scrabbling for purchase while it tried to haul itself from the grave . . . but whose madness was that?


  Cain turned his back on the wounded earth.


  The dead did not rise.


  Sataniel was not . . . was not . . . the wanderer could barely bring himself to think God’s name. 


  The dead did not rise.


  Sataniel was not God.


  He did not have the power to drag the dead from their graves and lead them in some puppet dance.


  Did he?


  A second and more violent tremor caused the earth to undulate beneath his feet. All he could think was that the earth itself was rebelling against their unnatural presence. A third and a fourth hit, followed by a hellish low moan that sounded like all of creation tearing apart, slowly.


  And again, despite himself, Cain looked back over his shoulder for the source of the moan.


  But it wasn’t what was behind them that caused the earth to cry out in despair, it was what lay in front of them. Father London, the great Golem, strode across the river and toward Sataniel and his companion, and through its mouth every one of the dead souls trapped within the iron construct wailed.


  Down in the river itself, the water began to chop, white waves churning up as the spume lapped against the rust riddled hulls of the coal barges. The water heads crashed and broke against the bulkheads of the tramp steamers, spilling back dirty and black with the scum of the river clinging to them. It almost looked as though the river was slowly coming to the boil, but the froth being churned up had nothing to do with heat and everything to do with the undercurrents of its elemental memory as the river remembered its dead.


  There were no corpses to rise at Sataniel’s command, but the water did not forget.


  It yielded up its victims one by one, giving momentary shape to them as they clawed toward the surface, only to break apart and splash back down to become part of the river once more, gone but not forgotten. Never forgotten. At first it was only one or two of the recently dead, those unlucky ones fallen drunkenly from the ships moored along the embankment, and the victims of saps to the skull, dumped in the drink with empty pockets to drown and then more and more ethereal bodies clawed up out of the water, older ghosts from when the city burned and from when plague tore it apart and bells rang out to cries of ”Bring out your dead! Bring out your dead!” The Thames was alive with the watery dead. Hundreds upon hundreds of faces pressed through the churning waters, looking for one last time upon the world they had left behind, answering Sataniel’s call.


  ”And the graves and waters are opened, the veil torn asunder and the dead remembered, for this is the first resurrection,” Sataniel said.


  Cain looked on and trembled.


  Not with fear.


  With anticipation.


  


  Chapter Sixty-Eight


  
     
  


  Mason stumbled into the Lime House as the old bones of the dead rattled against the sides of their coffins.


  It was like nothing he had ever heard before, nor like anything he ever wanted to hear again.


  It wasn’t that it was inhuman.


  It was too human.


  Mason shivered and gripped the hilt of Mercy all the more fiercely, as though the old blade could protect him from the reavers and ravening spirits trapped down here with him. ”Move on,” he said, barely above a whisper. He didn’t know whether he was urging himself into motion or the dead to cross over to the other side.


  The building trembled on its shallow foundations, stone grating on stone as the dried up mortar towelled thinly between the red bricks crumbled.


  Again and again the entire house shook violently, dislodging the slates from its angled roof and twisting its subterranean walls. Each fresh tremor dislodged more and more mortar and whitewashed flakes of brickwork where the walls were weakest. The weeping stone filled the room with choking dust.


  With one particularly violent shudder, the tiny light in the wall sconce was snuffed out, leaving him alone in the dark with the dead.


  Mason pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and fashioned a facemask out of it, tying it off in a knot behind his head. The starched white cotton quickly blackened as his breathing came faster and evermore shallow. His eyes watered as he fumbled around for the next door, the next staircase, to lead him back up to the light. He felt like Dante making the climb back from the ninth circle to the light of whatever passed for day in the world he had left behind, though he had neither Virgil nor the beautiful Beatrice to guide him, only bodies lined up in rows and columns in their boxes. There was nothing remotely divine nor comic about his situation.


  Mason forced himself to breathe deeply, drawing the air in through the cotton weave of his handkerchief.


  He would escape this ”basso loco” and see the stars again.


  Despite himself, he smiled, pleased that even under such duress he did not lose his breeding nor forget his letters: basso loco was Dante’s literalisation of Hell, simply calling it the deep place, while every cantica closed on the same word, stelle, or stars. His father would have been proud, and that was all any son could ask of himself, wasn’t it?


  He cast about in the darkness, fumbling his way across the room fingers first. He didn’t want to think about the nature of the things he felt beneath his fingers. To do so would be to invite panic into his mind. No. Gritting his teeth, Mason forced himself to work his way around the walls until he felt the textures change beneath his questing fingers, from the occasional brush of cloth to the cold of sarcophagi stone to the rough wood and iron straps of the door. He found the ring of the handle and twisted it abruptly, pushing it inwards. For one heart-stopping moment he thought it was locked, then instead of pushing he pulled.


  Light streamed into the room in bright beams.


  It might as well have been the dizzying brightness of Heaven; it stung his eyes every bit as much as any divine light would have. But there was nothing godly about it. The light owed its existence to the last blazing remnants of the fire in the sky Father London’s violent passage into this realm had caused. Mason couldn’t have known that. To him it was as though he had emerged from one kind of hell into another. In this one the skies burned and the dead stirred, clawing against the walls of their coffins as they tried to escape their confines.


  He found the stairs, then the waiting room, which was nothing more than a big, empty chamber with bare floorboards where the dead were piled up while they waited to be taken below. There were windows here. They had been boarded up and taped over, but they were still windows. Chinks of night-light filtered in through the cracks.


  The door to the street hung on twisted hinges.


  Mason pulled away the handkerchief and threw it to the ground as he dragged the door open. He savoured the feel of fresh air on his face before he walked out into the night, and like Dante, his reward was stars. They peppered the night sky, and for just a moment he was able to imagine they were shining just for him.


  The moment didn’t last.


  His first glimpse of Father London striding across the city, crushing houses that had stood for a hundred and more years beneath its careless feet, dispelled any illusions he might have harboured. This night wasn’t about him, but that didn’t mean he did not have a part to play in it. A lesser man might have turned his back and fled, but not Mason. He gripped Mercy all the more fiercely and ran toward the towering iron Golem, one tiny man against the might of the iron giant.


  He raced toward the embankment, no real thought about what he was going to do or how he expected to stop the towering monstrosity. All he knew was that someone had to, so it might as well be him. As he reached the waterfront, he slowed, the sheer enormity of the Golem stopping him dead in his tracks. Looking up from the street he could barely make out its huge barrel chest never mind its head.


  And for just a moment he felt utterly insignificant and helpless, but the moment passed and all he felt was angry. This was his city. This was where he had been born, where his father and his father before him and been born. This was his London. He hawked and spat a wad of coal-laced phlegm onto the hard-packed dirt of the road and looked up at the towering iron Golem. No misbegotten fiend, no matter how big, was going to destroy it.


  ”Cry God for Harry, England and Saint George!” Mason raged, brandishing the Confessor’s blade high in challenge to the Golem, as though the silver blade and a dead king’s fictitious rallying cry could strike fear into the heart of this enemy.


  It couldn’t.


  He knew that.


  Iron giants had no hearts.


  It didn’t matter.


  The words weren’t for the giant.


  They were for him.


  And as far as he was concerned it wasn’t some pitiful gesture of defiance, it was everything that made his country great encapsulated in a single sentence. That was the brilliance of the Bard.


  Along the waterfront Mason saw the Ice Queen, and prowling at her feet, the huge, bronze Landseer lion. Beyond them he saw a man running, the tails of his great coat swirling around him. It was hard to be sure who it was, but for all the world it looked as though it was Master Napier.


  Mason started to run toward him, and for the second time in as many minutes stopped dead in his tracks as five figures emerged from the shadows to stand between them.  He couldn’t see their faces but he didn’t need to. He knew exactly who they were. This entire thing reeked of their handiwork: Lucius Amun, Charles Ra, Vincent Hathor and the sisters, Niamh Thoth and Hermione Osiris.


  The enemy.


  The Brethren.


  And they were between him and where he needed to be.


  They hadn’t seen him yet.


  Mason retreated a step then two more, drawing the cloak of shadows cast by the high factory wall around his shoulders. He was freezing from the icy water. It was a battle to keep some semblance of control over his shivering muscles.


  A fool rushed in.


  He forced himself to wait, assess the situation and use logic and reason over emotion. Something was happening. They weren’t merely springing a trap, he realised, they were under attack. A slow smile spread across his face as he heard the growls of McCreedy’s red wolf. A moment later he saw the shadow spring. The sounds of snapping teeth and tearing skin carried all the way to his hiding place. The shadow-shapes blended into one as the werewolf tore into Lucius Amun’s throat.


  Mason had three choices: one, rush in to the wolf’s aid, changing the odds from four against one to four against two. As it was, Amun was as good as dead. The man fell away, sprawling across the road as the wolf bore down on him with its full weight. Amun clutched at his throat, blood gouting through his sticky fingers; two wait, do nothing because this wasn’t his fight, Napier ought to reach the wolf before one of the others straddled its back and slit its throat, meaning he need only have eyes for the iron giant; or three, find another way around, join Napier and the Ice Queen as they threw themselves into the fray and trust that his arrival would be enough to tilt the balance.


  Hiding went against every grain of his existence.


  Sneaking was no better.


  But it made sense.


  Running headlong into a pack of sorcerers was nothing short of suicide. Waiting for them to turn their backs was little better. He reached for the Distillator. Drained of water, no one would survive.


  And that was what stayed his hand.


  McCreedy was in the midst of those writhing shadows fighting for his life. There was no way to reliably aim the Blondel Distillator, not like a gun. The effect rippled out from the muzzle in an ever increasing cone until it fizzled out into nothing. Pull the trigger now and McCreedy would be caught in the middle of it. Werewolves were just as much water as any other kind of man. 


  For the Distillator to be any use—if it even worked—he would need to drive the wolf from the fight, and that wasn’t going to happen now the blood was flowing.


  He had the sword, Mercy, but even as he began to contemplate wading in to the fight swinging, he felt the subtlest of disturbances in the aether: one of the Brethren had begun to draw upon The Art. The sensation was unmistakable. It was unlike any other sensation. A single heartbeat later the odour of burning fur reached his nostrils and he saw an arc of lighting crackle from the sorcerer’s outstretched hand into the wolf’s spine.


  McCreedy’s howls were as shocking as they were desperate, his back arching as the lightning coursed through his bones in search of the earth. For all their agony they quickly turned from pain to rage as the red wolf clawed the ground and launched himself at the sorcerer, teeth and fur and fury.


  In that instant it came down to two simple choices, charge or stealth, there was no way Mason could simply wait. Not if he was going to be forced to listen to McCreedy’s screams. It would take a stronger man than him to stand by and listen to the big man commit suicide even if it was to save the rest of them.


  As though sensing him, the woman, Thoth, turned to look directly at him. Her face was unmistakable in the sliver of moonlight. Without all of that hatred pent up inside her she might have been beautiful, as it was she was a thing of ugliness personified. There was no way she could see him, but there was no denying the fact that her eyes were locked upon his. And for just a moment he found himself imagining she could see not only his flesh but all the way down into his soul. He shuddered and backed off another step, his back scraping against the brick wall.


  He made his choice: there was no way he would make it across the killing ground between his hiding place and where McCreedy was fighting for his life, not with Niamh Thoth waiting, watching, aware. . . . A single misstep was suicide.


  He was going to have to find another way around if he was going to have a hope in hell of saving McCreedy’s hide.


  


  Chapter Sixty-Nine


  
     
  


  Brannigan Locke braced himself against a low tumbledown wall to catch his breath. Head down, he swallowed hard. The fight with the vampire was finally taking its toll. He was hurting, and not just physically. Gritting his teeth, he looked up to see Millington’s concern. He nodded that he was fit enough to go on, though in truth he was anything but.


  But this night of all nights he knew that there would be no respite.


  The fire up above had long since burned out. Despite that, the occasional streamer of flame would flicker over their heads every now and again like some warning flare.


  For the most part, though, the air was back to the familiar end-of-year cold that had stung his lungs every December since he was born. There was an uncanny comfort in the return of that familiar bite. It was as though the world was rejecting the Ice Queen, the iron Golem, and everything else that didn’t belong.


  The deadweight of Dorian’s body was heavier than he had imagined possible. Indeed, the term deadweight suddenly made sense to Locke in a way that it hadn’t before. Grunting, he shouldered his burden again. While they could conceivably cart Carruthers all over Christendom it rather negated any impact they might have in the scrap. Locke wasn’t a fool. He knew full well they would be called upon to fight, and fight for their lives, being weighed down babysitting Carruthers’s mortal form wasn’t exactly conducive to ducking, diving, bobbing or weaving.


  ”Come on,” he muttered.


  They were close to the old factory district. The shadow of the workhouse loomed almost as oppressively as the colossus of Father London’s cast iron frame. Locke’s mind raced. Close by the howls of McCreedy’s wolf turned to whimpers. The sudden shift spurred him into action. He had no intention of being a spectator in this fight. Not when they were already a man down. He might not be Fabian Stark, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of pulling a rabbit out of his arse and making a difference. Not when it really mattered.


  ”Cry God for Harry, England and Saint George!” Mason’s rallying cry was more like a prayer when it finally reached them. Even so, it galvanised Locke.


  He looked Millington square in the eye.


  It was impossible to ignore the fear in his friend’s eyes.


  He might have been an actor by trade, at home treading the boards and telling lies night after night, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. Millington wasn’t a brawler, not like Locke or, for that matter, Haddon McCreedy. They were the brawn. They battered down problems while Millington and Stark preferred finesse. They were at opposite ends of the spectrum. Napier on the other hand was a sneaky bastard quite capable of mixing it up with his fists, making him half a dozen of one and six of the other. Which, of course, was just another way of saying they each had their own gifts. Millington’s didn’t stretch to the pugilistic arts, nor were they anything like the arcane thud and blunder that Stark could draw upon to cause a scene. It was the middle of the night in the heart of the city. Millington’s way with animals was hardly the ace up their sleeve they needed right now, unless he could somehow charm the birds out of the . . . the thought died stillborn. That was exactly what he had done, wasn’t it? Not out of the trees though, but from the Tower.


  He looked up at the Golem, and in relation to it, the ravens that flocked around its huge iron jaws, wings beating frantically at the unflinching metal. That was Millington’s doing, conscious or not. It had to be. It was completely unnatural. More than that, Locke realised. It meant that Millington didn’t have to be in the thick of it to use his talents. His gift could be deployed from range, like artillery.


  Use your mind, Locke railed against himself. He wasn’t thinking straight. He wasn’t thinking like a commander, he wasn’t seeing the big picture. It was all too focussed on him, on his place in all of it. To carry the analogy to its rather ungracious conclusion, his thoughts were chasing around like hapless grunts on the battlefield waiting, gun smoke, blood and mud in their eyes while the bullets were flying.


  They needed to find somewhere safe to hide Dorian. That was the first thing. It needed to be somewhere away from the front. In other words, somewhere Millington’s fear wouldn’t unman him.


  He looked about him, scanning the length of the wall and the buildings on either side of the street. He was looking for something that would hide Millington from sight but give him a clear field of vision down to the embankment. There were a few lodging houses but most of the buildings around here and going down to the docks were all factories. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t suit their purpose, but it did mean that there would almost certainly be night watchmen they needed to worry about. They were an unknown: a potential fly in the ointment, so to speak, but he’d rather have to worry about an unsuspecting night watchman stumbling upon the pair of them than he would a bloodthirsty vampire every night of the week.


  ”Come on,” he said again, but this time the urgency transferred to Millington, who seemed instinctively to grasp that Locke’s mind was racing. It was part of the bond between them. It went beyond trust. Beyond kin. They were aspects of the same whole; Napier, Millington, Dor, McCreedy, there weren’t so many of them left now. They had already lost Stark, and there was no knowing whether Simon Labauve was even alive or if he had already sailed into a watery hell all on his own. They hadn’t had any form of contact in over two months. The lack of word was unnerving. And now this, a full-frontal assault on them . . . Locke’s instinctive reaction was to rage, but anger only clouded his judgment. He needed a clear head. He needed to think. And not only think, but think differently. He needed to be deliberately unpredictable. The enemy thought they knew how the Gentleman Knights of London would act and react, and on the evidence he had seen so far, they had good reason to think they were right. Alone they were lessened, weaker, but together they were strong enough to save the world’s greatest city from any threat.


  And it was working.


  They had already lost one of their number, he was damned if he was going to lose another. It really was as simple as that.


  Part of Brannigan Locke, the dark, suspicious corner of his mind, suspected that the Brethren were even behind Labauve’s wild goose chase. Was it possible that they were playing such a long game? He shook his head. Of course it was. Of course it was.


  He motioned with two fingers, like a pistol. Understanding, Millington nodded, once, sharply, and together, they broke away from the shadows. With Carruthers’s shoes dragging on the cobblestones between them, they went in search of a vantage point, somewhere safe.


  For a full minute the soft slap of their shoes on the cobbled stones of the street was the only sound they heard. An animalistic whimper changed that. Hearing it, Locke looked up, using the long arms of dockyard cranes as landmarks to get his bearings. They were close to the river. Close enough to smell the bilge and the backwash and all of those astringent reeks that bit at the back of the throat, meaning they were as close as was really comfortable.


  They weren’t alone for long.


  More and more people were roused from their beds by the tremors and, dressed in threadbare nightgowns, came stumbling into the streets to see what the hell was going on. Every head turned toward the lumbering Golem, staring in horror and fascination as its enormous foot came crushing down upon the red brick buildings that seconds before had been someone’s home and grinding it to dust and death beneath it.


  It wasn’t long before the entire city was screaming—or at least that was how it sounded to Locke. He half-ran, half-walked through the streets, pushing through the people as they stumbled out of their homes. The cries were impossible to ignore, but that was exactly what he needed to do. He knew, logically, that for what he had in mind, this kind of panic was exactly what he needed. Like it or not, confusion was his friend. There were a million places to hide within it, and a million more paths that wound through it, paths that couldn’t be followed.


  They reached the huge iron gates of Saint Katherine’s Dock. The sign was barely legible for the layer of soot that it had collected. Behind the gates high chimneys belched grey smoke into the night sky. The dockyards never slept. It was too expensive to keep quenching the foundry fires and stoking them again come dawn so they kept them tended all night. It would be an hour or more before the dockers arrived for the day’s labour. An hour, now, with what they faced, was as good as a lifetime.


  The dockyard opened up onto the Thames. It was a wet dock. It was also a veritable labyrinth filled with places to hide, everywhere from the foreman’s office to skeletal ships themselves, to the bonded warehouses stacked to the ceilings with crates of cargo waiting to be loaded. The crates offered the protection of a labyrinth within the greater labyrinth.


  The cranes cast elongated shadows across the docks.


  ”You will be all right here,” he told Millington.


  ”What are you going to do?”


  ”I’m going to use my head, for once,” Locke said.


  ”And you expect me to just hide here like some coward?”


  ”You’re not a coward, Ant. You’ve got the heart of a lion. You don’t need to prove it to me. But we can’t leave Dorian alone. Not like this. The Gatekeepers have revealed themselves, and the Brethren have shown their hand. The game’s afoot, Ant. This is it. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for,” he almost said dreading. That would have been just as apt. ”It all comes down to this.”


  ”What are you going to do?” Millington pressed.


  And suddenly he didn’t want to say it, as though by giving voice to his plan, word might filter back to the Brethren, preparing them for his strike. He looked first left, then right, scanning the street almost comically. There were five hundred people crowding around the centre of the street, drawn together by the idea of safety in numbers. Not that numbers offered protection this time. It wasn’t as though the five hundred of them could scale Father London with spanners and welding tools and strip him girder by girder, though the notion appealed to him. He could almost see them, black flies swarming over the rusted frame. Let the Brethren see Londoners united. Let them see the true nature of city, the ”one for all and all for one” spirit.


  But then a darker thought crept in to undermine his utopian uprising: any one of them could have been a Brethren spy. He looked from face to frightened face quickly, not sure what it was, exactly, he needed to see to prove their innocence. But, of course, they were all innocent. He knew that logically. They were frightened because their world was being turned upside down. They lived in city where giant golems didn’t crush terraces underfoot, where vampires didn’t guard the old gates. They were at home with poverty and smog, with cutpurses and mudlarks and whores and drunks. They were at ease with the haves and the have-nots. They knew their place in the grand scheme of things and how the world divided into those who lived upstairs and those who laboured downstairs. In other words they lived in London. And this, here, wasn’t the London they knew or felt safe in.


  He was going to change that, even if it was the last thing he did.


  ”I’m going to make a difference, Ant. For once I am going to use the old noggin and be deliberately unpredictable. Think about it; they are all out there trying to round us up. Their agents are in the field. Somehow they are controlling that iron giant. They trapped Dorian out of his body. I don’t know how they did it, but they did. I know they did. And they’re behind Stark’s death, you can bet your life on it. They let the Meringias free. They opened the door to the Catamine Stair and set this entire nightmare into motion. They’re the puppet masters. But they’re not going to leave anything to chance, not now, not this late in the game. Are you with me?” Millington nodded, looking anything but convinced. ”They are out on the streets, now, en masse. Think about it. And follow that thought to its natural conclusion. If they are in the field that means their homestead is unguarded.”


  ”There will be wardings,” Millington objected, but Locke headed him off with a brusque nod and a wry grin.


  ”Of course there will, I mean, they’ve raised this thing,” he gestured up vaguely towards the Golem, ”and somehow they’ve turned the vampires. There’s no way they’d leave their lair unprotected. I’ll just have to be careful, won’t I?”


  He could see that Millington was still far from convinced, and usually he would have made light of the other man’s concerns, but not this time. That wouldn’t be fair on him. Instead he let his grin fade and admitted: ”I’m not a fool, Ant. I know I might not get out of there alive. All I do know is that standing around arguing about what to do isn’t helping anyone. So, I’ve got to listen to my gut, which is telling me to get the hell down to the water and help McCreedy and the others, and do the damned opposite. Be deliberately unpredictable. It’s the only way I can really help McCreedy. I’ve already sprung one trap with my name on it. If I am lucky they’ll think I am already out of the game. But if I wade in there in my size elevens, they’ll not only know I’m not, they’ll come down on me like a ton of bricks and I’ll be no good to anyone. So, I’m using my head, and this is what my head is telling me: they’re expecting us to duke it out face to face, with honour, because that’s our way. That’s the way we’ve always been, and what they are banking on us always being. We are the Gentleman Knights. We aren’t the Poor Knights or the Lionhearted, we are the Gentlemen. Well, my friend, I say it’s time to take the white gloves off and get our hands dirty. They expect us to act a certain way, react a certain way, we need to become deliberately unpredictable, Anthony. Deliberately unpredictable. That’s the ticket.”


  ”Good speech, old man. You almost convinced me.”


  Locke grinned dangerously.


  ”It’s a beginning. Look after yourself, Ant.”


  ”You too, old man. You too.”


  Brannigan Locke turned his back on his friend, leaving Millington to find a hiding place within the crates and boxes. Locke had done all that he could. The rest was up to him.


  He walked away, taking that first literal as well as metaphorical step. He closed his eyes, letting the echoes of the dockyard guide him. He had told Millington it was a beginning, which was true, but what he hadn’t had the heart to tell him was that he just so happened to think it was the beginning of the end.


  


  Chapter Seventy


  
     
  


  The wolf’s fangs tore into the helpless man’s throat. Momentum and weight bore him backwards, sending Lucius Amun sprawling across the ground. Shock and fear were the last expressions to reach his face; shock at the speed and ferocity of the red wolf’s attack, fear at the realization he was a dead man. And he was. Even as Amun flailed desperately at the side of the wolf’s head his jugular pulsed out a great gout of blood that arced almost to the banks of the black water. Lucius Amun was dead before he hit the cobbles. But the wolf didn’t stop tearing at his corpse. Blood-frenzy gripped the beast, any lingering trace of the big man overwhelmed by the unmistakable taste of blood. There was no room for conscious thought, only base instinct.


  Animal instinct.


  The air was thick with the pheromones of fear and rage, powerful conflicting stimuli. It’s nostrils flared wide as it breathed them in, letting them fill it and fuel it.


  Its world came down to blood. The wolf’s nostrils flared, scenting fresh danger. Its hackles rose.


  It must protect the pack.


  The instincts were ingrained now more than ever.


  Every last trace of the man, McCreedy, was subsumed.


  Had any trace of the man remained, it was gone now.


  A low growl percolated in the wolf’s throat.


  It tossed its head back, and claiming the victory, loosed a feral howl up at the moon. It was a baleful sound, so utterly out of place in the city the cut across every other sound, rising higher and higher. The wolf frothed at the mouth, blood and spittle spraying from its jowls. Then, teeth slick with blood and gristle, the red wolf ducked down again, forcing its muzzle up under the dead man’s chin to get at his vocal chords and the soft meat there tearing him apart.


  The kill was anything but clean.


  Even as the wolf bit down again, rough hands seized it from behind. It howled abrasively as fingers sank into its spine either side of its haunches.


  A voice cried out.


  Heat suffused its entire body, a sudden unquenchable fire igniting muscle deep. It spread through every nerve and fibre. It swelled through the tissue and seeped into the bone.


  It heard the command, ”Burn with me!” so close it might have been whispered in its ear, and then blinding black agony tore through its hide as it began to cook from the inside out. In seconds the air stank of scorched fur.


  The wolf recoiled from its tormentor’s touch, rearing back. Its claws scrabbled on the blood-slick ground, desperately trying to get some kind of purchase. It kicked and slipped and slid but couldn’t tear itself free of the burning hands. Then, with its teeth still embedded in the muscle and tendon of the dead man’s neck, the wolf’s bite finally snapped through the delicate bones there, the sheer force of its panic tearing them free.


  This time the wolf’s howls were desperate.


  


  Chapter Seventy-One


  
     
  


  Millington found a safe place on the second story of the bonded warehouse, making a den amid the cargo stacked and waiting to be loaded. He did his best to make Dor comfortable, taking off his coat and draping it over his friend and making a pillow out of his waistcoat, not that he would notice never mind appreciate the effort. He checked the time on his pocket watch. It was almost four in the morning. In an hour the city would return to life, but for now it remained under the spell of night.


  Moonlight streamed in through a soot-smeared window, painting a silver dagger across the rough floorboards.


  He walked into the light.


  The wolf’s pitiful howls drew him to the window.


  Bracing himself on the chipped and flaking paint of the wainscoting, Millington looked out through the glass. The other side of the glass felt like a world away. He looked down upon that other world as McCreedy’s wolf collapsed, whimpering and pawing at the cobblestones. He saw Mason, soaked to the skin, frozen in indecision, a huge sword in one hand like some mad Crusader, a peculiar gun in the other. He brandished the sword toward the black-cloaked Brethren, while the barrel of the gun was pointed at the girl, Emily, or rather at the ice of the entity that encrusted her like some rare and precious jewel. She was on one knee in a curious parody of a proposal. It was a reversal of roles, but even so, there was no way of interpreting the scene that involved her asking for the chamberlain’s hand. Not with the strange pistol aimed squarely at her chest. She was begging for her life. It only added to the vulnerable beauty of the girl beneath the ice. 


  He urged Mason to move, to do something, but the man just stood there.


  He was talking, Millington realised, not to the queen, nor the lion at her feet, but to the man beside her. Millington recognised him: Napier. There was something different about the way he carried himself when he was around the Ice Queen, Millington realised. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it before. Napier was . . . subservient. His body language fairly screamed it. Mason’s body language on the other hand only went so far as to betray the fact he was shouting. What he was shouting was anyone’s guess. Millington was too far away to hear, and the angle meant he couldn’t read the chamberlain’s lips. But he had never seen Mason shout at one of them. Ever. The man was always, at the very least, deferential. Millington’s hands lifted from the wooden sill to press against the glass. It was like ice beneath his fingers. Once that chill found its way into his body it quickly raced all the way to his heart.


  The bronze lion, he noticed, stared intently at Napier. The tension in its body was obvious, even from afar he could see that it was poised to pounce.


  More was happening down there than he could read into what he saw.


  He was sure of it.


  But their shadow-drama was nothing against the massive iron calf of the Golem, Father London, and the huge foot that emerged slowly from the Thames. The thick detritus of the deep clung to the great metal foot. Dirty water dripped from the enormous toes, coming down like rain.


  Millington felt the dizziness swell up within himself and was forced to grip the windowsill to stop himself from falling. The horizon tilted. He could almost taste the coal dust in the air, despite the layer of glass between them. Between the Golem’s strides he saw the skeletal bascule and suspension cables of one of the towers of the incomplete Tower Bridge, and all the way down to the concrete pier that supported it. Beyond the tower, he could see part of the dome of Saint Paul’s. The great cathedral was bathed in moonlight and the afterglow of the fire. It seemed almost like a beacon in the night. He couldn’t bear to look at it, not because of some misplaced religious objection, but because he didn’t see a house of God, there was no glory. All he saw was the place where his friend had died.


  Guilt hit him hard.


  So much had happened so quickly he hadn’t had the time to mourn Stark, neither had he had the time to think about how he had failed his friend.


  And he had, they all had.


  When that thing had come crawling up the staircase from hell, they’d panicked. They’d let Stark dictate things, trusting him without realizing that he must have intended to sacrifice himself. It was obvious now. He didn’t know how he felt about it. Used? Tricked? Betrayed?


  The guilt he felt quickly transformed to helplessness. He was watching another friend die; another friend sacrificing himself to give them a chance. And here he was hiding while he did so. But what could he do? He stared at the birds flapping ineffectually against the iron limbs of the Golem. What was the point? He wasn’t a fighter. He couldn’t rain down fire from the skies or crack the earth open or make the seas rise up. His only gift was empathic. He could commune with the creatures of the earth and sky. He couldn’t even bend them to his will. Millington slumped forward, resting his forehead against the dirty glass.


  The chill of the glass took him out of himself for a moment. He closed his eyes, reducing his world to that single sensation: cold.


  There was calm in the cold.


  He gave himself to the calm, fighting down the waves of helplessness that had threatened to overwhelm him. He breathed deeply, holding each inhalation for a silent count of eleven, then let the breath leak out of his nostrils to fog the glass. On the sixth breath, a silent count of sixty-six, Anthony Millington opened his eyes and opened his mind.


  ”Talk to them,” he didn’t know if he had thought the words or said them aloud, or if someone else had whispered them to him.


  All his life he had shared a conduit with the creatures. He was connected to them, and they were connected to him. His skin crawled. He felt his consciousness slide over the mind of every bug and spider in the room around him, his fear transferring to them immediately. They scuttled about in the shadows looking for nooks to hide in. As the conduit widened so too did its reach, and he felt his mind brush against the rats in the walls and then outside. He felt the pain of McCreedy’s wolf and shied away from it, sinking instead into the water to the turbulent minds of the rats that swum there.


  They felt his fear, just as the insects and spiders before them had, and they responded to it, coming up over the embankment, their sleek bodies glistening in the moonlight as they scurried over one and other, first a few, then more, until hundreds of them streamed out of the river. Their whiskers twitched, eyes red from the reflected iron of the Golem’s legs as they rose up out of the water.


  Hundreds became thousands of them, as they descended from the walls and came up out of the sewers and storm drains to spill across the embankment, drawn toward Millington like some sort of Pied Piper.


  For every person in the city there it was said there was a rat beneath the streets, meaning hundreds of thousands of them lived beneath the city.


  And Millington’s fear called out to them, drawing them to him.


  Down below, he watched as the rats caught the scent of blood and mated it with the fear that clouded their minds. They scurried toward the corpse of Lucius Amun and the helpless wolf, agitated by blood spilled across the ground. They licked at it, lapping it up hungrily, and then set about Amun. Millington watched, torn between horror and fascination, from his vantage point as the rats chewed at the man’s flesh, opening more and more wounds in a matter of seconds. They stripped him down to the bones with ruthless efficiency in a matter of minute, no more.


  But there were so many rats there wasn’t enough room at the body for all of them to feed on Amun, so the ones that couldn’t get close turned in search of fresh meat, driven into a feeding frenzy by the overwhelming stench of blood and meat. They swarmed first toward the helpless wolf, much to Millington’s horror, and then as he forced his will upon them, toward the men standing around it. He focussed on the faces of Ra, Hathor and the sisters, Thoth and Osiris and felt no pity as he mouthed the word, ”Feed.”


  His breath steamed the glass.


  Down below him, the four remaining Brethren stamped and kicked frantically at the rats as they started crawling up their legs, biting and clawing and chewing while Millington watched.


  He wasn’t helpless after all.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Two


  
     
  


  Mason stood in the shadows.


  Watching.


  Waiting.


  He had worked his way back around through the docks, skirting the tall ship laid up in the dry dock for repairs and the iron-hulled beast moored in the wet dock, stepping over guide ropes and blocks, ducking under scaffolding and between wooden staithes until he found a narrow passage that brought him back to the riverside. The passageway was actually more like a crack in the side of the old building, but it served the same purpose as far as he was concerned. It brought him out on the other side of the waiting Brethren, a short distance from where McCreedy’s wolf lay whimpering and shivering.


  Instinct demanded he intercede, go toe-to-toe with the enemy, but instinct was hardly trustworthy at the best of times. And these were not the best of times. Caution kept him back in the shadows a second longer, despite being subjected to the wolf’s pitiful whimpers. 


  He cradled the sword in one hand and the Distillator in the other. The sharp edge of Mercy rested against his cheek.


  He felt his heartbeat quicken against his ribcage.


  He waited a moment longer, evaluating the situation waiting for him. The Ice Queen stared up at the Golem, that unnatural lion from Trafalgar hunkered down at her side like some pet hound. Napier walked toward her, talking rapidly, his voice too low for the words to carry.


  It took Mason a moment longer to realise what was wrong with the picture: Eugene Napier was a sneak, he didn’t stride about in broad daylight—or nightlight—when he could cling to the shadows and blend in to the point of invisibility. That was the nature of his gift. Just as Master McCreedy was the wolfman, Master Napier was the invisible man. There was something very wrong about seeing him stride boldly toward the Ice Queen, no thought for stealth.


  And Mason wasn’t the only one to be unnerved by the man’s transformation; the bronze lion turned slowly, watching the man every step of the way. It took Mason a moment to realise the low growl he heard wasn’t from the engines of one of the coal barges on the river but rather from deep inside the lion. It pawed at the cobbles beneath it, claws digging in for purchase that shouldn’t have been there. Mason saw the tension in its body. The beast was poised to strike, but not at the enemy, not at the Brethren or the massive construct, but at the gentleman in his topcoat and top hat. The nature of its growl changed, becoming all the more threatening.


  The Ice Queen, imperious and impervious, stroked the great beast’s mane.


  ”My queen, my queen,” and now Napier’s words carried to Mason’s hiding place. He said the same two words over and over, like a prayer. ”My queen, my queen, my queen.” Stripped of all confidence and slyness, Mason barely recognised the man’s voice. It was as though an entirely different man wore Napier’s skin. The thought sent a shiver right down to Mason’s core.


  Gritting his teeth, he steeled himself and stepped into the light, putting himself between the Ice Queen and her subject.


  ”Stop right there!” He said it with more confidence than he felt. He was grateful his voice didn’t quiver. He couldn’t afford for something so simple to betray his fear.


  The queen turned to stare at him and he felt himself wither beneath the intensity of her gaze. ”Who do you think you are to command a queen?” She demanded. Her voice could have petrified a lesser man—or a greater man—on the spot, but Mason ignored her, raising the Blondel Distillator to aim squarely at the centre of her chest.


  ”I said stop right there,” he repeated, a calmness slipping into his tone that was every bit as lethal as the weapons he held. ”And that means both of you.” He brandished Mercy in Napier’s general direction.


  ”What do you intend to do, servant? Fight us all?”


  ”If I have to.”


  ”How wonderful to inspire such loyalty,” her gaze shifted from him to the whimpering shape of McCreedy’s red-furred wolf shivering on the ground a few feet beyond her, at Lucius Amun’s bloody corpse, and to the two men and two women standing over it. ”A pity he is in no state to appreciate it.”


  She was right, of course. He couldn’t fight them all.


  He couldn’t tie chains around the Golem’s ankles and bring it down, the devastation that would cause was unthinkable.


  But he didn’t have to.


  This time as the Golem’s massive foot came down, sending tremors through the very ground the city was built upon, Mason was expecting it. The Ice Queen wasn’t. She stumbled, falling to one knee as though about to propose. Napier moved instinctively to help her but caught himself when the tip of Mercy lowered a fraction. Whatever else he was, Eugene Napier was still flesh and blood, and flesh and blood cut and bled. The threat of the great sword was enough to hold him at bay.


  For the second time in as many days he found himself watching a flock of birds wondering if they were some sort of fractured Anafanta, with one mind driving hundreds of souls, or if it was something more. He saw his answer in the window of the bonded warehouse behind the Ice Queen: Millington. The Master stood, face unreadable in the half-dark, with his hands pressed against the glass. The concentration on his features betrayed him as the mind behind the birds. And not only the birds, Mason realised, as behind him the black surface of the Thames rippled and roiled with motion, the water agitated by the rats emerging from the river. They swarmed up onto the bank in a chittering, writhing mass of soaking bodies. They surged toward the Ice Queen and then, like the birds above them, veered away toward the fallen wolf and the people standing over it. Their claws scratched the cobbles. Their eyes reflected the red glow of the moon on the rusted iron legs of the Golem.


  As Mason watched the rats swarmed over Amun’s corpse, stripping it to glistening, blood-slicked bone in a matter of a minute, no more.


  And in that minute no one dared move. No one made a sound.


  That wasn’t completely true, Mason realised. For all the Ice Queen’s surface calm, the girl beneath was screaming and fighting against her prison. Her face contorted as her mouth stretched wide, only for the ice to swell and slide down her throat. Nothing escaped the ice, giving the illusion of cold serenity.


  He wiped the back of his gun-hand across his face to get his soaking wet hair out of his eyes. His saturated clothes clung uncomfortably to his skin. The material had soaked up so much water, they weighed down on his frame like dumbbells.


  His mind raced. He couldn’t fight all of them. That was the truth and it didn’t change no matter how many times he told himself he didn’t need to.


  The muscles up and down his sword arm quivered, causing the broken point of the blade to twitch.


  Napier stared at it, seemingly hypnotised by the unsteady dance.


  ”Don’t make me hurt you, sir,” Mason urged. ”There’s no need for this to turn ugly.”


  The Ice Queen’s smile was anything but benign. Plastered across the girl’s fear the ice-features a mask of vindictive glee.  ”You still don’t understand do you? You really are rather simple . . .”


  ”Understand?” Mason didn’t like this. He didn’t like any of it. He felt as though he were caught between the Devil and the deep blue Thames.


  ”This isn’t your man,” she continued, smile widening and eyes brightening. ”This is my man, aren’t you, dear?”


  Napier nodded. ”My queen,” he said, like some lickspittle.


  Mason felt sick.


  ”What have you done to him?”


  ”What have I done to him? Why, nothing. He was made this way. He adores me. He lives to serve, rather like you. Without me his life has no meaning.”


  Mason took a single step forward, bringing the muzzle of the Distillator up so that it aimed squarely at the kneeling woman’s head.


  ”They are mine,” she inclined her head toward the Brethren, ”Father London is mine.”


  But he couldn’t pull the trigger.


  Not when the girl, Emily Sheridan, was underneath the ice, trapped inside the monster. The Distillator wouldn’t differentiate between her water molecules and those of the Ice Queen. It would leech out both equally. There was no way she could survive that. But perhaps that would be a mercy? He felt the weight of the sword in his other hand, and the impotence of its broken point.


  Mercy or murder?


  Could one ever be the other?


  A mercy killing?


  He felt his finger tighten around the trigger, but stop short of actually squeezing it. Pulling the trigger would be the same as murdering the girl, plain and simple. As much as he wanted to banish the Ice Queen, to do so at the cost of the girl’s life was unconscionable. He was many things, but murderer was not one of them. The Ice Queen knew that. More, she banked on it. She had his measure.


  Mason breathed in slowly, holding it before letting it leak out between clenched teeth. And again. He didn’t move. He looked beyond the ice to the girl beneath, willing her to somehow understand that he had no choice, willing her to give him permission to pull the trigger.


  If she could read his mind she gave no sign of it.


  He looked away, unable to hold her desperate gaze.


  He looked at the traitor, Napier. He didn’t understand how it had happened, but the Ice Queen spoke the truth, he was her man to the core. The way he looked at her, like some lost dog looking for affection, was sickening.


  He looked at the rats as they moved from Amun’s corpse toward the others, Toth, and her black-hearted sister, Osiris, Ra, and Hathor as they kicked at the rats swarming around them. The rodents climbed over each other and over each other and over each other in their eagerness to get at the Brethren. There was no mistaking the mind behind their urgency. He couldn’t look at them any longer. It was only going to be slaughter.


  Instead, he looked down at the lion, and for just a moment imagined the impossible beast nodded. It was the subtlest of gestures, if it even existed, but the sensation that the lion was somehow party to his thoughts was undeniable. And by extension, that the subtle nod was the beast’s way of giving permission. The moonlight reflected off its bronze eyes, the glint betraying a fierce intelligence hidden within the living metal. Mason didn’t know what this creature was, really, but in that look he felt a kinship with the beast that he couldn’t explain. And inherent in that kinship was trust.


  Mason let the broken sword slip through his fingers.


  It clattered to the cobblestones.


  He had no need of its reminder. Sometimes death could be merciful. Sometimes it was the only mercy.


  He pulled the trigger, praying the Distillator would work.


  There was no recoil, but a lever within the Distillator shunted forward and the entire glass compartment within the brass cage vibrated weakly. He kept it aimed at the Ice Queen’s face as the valves clicked open and the pulse of electricity sizzled through the fine brass wires Hittorf-Crookes glass inner tube. The metal gears ratcheted around first one then a second revolution, channelling the electric charge to the Ruhmcorff coil and loosing the electrostatic pulse in place of the bullet.


  The Ice Queen threw her head back and screamed as the ribbon effect of the pulse hit her full in the face and fastened onto the water molecules that made up her stolen ”flesh.” In less than a second it had begun to pull her away from the girl beneath, elongating her features until they stretched beyond anything even remotely recognizable as human, and still the Distillator drew them out greedily.


  The Distillator began to buck in his grasp, but Mason’s aim was true. He held it steady even as the brass fittings around the barrel began to heat up—so much so that he felt the sting of the metal searing his skin, and in less than a minute could smell the unmistakable sickly sweet stench of burning flesh.


  Still his aim did not waver.


  ”You do not belong here, lady. Whatever you are, you are no queen of mine.” Mason spat the words out, the pain from his raw hand all but unbearable as his skin charred.


  He pumped the trigger again, ratcheting the gears and levers round another turn, intensifying the electromagnetic pulse and wrenching the Ice Queen further away from the girl she had possessed. And the further away she became, the less recognizably human her substance was. Even her screams distorted, becoming less than human as she was torn away from the girl. It was as though Emily Sheridan leant the Ice Queen those lingering aspects of humanity, and suddenly wrenched free of their bond, this twisted Victoria was reduced to her elemental, animalistic, core.


  And then he felt the Distillator shudder in his hand.


  One of the brass cogs in the gear mechanism had buckled out of true, causing the electrical pulse feeding the Ruhmcorff coil to stutter.


  Frantically, Mason pumped the trigger again.


  The cog slipped, almost biting on the next gear in the mechanism before twisting free, and the pulse failed.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Three


  
     
  


  Sensing that something was wrong, the Ka hurled itself toward its queen.


  There was no time for thought. It was instinct. Pure instinct.


  It reached out to catch her as she toppled forward, throwing itself into the shivering blue electromagnetic pulse of the Blondel Distillator as the glass jar inside the brass cage shattered and the weapon failed.


  The Ka only had eyes for its queen.


  It caught and held her even as the fading pulse plucked at the fabric of its being. And because of its unique manmade physiognomy it could survive where anyone else on the riverside would have perished. It wasn’t like them. It was flesh, yes, but it had no blood. Even as it felt the sharp agony of the pulse tear at its flesh on a molecular level, it endured.


  But its queen could not.


  She had been wrenched away from the body of the girl, her being entirely ice, and the Distillator had begun the process of transforming her back to her base element. She was melting in its hands. Her unnatural life trickled through its fingers even as it tried to hold her together. Her features lost their sharp edges and definition as her cheekbones sagged, opening gaping cavities where her icy eyes had been, only for her brow to slip down over them and leave a featureless plain in its wake. Her mouth had frozen open, but there was no scream, no sound at all save the drip, drip, drip of dissolution.


  Its hands sank into the Ice Queen even as it tried to protect her from the weapon, even as the pulse finally died, still she continued to melt.


  She was cold.


  So cold.


  It wasn’t death, not in the mundane sense of the word, because it she had never truly been alive. She was a parasite. She fed on the girl beneath the ice. She fashioned herself on the body and seeped deep into the mind of the girl. But she was still its queen. She still demanded its loyalty even as she soaked into its fine clothes and spilled her essence across the cobbled street.


  ”Take me,” it urged its queen, leaning forward as it cradled her ruination. It whispered urgently into the ever-widening cavity where her ear had been only moments before. Her dissolution was accelerating. The hollow between her breasts had become a pit, and the pit had melted all the way back to where her spine ought to have been, while the breasts themselves dripped down over the entire length of her body, puddling on the cobbles. ”Take my flesh. I am strong enough to carry you. I am a vessel. This is my purpose. This is why I was created. Let my body be your body. Let me serve you, my queen.”


  The water of her being soaked into its clothes, clammy and cold against its skin. It held her closer to it, pressing its face against the smooth plane of her cheek, shaping the melting ice around the contours of its own cheek and nose. The cold seeped into its pores. The cold infiltrated its empty veins and pumped through its system, spreading to every inch of its manmade flesh.


  It wanted to believe it could feel her inside the cold.


  But it couldn’t.


  There was no underlying sentience within the water. There was no intelligence driving its invasion. It was simply cold.


  The Ka looked up, the agony of abandonment in its eyes as it stared hatefully at Mason.


  The change stole upon it. It felt its fingertips numb, then as it flexed them, felt the skin crack. Inch by inch, rime frosted up the length of its forearms, fusing flesh and cloth as it rose up to its throat like a blush. As the rime crystallised it crusted, and that crust spread like creeping death across the Ka’s body until it was a thing of ice. The Ka smiled triumphantly as its eyes became glassy.


  And then it felt her touch its mind and it rejoiced.


  ”My queen,” it said, in a voice not entirely its own.


  The ice crept inside its mouth, melting luxuriously down its throat before it began to solidify again, claiming the Ka’s vocal chords for its own.


  When it next spoke, the Ka had no control over the words that emerged frosted and brittle from its mouth. Nor did it have any control over its body as its head turned slightly, looking away from the chamberlain waving his two broken weapons impotently and down at the fallen girl who lay sprawled out across the ground, coughing and retching, soaked to the skin with the Ice Queen’s melt. She shivered uncontrollably. Those shivers quickly mutated into convulsions as her body went into hypothermic shock. The Ka turned back to the meddling chamberlain and sneered.  ”We are not amused.”


  And again, the ground beneath their feet shivered as the Golem’s massive foot came crashing down.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Four


  
     
  


  Brannigan Locke ran through the streets without looking back.


  No matter how fast he ran, no matter how desperately he pumped his arms and legs, the long shadow of Father London outran him, stretching on in front of him as he raced the length of Minories and through the grounds of Trinity Church. The old tombstones sank a little deeper into the earth with the aftershock of each of Father London’s footsteps, canting and crumbling. Plots of earth had caved in where the coffin beneath had obviously been split open by the tremors. As he navigated a safe path through the graveyard, Locke fancied he saw the occasional glimpse of bone as though the dead were trying to claw their way out of their graves. It was more likely chalk or flint, the rational part of his brain insisted, but that didn’t lessen the eeriness of the situation in the slightest.


  He left the graveyard via the gate onto Aldgate High Street.


  All around him Londoners pushed and screamed and fought with each other trying to flee the Golem’s shadow. It was panic on the streets, pure and simple. And in that panic these people who insisted they were ”the salt of the earth” trod on one and other in their panic, happy to sacrifice someone else to the Golem just so long as it wasn’t them. It made Locke sick to the stomach. He pushed his way into the crowd, fighting against it all the way to Whitechapel. More than once he thought he caught a glimpse of one of the Villain Kings pushing in the opposite direction, trying to get closer to the danger. Locke ducked, trying to keep bodies between him and them. Whether he liked it or not, he couldn’t trust them. The panic on the streets bought him some confusion in which to hide, so, for that, at least, he was grateful to the selfish, venal, frightened denizens of the East End.


  He stopped on the corner, beneath the chapel steps, letting the crowds push past him.


  He stared.


  Six steps above him the doors of the white chapel hung open. Beyond it, fire burned without so much as even a wisp of escaping through the doors. Even as he stared at the impossible fire raging inside the church, Locke realised that it wasn’t inside the church at all. It was somewhere entirely else. Blood slicked the steps and a huge iron gate lay twisted and buckled off to the side. Locke knelt, touching the blood, raising it to his lips as though he could somehow taste that it was angel’s blood. He knew full well it was. McCreedy had told them what had happened here.


  The death of an angel.


  And the ruined gate? That had to be the Ald Gate itself. He looked up at the fire, wondering what secret it consumed. Whatever it was, it was something that had been worth guarding for millennia. But now the Ald Gate had not only been opened, it had been destroyed, the vampiric gatekeepers turned, and this great secret they protected was burning.


  To Locke it felt like the entire world was crumbling like the stone arch that barely supported the chapel’s roof.


  But this wasn’t what he had come here for.


  Time and tide and all of that, he thought, seeing the shadow of Father London swallow another stretch of street. Somewhere along the way the tremors had lost their power to scare him, now they were nuisances to be negotiated. It was the way his mind worked, they were known quantities, and what was known was not worthy of fear, respect yes, but not fear. He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and ran on, towards Spitalfields and the warren of streets known as the Liberty of Norton Folgate.


  The house he was looking for was halfway down White Lion Street. He had never seen it before, this was not a place for him or his kind, but he recognised it immediately when he saw it. There was a watcher set into the brickwork on the corner, its all-seeing eyes turned to the doorway protectively.


  And now, standing in front of the Sanctuary’s door, Brannigan Locke felt the first stab of doubt. Was it really conceivable that sorcerers capable of turning time to sludge and turning the vampires would leave their lair unprotected? He knew the answer to that question and wished he hadn’t asked it. But now that he had, what he was about to do stopped being reckless and became merely stupid.


  Locke looked up at the blind windows, then at the sills and the wooden sashes and frames, but for the life of him couldn’t see so much as a knot in the timber. Not that the near-dark and the thick shadows helped, but lighting a taper and examining the windows was out of the question. He had to look as though he belonged in White Lion Street, and more importantly, had every right to walk into the Brethren’s Sanctuary. Anything else marked him as a stranger. Away from the panicked crowds he was vulnerable and exposed.


  He put his head down and walked toward the door purposefully. One step away, he reached out and placed his hand against the lock. Not against the handle but the brass lock plate. To any unwanted eyes it would have looked as though he were reaching out to open the door, which he was, in a manner of speaking.


  He scuffed his feet at the threshold; it was an excuse to give the stoop a cursory examination, but he could not see any of the tell-tale markings of a glyph or ward.


  ”Here goes nothing,” he said to himself, and channelled his thoughts toward his fingertips. It wasn’t magic. It was sound scientific principle, but it might as well have been magic. As with the crystal chandelier in the Conclave, Locke tapped his gift. It was mind over matter. He drew on The Art to agitate the brass on a molecular level, though instead of accelerating their motion and generating heat to warp and stretch the metal he used psionics to slow the random motion of the molecules to a standstill, effectively freezing them. And frozen, they became brittle. With one sharp rap of his knuckles on the brass plate it cracked open with a spider-web of fissures. The cracks ran deep, into the crude tumblers of the lock itself. Locke’s heart raced. He took a moment to gather himself, letting the chill of the metal sting his fingertips. He closed his eyes. Somewhere in the distance the crowd shouted in panic. A heartbeat later the aftershocks reached him and were greeted by the sounds of breaking glass. With a sharp twist of the doorknob, the lock’s teeth grated against the tumblers, one breaking off against the other. Two more sharp twists and the door swung inwards.


  He stood on the threshold, not daring to simply walk in.


  But what choice did he have?


  He ran his eyes around the doorframe, but again there were no obvious traps.


  That, of course, was the problem. No obvious glyphs or wardings or defences didn’t negate the possibility of there being not so obvious ones. On the contrary, it rather guaranteed them.


  Locke closed his eyes and crossed the threshold.


  The world didn’t end.


  His heart didn’t seize up in his chest.


  Nothing happened.


  No fireball roared down the hallway to consume him.


  No viper-filled pit opened up beneath his feet.


  Time did not stop.


  Hell did not freeze over.


  Nothing happened.


  And that, in its own way, was far, far worse.


  Because it meant they did not need any of these things to protect the Sanctuary . . . so what the hell was protecting it?


  It took Locke a moment to realise what he was seeing. The reception room was the mirror image of the lodging house on Grays Inn Road, identical but reversed. It sent a chill crawling down into his gut to see the familiar mosaic inverted, white tiles where the black should have been laid, black where the white ought to have been. He let his gaze roam around the room before committing himself fully to the crime and adding entering to the charge of breaking. He felt as though he had stepped through a looking glass. Everything was so familiar, down to the pokers beside the fireplace, the leather Chesterfields, the cut-glass decanters, even the arrangement of the ashtrays on the side table. Portraits hung above the mantle. Locke was about to dismiss it as narcissism, when he saw that the oils of all but one of the portraits were actually featureless, the sharp ridges of paint where the palate knives had been scraped across the canvas gave the illusion of an actual face but the closer he looked the more readily apparent it was that these were blanks waiting for the faces to be applied. The only actual face was hauntingly familiar, as well it should have been for he knew it better than he knew his own reflection.


  He touched the oil, staring into the eyes of his friend.


  Eugene Napier.


  He didn’t know what it meant that Napier hung among this gallery of blanks but there was no way it could be a good thing.


  He crossed himself and backed away from the mantle.


  He thought of their own house, where would they hide their secrets? The Reading Room was the obvious first place, so he took the stairs two and three at a time, but at the top turned the wrong way, not allowing for the turn and turnabout of the mirror world he had just stepped into. He reoriented himself and twisted the brass handle that opened the Reading Room’s heavy door. Inside, like everywhere else in the Sanctuary, was a bizarre reflection of the familiar, but where their own chamber was immaculately ordered, this room was a study in chaos and clutter. Spread across the conference table were stacks of yellowed papers and leather-bound books. The place reeked of old paper and older still arcana.


  Locke quickly scanned the papers, shuffling through them. Some made no sense, others made far too much sense. Fabian had been the historian; he had known the symbology and the craft. With Locke it was all instinctive. He heard the song of creation inside his head, or at least that was how he liked to describe it. He did, however, know enough to recognise several alchemical formulae, though what they did, he couldn’t say with any great certainty. There were also several philosophical tracts on the soul and abstract concepts that really shouldn’t have sat side-by-side with scientific papers. He skimmed the words, listening all the while for sounds of movement on the landing. The last thing he wanted to do was be caught in the Reading Room with no means of escape.


  The Sanctuary was silent.


  The silence did little to settle his nerves.


  He riffled a few more of the pages, but they all seemed to be variants on the same theme. On the bottom of one he saw a scrawled signature he recognised: Blavatsky. On Blavatsky’s papers the words Father London had been underlined with deep scratches of blue ink. The witch is dead, long live the witch, he thought as he flicked through more of the sheets. And there, buried in the mass of formulae and treatise, he found a blueprint for an automaton. It was all very precise; the annotations marked out the scale, angles, materials, stresses and other necessaries for its construction. It took him a moment to appreciate the scale of it, and realise that he was looking at the blueprint for the giant construct striding across the East End, but that wasn’t what caught Locke’s attention. Two words did: Soul Golem.


  He shuffled back through the sheets of paper, looking again for references to the soul. It was there, on every page somewhere.


  He was skilled enough with the mechanics of The Art to be able to decipher half of the glyphs and sigils that had been sketched out on the sheaf of papers, but he was logical enough to know that everything on the table was somehow linked, and what linked it was the giant iron Soul Golem Blavatsky had christened Father London. He was also logical enough to assume that whatever could be made could just as easily be unmade.


  He folded the pages up quickly and stuffed them into the back of his trousers, adjusting his belt to synch the firmly in place. He wanted Dorian to read them, or Fabian, either one of them would have seen through the hocus pocus and grasped instinctively what was going on with the formulae. But he didn’t have Dorian or Fabian to fall back on, so either he had to decipher it, or one of the others did. Of course, there was always the possibility that the blueprints were useless and they wouldn’t find a weakness in the construct’s design in time to save the city from its rampaging feet.


  Locke crept out of the Reading Room and across the landing to the Smoking Room. Just like their own haven, this place was sumptuous, decorated with old-school luxury. An ivory letter opener lay on a small writing desk, the scrimshaw work of the handle exquisite. It took Locke a moment to realise what was hidden within the intricate detail: gods. All of the Egyptian deities were represented in the bone. He put it back down on the red leather surface of the desk, letting his fingers linger on the cold bone blade.


  Something on one of the bookshelves beside the open fire caught his eye.


  The shelves themselves were empty, save for a few trinkets, but Locke was drawn to a small, silver heraldic shield that had been hammered into the dark wood with a silver nail. The shield was crudely engraved with the McCreedy clan markings. The sight of it coupled with Napier’s portrait downstairs turned everything he thought he knew upside down. Locke reached out and touched the small shield. Was it possible that the big man was a traitor to the cause? Had they turned him? It didn’t bear thinking about.


  No, Locke shook his head. It was impossible to think that McCreedy had been turned. The man was as steadfast and loyal to the pack as the wolf in his blood was. No, this thing, this shield, was part of some sort of incantation aimed at McCreedy. It had to be. That was the only thing that made sense. Did that mean Napier was also under some sort of enchantment?


  He used the letter opener to pry the shield away from the wood and pocketed it, hoping that would be enough to break whatever hoodoo it was they’d placed on his friend. If not, at least they had the shield and could reverse-engineer a solution from it when they had dealt with Father London.


  Locke scanned the eerily familiar room, and it was eerily familiar, he realised, seeing the same hand-rolled cigar butts in the ashtray that McCreedy liked to suck on. The same broadsheet newspapers lay on the side tables. No doubt if he had checked the drinks cabinet he would have seen identical bottles of brandy, cognac and wine waiting to be drunk. Even the dumbwaiter beside the serving hatch was the same, right down to the emblem of the Order of the Garter and the inscription Honi soit qui mal y pense. Evil to him who evil thinks . . . He suppressed a shiver. The Brethren were living their lives. What better way to understand your enemy than to be your enemy? He began to appreciate just how far the Brethren had gone toward understanding them.


  Somewhere somewhen someone walked over his grave.


  And this time Brannigan Locke did shiver.


  How could they know them like this?


  How could they know the insides of the lodging house well enough to recreate it with such an eye for the details?


  It betrayed a level of familiarity with their inner sanctum that no outsider could possibly have—unless they had been inside, not once, but on many occasions. He thought again of Napier’s portrait downstairs. Had he betrayed them? Was it possible?


  Locke heard something outside the room: a floorboard groaning under shifting weight.


  He had been so wrapped up in thoughts of betrayal he’d allowed his concentration to slip. He cursed himself. He had known the Sanctuary would be protected. He didn’t want to imagine what was on the other side of the door. But he couldn’t help himself. Frantically, he looked around the room for a weapon with which to defend himself. His eyes darted toward the desk and the ivory letter opener, but it was hardly threatening enough to hold back any serious attack. Then his gaze ran over the still-glowing coals in the fire grate. He allowed himself the luxury of a slight smile as he rushed across the room to grab the iron poker from the rack beside the fire. He wasn’t beaten yet. His mind raced. Looking over his shoulder toward the closed door, he plunged the poker into the still-glowing coals. There was nowhere near enough latent heat left to turn the metal red hot, but The Art could do the rest.


  Whoever it was out there had given up the pretence of keeping their presence quiet. They prowled the landing, back and forth, back and forth. He could hear every floorboard creaking slowly under their weight.


  But for some reason they weren’t coming inside the room.


  They didn’t need to, he realised. They were keeping him penned in. There was nowhere he could go. All they had to do was wait for their masters to return and he was done for. Moving as slowly and quietly as he could, Locke crept toward the door. He didn’t know what he intended to do, but the notion of throwing it open and fighting his way out had a certain basic appeal.


  He reached the door and stopped with his hand on the brass handle.


  He could hear heavy breathing through the wood.


  Panting.


  Like a dog.


  It couldn’t be that simple could it? A guard dog?


  He hefted the poker, ready to come out swinging.


  But something stopped him from throwing the door open.


  Instead, he crouched, pressing his eye to the keyhole.


  For a moment he wasn’t sure what he was seeing, but it wasn’t a dog for all that slick black fur glistened in the flickering blush of the gaslights on the landing. It prowled on two legs, not four, and had the well-sculptured body of an athlete, very definitely a man despite the coat of fur. He couldn’t see its face.


  Then the creature stooped, leaning in to stare at his eye through the keyhole and he knew exactly what—or rather who—was on the other side of the door, as the jackal-head came into sight.


  Anubis.


  The Death God.


  Locke stared.


  He couldn’t help himself.


  His heart raced.


  He could smell The Art on the jackal-headed god. It wasn’t merely rich or heady. It was alive. The air around Anubis crackled as the thing leaned forward, sniffing at the lock. It could smell him, he realised. It could smell him behind the door. He didn’t dare breathe. The god’s snout twitched, whiskers bristling as it inhaled his fear. It reached toward him, placing a clawed hand against the door. There was less than an inch between the Death God’s claws and his face. Anubis scratched at the door, digging at the wood. There was no way the door could hold it if Anubis attacked, but for now, mercifully, the creature seemed content to remain a guardian at the threshold. Locke swallowed hard. Fine filigrees of dark matter arced and dissipated within its piercing black eyes as Anubis glared back through the keyhole.


  There was no way he could fight his way out of the room, not with a god waiting for him on the other side of the door.


  Locke backed away carefully, praying he wouldn’t make a sound.


  He looked around the room. The sash windows were a possibility, he thought, moving toward them, but even before he was halfway across the room he remembered just how far down it was to the street. He couldn’t very well jump. He wasn’t Spring Heeled Jack. Could he climb down? He tried to visualise the outside of the Sanctuary, the brickwork, the guttering, ledges, footholds, fingerholds and of course, the watcher. All the while Anubis scratched at the door, and each long, slow raking sound of the god’s claws dragging through the wood might as well have been them grating up against his soul.


  There was no other way out of the Smoking Room. No, that wasn’t true, Locke realised. There was no other door but that didn’t mean there wasn’t another way out of the room. He moved quickly now, with a singular purpose: survival. He dragged one of the heavy Chesterfield armchairs to barricade the door, for all the good it would be, and then opened the dumbwaiter, praying it was as functional as the one back at Grays Inn Road.


  He pulled up the wooden door.


  The dumbwaiter was a chute that ran from the kitchens down below all the way up to the chambers up above. That meant it was akin to a pulmonary artery running from the heart of the house out to the extremities. It was a simple tray system that could be raised or lowered by ropes on a series of pulleys. The tray was either down in the kitchens, or up in the chambers above. Locke clambered into the chute awkwardly, his coat catching a nail in the wooden frame and tearing a little. He didn’t care. He grasped onto the nearest rope with his right hand and scrambled all the way into the hole and started to fall. He bit back on a scream, and instead clawed at the bare red-brick of the chute’s wall, tearing the nails out of his fingers as he slid down into the darkness below. He couldn’t stop himself. Locke kicked out desperately at the sides as he began to fall, and made a grab for the second rope. He caught it, barely, and used his feet, his back and his grip on the second rope to brace himself.


  The blood rushed to his head.


  Gingerly, he shifted his position in the cramped chute, bringing his legs under him. Then, with his back braced against the rough wall, he half-walked, half-climbed down the chute one lumbering foot at a time, until he reached the bottom.


  The chute was sealed up.


  He felt around with his hand, relying upon touch to tell him where the wall ended and the wooden panel began. He tried to work his fingers under the bottom edge and ease the door up but it had been closed off, leaving him with no alternative but to kick his way out, noise be damned.


  First kick, the wood cracked.


  Second kick, the wood splintered.


  Third kick, the first chink of light filtered into the pitch-black darkness at the bottom of the chute.


  Fourth kick, the wood surrendered and Locke’s foot tore through it, splinters shredding his ankle and calf.


  Gasping, he dragged his foot clear, wincing as the jagged edge of the wooden hatch door drew blood. Leaning forward he grabbed at the pieces of door and worked them back and forth until they in turn worked free of the nails holding them. It took less than a minute to open the chute. He tossed the broken panels aside and clambered out through the hatch.


  It was dark, but not absolute like it had been inside the dumbwaiter. Enough light filtered through from outside the room to give the shadows definition and pick out the contours of their contents. Not that there was much to see.


  But it wasn’t what he saw that disturbed him. He had wrongly assumed the dumbwaiter would open up into the servants’ quarters, or into the kitchen itself. It didn’t. It opened up into what appeared to be an abattoir.


  Meat hooks hung from the ceiling and carcasses hung on chains.


  There was enough light to give lie to the fact that the room was used for storing sides of pork and beef. These carcasses had legs and hung from arms and were all too human. The room was cold, but it wasn’t that cold; the stench should have been overpowering, but it wasn’t. The entire subterranean vault was strangely odourless.


  Curiosity impelled Locke to look more closely at the corpses.


  Even before he saw the blank, featureless plains where their faces ought to have been, understanding had started to take shape in his mind. He counted the corpses. There were five of them, as with the featureless portraits upstairs, he realised, his mind already reaching conclusions he wasn’t prepared to accept, even as he realised these ”blanks” were dressed.


  Without so much as a second thought, he looked around the room for a lantern, knowing there almost certainly had to be one, or a candle. What he found was a single gaslight waiting to be lit. It took him a moment to adjust the value, allowing the gas to flow, and another to strike a spark and throw some light over the room. The light only served to make the five faceless bodies creepier. They were dressed very much in the London fashion, but more than that, they were dressed in the same tailored Savile Row suits of his friends, down the cut and cloth. It wasn’t just that the clothes were the same, he realised a moment later, it went beyond the mere cut of the trousers, the bulk of the bodies were the same, Dorian’s suit hung on thin, almost effete shoulders, whilst McCreedy’s shirt was stretched out by a huge barrel chest. There was even one for Fabian. That hit him hard. He wanted to reach out, touch his friend’s cheek, wake him, but of course there was nothing in there to wake, no life. These things were just empty vessels.


  And then, in the dim light, Locke found himself.


  Everything about his faceless doppelgänger was identical down to the rough skin on its knuckles and the fine hairs on the back of its hands, even the slight declivity in the bump of his wrist bone from where he had broken it as a child and it hadn’t set properly, the replication was perfect. He was staring at himself. All that was missing was the face.


  He walked around his unmoving doppelgänger three times, widdershins, studying every inch of it. It really was a perfect double.


  And that was when it hit him.


  One of their number was missing from this motley array, Napier.


  That, coupled with the portrait, could only mean one thing: the body had found its face.


  He tried to think back over the last few days, had his friend acted out of character, and if he had, when? When did it begin? For how long had they had a cuckoo in their nest?


  Was it possible that the Brethren could try on these bodies at will and walk around London at liberty? Was that how they had entered the lodging house and how they had amassed such intricate knowledge of the place and then returned here to replicate it? The thought chilled Locke’s blood. How many times had he broken bread with the enemy? How many times had he shared a smoke with them?


  His first instinct was to burn the bodies and put an end to their duplicity, but even as he began to root around for something flammable with which to start the fire something stayed his hand. He couldn’t do it.


  He heard movement above him.


  The god had no doubt sniffed out his disappearance and was coming down to usher his soul onto the other side.


  Locke made the sign of the cross and left the faceless bodies—the Ka’s because that is what they were, he knew. Like everything the Brethren meddled with, the faceless ones were steeped in ancient Egyptian mysticism—and went in search of a way out of his own private hell.


  Only this wasn’t his hell. His hell was one of the rooms further along the dank basement corridor: a hall of mirrors. It took him a moment to grasp the hellish ingenuity of it, but even as he reached out with his mind, trying to connect with the base matter of the universe he felt his thoughts being reflected back at him, distorted. He backed out of the room. Door by door he checked the cells off the corridor: the entire servants’ quarters had been converted into a torture chamber for the Gentleman Knights of London.  One room appeared to be lined with silver, making it the perfect cage for McCreedy, a room where he couldn’t release his Anafanta. Another had been converted into a padded cell, which could have housed any of them, but the bluish blush of the gaslight betrayed the glyphs stitched into the walls. He recognised several of them from the papers he had found in the Reading Room, meaning they were connected with the soul. This cell had been designed to hold Dorian, the necromancer. And then he found Napier’s pit. The room was dark and dank, with manacles shackled to the wall. Napier’s body was in the pit. He knew it was Napier’s body even with its half-eaten face and stripped down bones.


  There were still rats down in the hole, crawling over his friend, though they no longer seemed to be feeding.


  The pit was the one environment where light could be controlled. It was a simple trap, but effective, negating Napier’s gift. There was no way he could fade. And now he was dead.


  Meaning that thing out there, that thing wearing his face, was a monster.


  And it had their trust.


  Locke had to find the others.


  He had to warn them.


  And then he had to kill the cuckoo.


  But first things first, he had to escape from the Sanctuary.


  In the bottom of Napier’s pit there was a grate which no doubt led out to the sewers, but that meant climbing into the rats and crawling blind through the shit and the swill of London. Their chittering made his skin crawl. He really didn’t want to go down into that hole, but compared with Anubis, or whatever that thing really was, a few rats was a walk in the park.


  He listened to the groaning boards of the floor above, picturing the jackal-headed god prowling relentless back and forth in front of the Smoking Room door. The realization that the creature lacked even the limited omnipotence to sense that its quarry had fled gave the man renewed confidence. This thing, whatever it was, was no god. More likely than not it was another Ka, somehow fashioned into the likeness of the Death God. That meant that he had a chance. He wasn’t pitting himself against some all-seeing, all-knowing immortal, he was going up against a shell. Whatever was inside the shell, the odds were it wasn’t Anubis. He could live with those odds.


  He wasn’t done here, he knew. He would have to return. He couldn’t leave the Ka’s there just waiting to replace them, neither could he leave a jackal-headed ”god” to prowl, nor could he leave his friend’s bones to rot. But a sudden tremor that shivered through the basement rooms reminded him all too physically that time had not stood still whilst he was down here. Father London still needed to be stopped, and he could only pray he had found something that would help them. Subconsciously, his hand went for the papers, needing the reassurance touching them offered.


  He would have to come back to deal with unfinished business.


  He lowered himself into the pit of rats and bones.


  The rats scurried over his shoes.


  Their whiskers bristled and brushed up against the thin cotton of his socks.


  He felt their noses push at his ankles and kicked them away only for more of them to come at him, drawn by his warm blood. He stepped back, feeling one of the rodent’s spines crack beneath his heel. He tried to tell himself it was better than the alternative—better than breaking the brittle bones of his dead friend. Every inch of his skin crawled. He could kick out at them all day and all night, they would just keep coming, he realised. He needed to ignore them and concentrate on the metal grate.


  He crouched down, allowing the rats to bush up against his knees and thighs.


  It was all he could do to ignore them for a few moments, but that was all he needed. The grate might have been enough to hold Napier, but it couldn’t withstand more than a few seconds of the ice cold his gift subjected the metal to before the bolts anchoring it to the stone fractured and the weight of the grate sheered through them. 


  Brannigan Locke crawled on his hands and knees into the sewers.


  It was pitch black.


  The only sounds echoing up and down the endless tunnels were the chittering of rats amplified over and over until they mutated into the sewer’s own orchestra, each layer of squeaking and splashing and all of the millions of subtle sounds of darkness playing out some insane cantata.


  He was more than half a mile away from the river, meaning at worst he had to crawl half a mile in absolute darkness tormented every step of the way by the rat chorus.


  Locke had been wrong.


  This was his own personal hell.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Five


  
     
  


  Millington felt them before he heard them.


  He turned away from the window and walked into the middle of the room. The crates offered reasonable cover, but he wasn’t about to lead whoever it was out there to Dor’s body, so instead he strode confidently into a splash of moonlight and waited for them to show themselves.


  He was trembling but refused to show it.


  He stuffed his hands into his pockets.


  He would have traded gifts with Napier right then; to be able to fade into the shadows and disappear would have been a blessing. But The Art didn’t work like that. His talent was his talent, the only way he could tap The Art. He couldn’t do what Dorian did when he communed with the dead, and despite the fact that he could ”talk” to the animals, neither could he draw a great, shaggy beast out from his primeval self to rage as McCreedy could.


  He made his hands into fists, digging his nails into his palms hard enough to draw blood. 


  Footsteps echoed slowly up the stairwell, faint by the time they reached him.


  Instinct demanded one of two reactions: fight or flight. No matter how much he wanted to run, there was nowhere to run to, and if he was being honest with himself he was sick of running. A strange sense of calm settled over him with that realization. He took his hands out of his pockets, slipped off his jacket and loosened the cufflinks of his starched white shirt. He rolled the cuffs up and loosened his cravat, discarding it, and then undid the button at his throat, not caring that he got blood on the white collar. He clenched his fists once, twice, three times, and then looked up to see Crayford walking toward him. The Villain King stopped short of stepping into the shaft of light but the moonlight still caught and played with the fake pearls stitched into his clothing. In another light the effect might have been comical, but standing there with a length of iron piping pillaged from the shipyard construction below in his hand, the effect transcended humour. Crayford looked like an avenging dark angel.


  He wasn’t alone.


  He could see them back there, just too far into the shadows to know for sure who they were. Not that he couldn’t guess. Where one Villain King went the others were sure to follow. That was just the way they were. Utterly untrustworthy, focused upon weakness and exploitation.


  He counted the darker shadows.


  Eleven.


  Twelve counting Crayford.


  One of their number was missing.


  He couldn’t tell who, not for sure, not while the shadows still protected them.


  ”You don’t want to do this,” Millington said, the confidence in his voice surprising him.


  ”Oh,” Crayford drawled, flexing his fat fingers. He was the epitome of the bloated villain, but the fat man was anything but incompetent. Indeed, it was his very unique competence that allowed him to glut on the good things in life. ”I think I do.” There was pork grease on the pearl buttons down the front of his coat as it strained over his ample gut. The moonlight revealed the web of blood vessels that spread out from his bulbous nose across his cheeks. Along with the man’s waxy complexion, they were, Millington knew, the tell-tale markers of a rather unhealthy liking of alcohol. Not that it would help him now; Crayford was very obviously stone cold sober and in full charge of his faculties, more’s the pity.


  The others came forward into the light.


  They moved as one, as though on silent command.


  He scanned their faces: Penge, Kilburn, Acton, Blackwell, Hockley, Mortlake, Coram, Lancaster, Goodman, Whitehall, and at the back, Devil’s Acre.


  Only Arnos was missing from their number.


  That gave him one answer. If nothing else, this was a coup. For all his protestations in the Conclave, Crayford had made his play for power and used the turmoil to do away with Arnos.


  ”So you’re the King now, Crayford?” Millington said, half way between question and declarative.


  ”That I am, young sir, that I am, but don’t go expecting me to stand around gabbing with you all night. There’s killing to be done and an entire city just waiting to be won,” and to the others, ”Sort him out.”


  Millington didn’t move as they spread out, quickly closing off every possible angle of escape. They didn’t seem to grasp the fact that he had no intention of running. He didn’t take his hands from his pockets. ”I’m begging you,” he said, without so much as a hint of submissiveness in his voice. ”Please don’t do this.”


  ”Behold the great Gentlemen Knights of London, brothers, frightening isn’t it? To think we’ve entrusted the safety of our city to these craven fops and dandies. Well, it’s about time we put a stop to that. Do him.” Crayford barked, and his cronies jumped to do his bidding.


  ”There’s a difference between cowardice and compassion,” Millington said, lowering himself to one knee as though about to offer his hand, and lowering his head.


  ”Christ, you’re pathetic. Stand up and take your licks, man. At least have the balls to make some sport of it. Don’t grovel and scrape like a bloody dog.”


  Millington looked up then, his eyes feverish, piercing. ”How funny you should mention dogs,” he said. ”It’s almost as though you can read my mind.” He growled deep in his throat then, a hideous animalistic sound that shouldn’t—couldn’t—possibly have come from a human mouth.


  Outside, streets away, the dogs began to bark.


  Penge turned uncertainly to look at Mortlake, as though he couldn’t quite believe the two weren’t somehow connected.


  ”Oh for God’s sake, do I have to do everything myself?” Crayford grunted and heaved his ample girth two steps forward, moving into the moonlight proper for the first time. ”Just kill him and get it over with.”


  Devil’s Acre cracked his knuckles and pulled a switchblade from his deep pockets.


  Crayford smiled. ”At least one of you worthless crooks is a man of action. I was beginning to despair.” Crayford’s smile was crooked and gap-toothed.


  The barking was closer. It wasn’t one dog. It was a pack. Strays. A scavenger pack. The barks echoed throughout the draughty floors of the warehouse, louder and nearer by the second.


  The blade glinted silver in the moonlight.


  Devil’s Acre turned his wrist in a tight arc, whipping the switchblade from left to right across Millington’s eye line.


  Still he didn’t move.


  ”Maybe our coward has grown some balls in the face of death?” Crayford observed. ”Well good for you. At least you can die like a man.”


  In answer, Millington threw back his head and cawed harshly, again and again. If the growl had been inhuman, the caws that escaped his mouth were purely avian.


  Devil’s Acre froze, looking to Crayford for guidance. The fat man was clearly reaching the end of his tether. His eyes widened, the web of red veins turning almost purple as anger threatened to get the better of him.


  Something hit the window.


  And again.


  And again.


  The glass trembled in its frame.


  And again. And more, faster, like the roll of thunder.


  Before he could say anything, the windows all along the façade of the warehouse imploded in a shower of glass and black feathers. Ravens streamed in through the broken windows, cawing and shrieking as they battered at everyone and everything inside the room. More and more of them poured into the warehouse, more than the tight confines could hold. They flew into each other and into the crates, veering frantically as they sought to avoid collision. Wings hit wings, hit faces and bodies. It was chaos.


  Millington didn’t move.


  He didn’t need to.  


  He was the only one the ravens didn’t batter with their assault.


  He cawed again, raucous this time, calling the birds to war.


  Devil’s Acre threw his hands up before his face as first one then another and another and another raven dove straight for him, tearing at his cheeks and nose and ears and eyes with their sharp beaks. The switchblade fell from his hands. It disappeared in the barrage of wings and feathers.


  ”I begged you,” Millington said calmly. It didn’t matter. No one could hear him over the cacophony of screams and wings.


  And then the dogs arrived, transforming the warehouse into a slaughterhouse as they tore into the Villain Kings with tooth and claw.


  Still Millington didn’t move.


  Not until it was over.


  Not until the last of the Villain Kings lay dead at his feet. The ravens took up perches around the beams and rafters while the dogs lapped up spilled blood.


  ”I begged you,” Millington said again. His breathing was fast and shallow, panting. His eyes rolled up into his head and he slumped forward, sprawling across the concrete floor.


  The animals watched over him until dawn.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Six


  
     
  


  ”Get behind me, girl,” the man with the broken sword yelled at her. His voice barely carried over the tumult of wings and breaking glass. She couldn’t hear properly; every sound was dampened down to near silence and dragged out as though he head was filled with molasses.


  Emily looked around, the ground beneath her spinning, saw the wolf convulsing on the ground beside her, the bronze lion, and remembered it coming to life in Trafalgar Square and following it, but everything after that was gone. She didn’t know where she was, only that she was on her hands and knees and it felt as though a thousand tiny blades of ice had been rammed through her skull and deep into her brain.


  Her entire body shivered violently.


  She crawled a few feet, then stopped, her head dropping, and retched. Her stomach heaved but there was nothing to bring up but icy bile.


  She looked up, bile clinging to her lips.


  The world around her wept.


  It took Emily a long moment to realise the tears were nothing more than the rime of frost melting from her eyes and blurring her vision.


  The man shouted again, brandishing the broken sword ineffectually. In his other hand he held what looked like a pistol, but unlike any pistol she had ever seen. It was pointed at the face of another man. And then she saw the trail of ice that went from her feet in a fragile arch to the back of the man where it had already encased most of his spine and was spreading and thickening by the second, and as it did the brittle cracks in it widened, but without weakening the ice tomb, rather becoming a second skin.


  She couldn’t see his face.


  She didn’t need to.


  She knew that he would have two: the real face, the one he had been born with, and this new second face of ice.


  She didn’t know how she knew, but she knew.


  She knew.


  ”Move girl!” the man shouted, shattering the spell that bound her like so much more of the ice that encased her feet. She lashed out, kicking and struggling against the last of her bonds, until she was free, and dragged herself the few feet across the soaking ground to huddle behind him.


  ”Touching,” the man with his back to her said, only it wasn’t a man’s voice at all. It was brittle, icy, dripping with cruelty and very definitely female. ”But we both know it’s all bluster now. Your toy’s every bit as broken as your sword. All of your fine gentleman friends have abandoned you, but isn’t that always the way? Only the servants remain faithful. Isn’t that the working man’s tragedy? Tell me, do you really think you can defend yourself let alone the girl? The earth trembles in the wake of Father London and you aim to stand there with a broken sword and a broken gun? Are you really that,” she seemed to struggle to find the word she was looking for. Finally she settled on the most obvious, ”stupid?”


  And even as she mocked her protector, the ground trembled beneath her. For a moment Emily feared that it was going to crack open and she was going to fall endlessly head over feet into the abyss, for surely the way the world had turned and turned she was on her way to Hell? But it settled and she was still there.


  ”Girl, I want you to run,” the man said. ”I want you to run as far away from here as possible, and I don’t want you to stop running. Get out of London. She’s right. I can’t protect you. Do you understand?”


  She did.


  And what was more, she trusted him.


  But she couldn’t leave him because as long as she was there the voice was wrong, he wasn’t alone.


  ”What are you waiting for, girl? Run!”


  Emily tried to stand. She barely had the strength to get her feet under her never mind use them. She shook her head, and immediately regretted it. ”No,” she managed. One word. It was all the defiance she could muster. The lion came to her side, offering its body as support. She leaned on it, surprised by the warmth coming from beneath its bronze surface. Her head pounded. ”I can help.”


  ”Don’t be foolish,” she didn’t know who said it, the man with the broken weapons or the man with a woman’s voice. Something was happening to her. The pounding inside her head intensified, matching the rhythm of her blood.


  ”Precious, she feels some kind of loyalty . . . you can take the girl out of the scullery but you can’t take the servitude out of the girl.”


  And then she heard another voice, one she had heard before. Just once, the night she had run from Bedlam. It came like a breath of wind against her ear, causing the fine hairs across the bay at the nape of her neck to prickle and rise. ”Her ghost lingers . . .”


  Emily turned around but there was no one close enough to have whispered in her ear. She pressed her fingers to her temples. She felt the heat of her hand against the ice-cold of her head, and beneath that heat, the slow trickle of wetness down from her fingertips to her palm, and from her palm down her wrist. She thought for one sickening moment that it was blood, but it wasn’t. It was the Ice Queen’s residue.


  Her body was purging the last lingering traces of the possession, forcing the ice from her system. Her ghost lingers . . . did that mean that while those last traces remained there was still a conduit to the intelligence that had invaded her? Was it possible? She pressed harder at her temples, squeezing the moisture out through her weeping pores. She stumbled but the lion was there for her. It looked at her, opening its mouth wide as though to roar, and snapped its teeth closed.


  Her ghost lingers . . .


  But she wouldn’t be once the last of her ice was purged.


  And she knew with chilling certainty that once the ice was gone so too was their only chance of beating the Ice Queen. She had no idea where that certainty originated, but she would be a fool to doubt it.


  Beside her, the lion roared.


  And she felt herself falling again, only this time there was nothing to catch her.


  She didn’t feel the ground as she hit it; she was away, inside her head, following all of these thoughts and memories that weren’t her own. They were vile, bitter, angry and all-consuming. They felt so wrong inside her that Emily knew they had to belong to the ice. They were separate to her own, but for all of their strength they didn’t prevent her own memories swarming back to engulf her. Suddenly she was hit by the image of the bedroom on the top floor of the lodging house, the tapestry and the fire, and then the water freezing around her feet and rising up her legs. The memory ceased to be hers long before the ice reached her head. Over and over and over the thought ”I am coming, my love!” blazed within her mind. Her breath turned shallow, sharp, as she struggled to catch it. She couldn’t pull her fingers away from her head; it was as though the last of the ice had fused them in place.


  The world ceased to exist outside of her head.


  That one thought, ”I am coming, my love!” was more powerful than all of the others and stood at the root of all of the anger and rage . . . and that, she realised, was what drove this woman: love. Misplaced. Twisted. But love just the same. It was all there inside Emily’s mind, but it was fading even as she found it. Albert, her consort, her husband, her life, and all of the things she had done to bring him back to her. The depth of the woman’s rage at the injustice of world was staggering. It spanned worlds, such was the intensity of it. Spanned worlds and broke them, she realised, as the ground shivered beneath her again and Father London’s huge feet crushed out more lives, and ground down more buildings like some fairy tale giant.


  ”What are you doing here?” she gasped, choking out the question. She couldn’t see the ice-woman. She couldn’t see anything for the water spilling down between her fingers. She felt the bond between them weakening. It wouldn’t last. It couldn’t. But it didn’t need to. She already knew the answer. It was in inside her, buried away with the rest of the shared memories. And as she touched them, Emily felt pity surge up inside her despite all that the woman had subjected her to and the threat she posed. She wanted to tell thing it was too late, no matter how fierce this love of hers was, it couldn’t defy death. If this thing, this residue within her head, really was her queen—and given all of the impossible things that had happened to her since the lions awoke she had no reason to doubt her own mind, it was her, or some twisted aspect of her—her husband had died more than two decades earlier.


  Inside that burning core of rage she touched something else.


  Sadness.


  Melancholic inevitability.


  The woman already knew that. She had known that the moment she entered this London. How could she not after a lifetime of scouring infinite worlds looking for her husband and failing again and again?


  All of these images of the man dying in her arms assailed Emily and for a moment she couldn’t separate herself from the Ice Queen’s memories. The agony of loss cut sharply, all the more so for the refusal of hope to die. And that, she realised, was what drove this entity . . . hope.


  That was what Father London was to her.


  Hope.


  She didn’t understand it at all, how this giant iron man could mean so much to her, how it could bring her dead love back, but that was what the queen believed.


  ”He . . . isn’t . . . here . . .” Emily managed, forcing the words out between clenched teeth.


  The Ice Queen turned to look at her then, slowly and with crusted grace. The scorn on her frosted face withered Emily where she lay but she didn’t look away.


  ”Do you think I am simple, child?” the Ice Queen asked. ”I know he isn’t here. I’ve known it from the moment I entered this godforsaken place. You cannot love as we love and not know.”


  ”Then . . . why?”


  The Ice Queen did not answer. She didn’t need to, Emily could hear the answer resonating inside her own head as the residual ice whispered, ”Because he is there, somewhere, and I will bring him back to me.” She believed it completely and utterly. She believed it so much so she was willing to tear worlds apart to make it so. But for all that belief she was no fool. She did not trust anyone. Emily caught snatches of memories of conversations with spiritualists, séances, promises made and promises broken over guttering candles across tables marked with pentacles and mystical carvings. Alone they meant nothing, but together their message was overwhelming. The Ice Queen had sought out every magicker and charlatan, every witch doctor, alchemist and warlock, every herbalist, soothsayer and fakir, and through them she had found hope and fixated on it. It didn’t matter that their so-called forces were beyond her ken. She was prepared to make pacts with every god, daemon, devil and angel to get her lover back. The image of the horned god burned in her mind: shaggy, goat-haired legs, cloven hooves and horns. And that smile . . . lascivious . . . sexual. The image sent a thrill through Emily’s body all the way to her fingertips, and as though in answer, the ground shivered.


  And then, brighter than day, the worlds inside her head erupted in flame.


  It began with the sky, flames tearing out from the horizon and raging over her head as it burned, then the ground beneath her feet and the surface of the river ignited.


  She rolled on the ground, beating at her chest and legs, unable to differentiate between the vision and reality. She felt her skin blister beneath her hands and screamed and screamed until her voice broke. She lay there gasping, unable to grasp what had just happened or how she had just survived it.


  ”What did you do?” Emily asked, trying to unravel the thousands of memories before they could fade completely, but it was a fool’s errand.


  It wasn’t just one world that had burned, she realised sickly, looking up at Father London’s huge iron legs. From this angle the Golem seemed to disappear into the clouds. This thing—the words Soul Golem came to her, they weren’t hers—was a walker of worlds, but more than that, it was a destroyer of worlds.


  And she controlled it.


  But Emily didn’t know how. She couldn’t remember.


  ”We will purge this place and move on,” the Ice Queen told her. ”Just as we have before. There is nothing here worth saving.”


  ”No,” Emily gasped, not through shock, but rather the sudden surge of pain that twisted beneath her skull. She clawed at her temples, spittle frothing at her lips as it went from mere pain to black, blinding agony. She felt her skin physically blistering beneath the battering of the heat despite the fact the fires were in her mind.


  It was all she could do to roll over.


  And again.


  The Ice Queen’s laughter mocked her.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Seven


  
     
  


  Mason didn’t think.


  There wasn’t time.


  He didn’t know what was happening to the girl, but he could see the rash of blisters spreading across her skin and all he could think to do was grab her and throw her into the river and hope that she could come back to her senses in time to swim.


  ”Stupid girl,” he muttered, ”What have you done?” But in truth he didn’t want to know. He grabbed her by the ankles and dragged her across the ground toward the water’s edge.


  The Ice Queen’s laughter haunted him, but he ignored it. Once the girl was in the water he would cleave the damned thing’s head from its shoulders and be damned. It wasn’t Napier under there so it didn’t matter.


  ”Forgive me,” he said to the girl, and bundled her over the side into the water, praying the shock of it would bring her back to her senses.


  The Thames splashed high, breaking its banks, as Father London’s ponderous feet came down again.


  And Emily went under.


  Mason couldn’t bear to watch.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Eight


  
     
  


  She hit the water.


  The shock of it brought her screaming to her senses, immediately dousing the fire inside her. She kicked and splashed at the water, scrambling for the surface. Emily bobbed up to the top, spitting filthy water. Somewhere, too close, a coal barge sounded its horn. She twisted, trying to see where it was, when she saw the face of Big Ben in the distance. The huge hands of the clock juddered around another minute.


  The clock.


  There was something important about the clock.


  The bell?


  No.


  The clock itself.


  It was there, inside her, but it was fading fast.


  The face.


  In gilt letters on each of the clock’s four faces.


  Four faces, for the cardinals: north, south, east and west. Four faces for the elements, earth, air, fire and water.


  Emily slipped beneath the waves as Father London kicked up another surge. She fought her way back to the surface. Her skirts weighed heavily on her, threatening to drag her down again even as she kicked out with her feet.


  The words Domine Salvam Fac Reginam Nostram Victoriam Primam were set into the faces; Oh Lord, keep safe our Queen Victoria. They weren’t merely an imprecation, she realised, swallowing another mouthful of the river, they were an incantation. Even as the conduit broke once and for all, she realised they were more than that, they were the spell of the city.


  Emily said them aloud, and even as she finished the final word felt the air thicken and be harsher on her lungs as she breathed it in. She felt the wind rush up against her face, agitating the water all around her into a froth of spume and lather. She heard a bell toll. It was echoed all across the city a fraction later, the sound rolling over the soot-stained roofs and chimneys. And the soot began to stir, agitated by the sound, to form tiny soot-devils. In the air itself the coal dust that formed the thick, impenetrable smog the city had become so renowned for began to agglomerate, thickening into a darker smear in the sky. It was as though Father London had begun to cast a second shadow.


  Emily repeated the words, knowing instinctively that she needed to repeat the incantation four times, once for each of the faces, once for each of the elements. The bells of London rang out again, chiming as the last syllable of the invocation, the lingering em of Primam left her lips.


  There were other sounds hiding beneath the bells this time, voices, layered one upon another to converge in a haunting undercurrent of cries and whispers. She had heard these voices before. These were the voices of the city’s shades, the dear and near departed. The dead of the Great Fire, the dead of the Plague, the dead of so many other small tragedies. They had found their voices. And those voices urged the dust to rise and the second shadow to thicken.


  Emily trod water while the river surged around her. More than once the undertow threatened to drag her under but she kicked out against it and kept her head up. She spat out another mouthful of river water.


  The shadow was thicker now, but lacked the form of Father London. It was diffuse and blurred around more than just the edges. It seemed as though there were huge gaps—wounds—within it where the coal dust had yet to gather. Even so, it lacked the definition of a genuinely human form and seemed more like a giant dust cloud.


  But as she started thinking like that, imagining arms and legs and huge clubbing fists, the fragments of coal, a core element of the earth itself, seemed to eddy and swirl in the rising wind, breaking away from the main bulk of the shadow to form the beginnings of crude limbs.


  The four winds howled.


  All along the surface of the river the particles of coal dust that had settled and submerged responded to the invocation, rising up through the black water to push and strain against the surface—and for a moment her memories, her fears, had them coalescing into fingers and arms pushing up to breach the surface, and into heads and shoulders as she shaped them into the very same ghosts she had seen throw themselves into the river. That memory was hers, she realised, as wrong as it was, it was all Emily Sheridan, and it opened up a part of her mind that she hadn’t realised she had closed. And more memories came flooding back, the bitter pain of London’s ghosts, the desperation that had their residual energies hurling themselves from the embankment for eternity upon eternity hopelessly, and the fear that she had somehow slipped out of this life into some limbo where the dead did walk, and did own voices, and did still suffer. The memory of standing on the embankment, arms outstretched turning and turning in circles while the ghosts fled past her from a city they still believed was on fire. . . . Who was she?


  And then, the deeper doubt she had wrestled with all of her adult life: was she mad?


  More memories opened up to her, of sterile wards in the sanatorium, of nurses mocking her and of morphine being pumped into her body to silence her night after night.


  In the air, the coal-dust shadow creature took on more and more human traits as Emily’s mind wrestled with the memories of the sanatorium and the abuse and the morphine and opiates that had addled her brain and left her deranged, not only seeing but talking to the dead of London’s past.


  That is where she had come from that night, she remembered. She had escaped the sanatorium. They had forgotten to buckle the restraints and she had played docile, pretending to be drugged. They were sloppy with the locks on certain cell doors because they liked to come back after lights out and take advantage of the docile women. They pretended to be the daemons the girls were petrified of, playing into their psychosis. It was a bastard’s trick, but with no one to police them they were free to do whatever they pleased to the unfortunates. No one left Bedlam, even the so-called curables left a part of themselves behind. They could move the building anywhere they wanted, be it Bishopsgate, Moorfields or Southwark, but the lunatics of the Bethlem Royal Hospital remained the same, as did the ”Show of Bethlehem” on the first Tuesday of the month, every month. For a penny the good people of the city could come and poke sticks at the ”patients,” mock, jeer and satisfy their voyeuristic tendencies as the inmates fought and fucked each other for their amusement.


  It had been one of ”those” nights; hence her cell had been left open and unguarded. 


  When lights out had come, when her inmates were raving and banging their heads off the walls and wailing and bargaining with whatever gods, devils or daemons shared their cells, she had slipped through the dark corridors, up the stairs from the subterranean hell she shared with the others, and run out into the night city.


  Someone had followed her. For a while as she crossed the river from Southwark into the city proper, she had thought it was one of her fellow patients making an opportunist break-for-it in the chaos of her own flight. Even now she could hear the slap of footsteps on the cobbled street and the man’s heavy breathing behind her, driving her on. He wasn’t one of the wardens, neither was he one of the ”nurses.” She had felt his presence in the shadows, felt his hunger and knew beyond any shadow of doubt that he wanted to do her harm, but before he could she had found the lions and brought them to life. . . .


  Brought the lions to life . . . and now here she was, half-drowned, summoning an elemental spirit out of the soot of the industrial smog with an invocation hidden in plain sight . . . and she wasn’t insane?


  And for just a moment Father London’s coal-dust shadow wore the face of a Bedlamite, the voices of the dead hidden within the wind so hideous, so great, they could have driven a sane woman out of her wits.


  ”What are you doing?” the Ice Queen’s shriek split the night, and all of those bodiless voices took up her cry, but Emily refused to be silenced. She wasn’t insane. She wasn’t insane. She wasn’t insane. She repeated it over and over inside her mind like a mantra, or Hail Mary, full of grace.


  ”Domine Salvam Fac Reginam Nostram Victoriam Primam,” she repeated, and the wind intensified becoming a gale. The winds tore at everything, every brick, every stone, every slate, every tile, every tree and lamp post, every cab and buggy along the roadside, and, even as it whipped up a storm, the wind shook every window in its frame and bullied the frightened Londoners along the crowded streets.


  And through it all, through the coal dust tearing free of the confines of her memory and madness, Emily Sheridan was the calm in the heart of the storm.


  


  Chapter Seventy-Nine


  
     
  


  Mason staggered back a step then another as the gale force winds battered him toward the embankment. It took every stubborn ounce of will he possessed not to give more ground. The wind tore at his hair and soaked clothes, but mercifully lacked that last bit of ferocity to hurl him from his feet into the Thames.


  The Ice Queen encrusting her newly stolen body shrieked out her impotent rage.


  Mason put his head down and battled the wind, gaining a single step before it pushed him back two more.


  The wind tore the useless Distillator out of his hand and sent it skittering across the ground and over the edge into the water. He watched it go over the embankment and disappear beneath the spume, lost, then looked beyond the water’s edge to the gathering vortex-whirl of coal dust as it coalesced still further, gathering shape and form to become a giant black shadow man standing in the path of Father London. It was like nothing the chamberlain had ever seen.


  And the black dust wasn’t merely gathering in the air; it came from everywhere, rising up from every rooftop and out of the smoke belching from every chimney, but it also peeled away from the façade of every house and hospice and from the red-brick of every factory and workhouse to gyre like a swarm of ghosts down the streets and across the rooftops. It stung his skin where it hit him but it didn’t stay to dirty his skin, the forces compelling it to move drove every last granule toward the shadow man until it was every bit as substantial and terrifying as Father London itself.


  Down in the water, he saw the girl battling against the tidal surge, spitting out mouthfuls of water and splashing frantically to keep herself afloat. She was fighting to speak, but the water kept rushing up to fill her mouth and silence her. She went under, only to surface seconds later, crying: ”Domine Salvam Fac Reginam Nostram Victoriam Primam,” It was an invocation, he knew. He could feel the power of the words, could feel them channelling The Art. It was obvious the girl was using The Art to stir the coal dust and raise the elemental. She had to be allowed to finish her conjuration if they were going to stand a chance against the damned iron Golem.


  And then that he noticed the frost creeping across the water, crystallizing it even as she went under a second time in a few seconds.


  The Ice Queen wasn’t done.


  The girl was in the water, at her mercy.


  Water, ice, ice, water.


  He had to help her.


  But the first thing he had to do was turn his back on Emily.


  It was the hardest thing he had done all night because it felt like he was abandoning her. He had to force himself to rationalise the act. He wasn’t turning his back on her, he was doing the only thing he could to help her. Mason gripped the sword, Mercy, all the more fiercely and with both hands now and battled the wind, step by precious step, to confront the Ice Queen. He was plagued by doubt, by the duality of the meaning behind the Confessor’s naming of the blade, and in truth what mercy was: a city at the mercy of the tyrannical Ice Queen, a girl in the water at the mercy of the ice, the ice with the power to kill or spare, was that mercy? Or was it merciful for him to show compassion where none was due? Worse, would it damn them?


  ”Enough!” he bellowed, but the mad queen merely cackled, the icy frost spilling out her mouth and down through every splash and spill of water to the river itself where it had already begun to freeze.


  Mercy be damned, he had to silence her.


  He had no choice.


  She met his gaze with icy resolve, her hateful gaze chilling him to the bone.


  ”I am no traitor, damn you!” he bellowed, but the storm stole his words. He knew what he had to do. It was the only thing that would save the girl, and that meant it was the only thing that would save them all . . . ”Oh Lord, keep safe our Queen Victoria! You are not our Victoria! I don’t serve you, lady. I serve London herself, and this is my London!”


  Gritting his teeth, Mason raised Mercy to swing, knowing that there was enough of the broken blade to cleave the Ice Queen’s head from her stolen shoulders—for all that the Confessor’s blade had been shattered to show the quality of mercy was compassion, Mason had no choice, she had to be struck down. She wouldn’t die, she was like an icy phoenix, born again from the melt. She would find new flesh to carry her if she needed it. And if she didn’t, she would live in the water itself, like some vile Lorelie, a Thames Maiden.


  Mason knew full well the consequences of what he was about to do.


  He knew that the only new flesh near enough to save her was his.


  But he had no choice but to do it anyway.


  He had to break the link. He had to shatter the ice, or whatever it was within its crystalline structure that allowed the Ice Queen to exert her influence upon it. It didn’t have to be forever, in fact it only needed to be for a few precious seconds, just long enough for the girl to finish the invocation and raise the coal-dust elemental. He would willingly sacrifice himself for that.  For his city.


  He didn’t even know if it would work, but what choice did he have?


  In that moment of doubt the sword sang to him. He heard its melancholy voice urge him to spare the woman, to turn away from violence. The sword’s song was powerful. It thrilled through his veins, firing his blood. And a lesser man—or a greater man—would have heeded it, but not Mason.


  He surged forward, shrieking like a banshee as he swung the broken sword two-handed, cleaving it into the crusted nape of her neck and driving it through. The bone didn’t cleave in a single, smooth swing. He stood over her, over whatever Eugene Napier had become, and hacked and hacked with the broken blade until her head rolled across the ground.


  There was no blood.


  And, as he stared at the two horrified faces, one superimposed atop of the other, looking up at him from where the head had fallen, he heard the girl’s voice cry out triumphantly: ”Domine Salvam Fac Reginam Nostram Victoriam Primam,” for the fourth and final time, completing the invocation.


  He didn’t have time to savour his victory.


  The ice had already reached his feet.


  


  Chapter Eighty


  
     
  


  A second shadow fell across London as the storm raged on.


  The wind raged, gale force, battering the city.


  The eye of the storm was a small, placid area of calm in the Thames where the girl Emily finally surfaced, the last line of the invocation on her lips.


  Every grain and drachm of coal dust from the smog and the chimney soot and the dirty streets agglomerated into the giant shadow man of Emily’s imagination, giving it shape and form and density.


  This was her creation.


  It took her a moment to understand just how much it was hers, but as she saw the black dust form and reform familiar features, each one she knew better than her own reflection, she grasped just what she had done. And then the shadow man became a shadow woman, growing taller still, leaner, and taking on her own face.


  Father London lumbered toward the shadow woman.


  Instead of plunging through it and scattering the coal dust to the four winds, the iron Golem met a solid wall of resistance. The sheer rage of the vortex that bound the shadow woman together was an irresistible force. The surging winds battered the iron Golem back bodily. The grains of coal within the howling wind scoured the iron frame of the Golem, abrading it and degrading it. Father London reacted slowly to the threat, not understanding the attack and unsure. Whatever consciousness drove the iron giant wasn’t used to resistance, but after the first shock, the Golem retaliated. Like a punch-drunk pugilist, it came out of its corner swinging great thumping blows that hit nothing but air.


  But, as Father London came forward, huge feet crushing the bricks and mortar beneath it, those huge, lumbering haymakers started to connect, crashing against the thing that stood in its way. The two titanic forces clashed above the city streets. Father London clobbering the shadow woman again and again, battering her back across the city toward Petticoat Lane and Spitalfields.


  The fight raged on one-sidedly; the shadow woman didn’t defend herself. Rather, the coal-dust elemental simply stood in Father London’s way, the howling winds that held her form together doing all the damage to the iron Golem’s thundering fists as blow after wild blow forced its way into her dusty core.


  Emily was a victim. She had been all of her life. But the coal-dust shadow woman wasn’t. She wasn’t Emily Sheridan. She wasn’t a Bedlamite. She had never been a tallow girl. She was bound together by the wind and conjured from the black stuff of the earth. She was giant. Elemental. She was anything but a victim.


  And that meant she could fight.


  The knowledge empowered both Emily and the shadow woman she controlled, changing the nature of the fight raging above the city. It quickly became less about survival and more about winning.


  And like the gale, the shadow woman was unceasing. Every blow she took only served to strengthen her just as it diminished the Golem, the balance of the battle transferring with the grains of iron as they sheered away to join the vortex of coal dust in the gyre of the shadow woman’s core.


  The shadow woman grew taller still, her shadowy bulk stretching up until she blocked out the moon itself and cast the entire city in her shade. And as she grew, the coal-dust giantess seemed to draw strength from the darkness itself, using it to fuel her growth until she became so vast her swirling shadow devoured the moon.


  And as she grew, the storm worsened, its reach matching its rage.


  With the next wild swing from Father London the shadow woman allowed the storm to lessen momentarily, and as the wind dropped, so too did the centrifugal forces binding her together. The Golem’s iron first sank deep into the shadow woman’s face—Emily’s face—and as the force driving the gyre lessened so too did the substance of the shadow, allowing the fist to sink deeper and deeper into the coal dust only for Emily to slam the trap shut—or more literally, let all of the anger, the years of hurt and doubt, the madness of Bedlam, all of it, vent from her soul and fuel the maelstrom, trapping Father London’s iron fist within the shadow woman.


  The Golem teetered, unbalanced.


  With so much of herself driving the elemental, it became harder and harder for her to exert any kind of control over it. She felt it beginning to come undone even as it drew Father London forward another lurching stumbling step, dragging the Golem off balance. She panicked, drawing the shadow woman back and back away from the iron Golem as she struggled to maintain her hold on its coal dust form.


  She couldn’t.


  But she didn’t need to.


  Not any longer.


  Unable to wrench its massive fist free of the shadow woman’s face as it retreated step by frightened step, Father London lurched, past the tipping point, and came crashing down, destroying a vast tract of the city’s slums in the fall. The shockwaves triggered by Father London’s fall tore through the belly of the earth, shaking the city to its subterranean core and reverberated long after the coal dust had settled and the shadow woman had come undone.


  The raging winds scattered her across the rooftops of London like thick, black snow.


  


  Chapter Eighty-One


  
     
  


  The cemeteries of London emptied to Sataniel’s siren call. The ground shivered and moaned and split open and their residents crawled and crept and shuffled in his wake. He delighted in leading them like some perverse version of the Hamelin piper. Decay and calcification and decomposition made a mess of old bones and rotten clothes, only adding to the horror of the danse macabre as it wound its way through the city.


  Long before the ungodly procession reached the river they met the frightened Londoner’s fleeing from the Golem. ”Caught between the Devil,” he grinned, ”and the deep blue river.”


  The parallels between the expressions of the living and the dead were somehow both comical and harrowing; slack jaws and hungry eyes, emaciated to the point of slack skin and jutting bones draped in rags.


  And for a moment Sataniel allowed his guise to slip, that perfect beauty replaced by the puckish hindquarters of a long-haired goat, cloven hooves scuffing and sparking on the cobbles, long thick cock rampant as it hung between the beast’s legs, chest bared and horns curling out from his temples. It was as much a charade as any other skin the First Son of Angelkind chose to wear, but it was so much more effective than a beatific smile and serene blue eyes when it came to scaring the hell out of the natives. He capered at the front of the column of dead, clattering his hooves off the ground and laughing as he rushed up into the frightened faces of the mothers and fathers of London, braying and bleating and cursing them, and then, as they screamed and panicked, slipping back into the beautiful skin he so preferred. He was enjoying himself.


  The air was beyond cold, unnaturally so. His breath frosted before his face as he slipped into another visage, preferring this time the red blistered skin of a denizen of the Inferno, and shifted his stride from the choppy canter of the goat boy to the more elegant and sinister slope of wildfire spreading. And even as he smouldered, Sataniel allowed his wings to unfurl, stretching them wide so that the membranous, leathery flesh was pulled taut, blanketing the processing with his shadow, only to furl them again, then seemingly lose them as his face shifted once more, this time into the visage of a wizened old man with gnarled bones and cemetery teeth behind his smile. As the blistered skin faded, shoots and leaves grew out of his skin, the foliage budding, ripening then browning and curling, living and dying through four seasons in as many heartbeats.   As leaves withered and died and fell away they exposed a great black nothingness where his face ought to have been. He savoured the awe and fear on the faces of the Londoners, teasing them with aspect after devilish aspect until he settled upon the appearance of a wispily bearded youth with piercing blue eyes, blue as the morning sky, bright as the morning sun, and a lean musculature, each muscle honed, defined, and ripe with raw sexuality. This was who he was: enchanting, seductive, beautiful, compelling, worthy of adoration and awe. He made no pretence at modesty and no effort to hide his erection. His was alive. Vital. Potent.


  He was free.


  ”Bow down to me,” he said, his voice low, whispering through the crowds, and yet everyone heard the command as clearly as if it had been whispered right into their ear by the Devil himself.


  The living and dead fell at his feet; worshipping, begging, grovelling, fawning, there was little difference to him. It didn’t matter who they were, how wealthy or how poor, landed, muck dwellers and the dead, on their knees they were all levelled.


  And out of dark the vampires came; his first children, his chosen, ever loyal, eternally patient, the guardians of the old gates, and in his imprisonment, his protectors, not as is brothers might have hoped, his guards.


  His smile widened. ”Danse! Danse!” Sataniel ordered, and as his voice spiralled the dead, lifted their skulls and began to shuffle on, dragging their old bones toward the river. ”I am the lord of the danse,” he told those still on their knees, lapping up the tides of emotion, anxiety, fear and, beneath them, the lust, the avarice, all of the wanton vices of their species, that washed over him.


  And even as they dared raise their eyes toward him, toward the heavens, the city quaked.


  Sataniel breathed deeply of the icy air. It was too cold, even for the heart of winter. Rime and frost coated every window that hadn’t shattered beneath the force of the tremors, whilst the air itself had thickened to the point of choking as the filth of the smog coalesced and the dust and dirt kicked up from the ground to join the winds howling through the narrow streets out into the wider spaces of the city.


  Sataniel followed the direction of their stares to the duel raging above them. The shadow woman and the Soul Golem toe-to-toe, iron fists throwing ragged punches while the coal-dust shadow deflected them one after the other before finally absorbing one of them and snaring Father London and pulling him crashing down.


  The fallout covered vast tracts of the city, putting out the moon and the stars. There would be no dawn for London, the detritus from the demolished homes would take hours to settle. The wind played with the clouds of dust, bullying them up higher into the sky and then dispersing them to the furthest corners of the borough. 


  And as the dust spread, so too did Sataniel’s smile. ”As it should be,” he crooned to Cain beside him. ”All things prostrate themselves at my feet, even the giants. This pleases me.”


  ”Not all things,” the homunculus said, watching with grim fascination as a huge, bronze lion came bounding out of the dust clouds, fangs bared. 


  The beast’s muscular shoulders rippled as its huge gait devoured the distance between them. Sataniel watched as it came, his beautiful façade flickering and failing for just a moment, revealing his true self to the assembled dead, to the blind eyes of the fallen Soul Golem and the scattered dust of the shadow woman, to the Landseer lion, and to Cain at his side, but that was all it was, a singular moment of weakness, a lapse, because in that moment it revealed doubt. And doubt had no place here, not in his moment of glory.


  The lion’s mane streamed back flat against its bronze pelt as its mouth opened wide. Each of its bronze incisors were eight inches long and wickedly sharp, and its roar, when it emerged from the pit of the great beast’s stomach, was deep and savage and rancid as it hit Sataniel’s face.


  Sataniel didn’t flinch.


  There was more to this beast than metal and caged strength, he could feel it. It was alive, but not with the life of creation, with the life of magic the essence of that other stuff that bound the universe together, stuff more ancient than time itself. He didn’t have time to wonder, the great beast hit him full in the chest, driving him back off his feet.


  The crowd fell silent. The dead lowered their old bones to the dirt, as though craving the familiar stuff of their final resting places. The vampires watched silently, spreading out to form a circle around their master and the lion. Neither the living nor the dead fled, though sense should have impelled them Sataniel’s mere presence was like some irresistible magnet that held them captivated. Every single soul in the gathering crowd was in his thrall.


  Sataniel pushed himself up onto his elbows, grin wider than ever. The lion loomed over him, teeth bared. ”Kill me then,” Sataniel mocked, meeting the lion’s metallic glare. He offered his throat, inclining his head slightly to expose the thick vein pulsing there. Every inch of the lion’s bronzed musculature tensed, but resisted the temptation to pounce, to lash out.


  He let his face shift, taking on the iconic bloody tears of the crown of thorns worn by the martyr, ”You can’t, can you?” Sataniel sat up slowly, the blood dripping into his eyes, and dusted his hands off. He offered the lion the goat boy’s shaggy features, horns slowly pushing through the skin and curling at his temples. ”Does this make it easier?”


  The lion’s growl percolated low in its throat.


  But still it didn’t strike.


  ”How about this, then?” Sataniel offered the blistered and burned red skinned devil to the lion. ”Choose your favourite iconography, whatever look gives you what you need to strike me down. I won’t hold it against you if you like the prettier me, I must confess, I do. I have a weakness for great beauty, it is so much more appealing than ugliness,” and with that Sataniel’s face and form returned to the Adonis-like sculpted angles and lines of the beautiful youth. ”But then, that’s the sweetest deceit of all, isn’t it? Beauty. So fleeting and it always fades into ugliness. And even that is misunderstood in this new world of steam and iron and machines. Uggligr, from the root ugga, means to be dreaded. Ugliness means quite literally to be dreaded.” Sataniel marvelled at the perfection of his own skin, turning his hand left and right so that he might better admire its beauty. ”All beauty is, at its heart, a lie. That is why I have always been drawn to it.”


  The lion struck, slashing across Sataniel’s bare chest with its claws. The impact from the blow was heavy enough to break a mortal man’s spine, leaving the fallen angel sprawled awkwardly on the ground, four deep wounds from its claws running from Sataniel’s glistening pectoral diagonally down to his abdomen. He clutched at his stomach, blood bubbling up and oozing between his fingers.


  The wounds didn’t heal immediately.


  ”What are you?” Sataniel gasped, forcing his skin to knit together beneath the not-so tender ministrations of his fingers. The edges of the wounds burned furiously.


  The lion roared, but there was no understanding its words.


  Sataniel let the lion come again, breathing slowly, deeply, implacably. As the bronze lion lashed out for his throat, the angel moved with preternatural speed, ducking under the savage strike and countering with a massive open-palmed slap to the lion’s ear. The lion’s entire body rang out like a bell, the chime reverberating into the dusty air. The layers of the city—the coal dust, the red-brick of the slums, the white marble and granite of the statues in the parks and palace gardens, the bark of the denuded trees, the iron lamp posts, the timber-frames of the hovels and glass windows of the outfitters and the perfumeries, the brass fittings of the churches and sepulchres, the hanging chains and meat hooks of the meat market , and the clay and the hard-packed earth—all seemed to take up the chime, the sound resonating through all of them, until it became a single sonorous note in the song of the city.


  And still it did not stop folding in layers and textures of sound.


  As one, the six surviving vampires clutched their pallid hands over their ears. Something inside them ruptured and thick, black, viscous blood trickled out between their fingers. Again as one, the creatures threw back their heads and screamed, a single shrill, long-sliding note that blended with the song of the city to create an undercurrent of agony that was anything but harmonic.


  And still it did not stop folding in and absorbing more and more textures of sound until it had created a glorious symphony of the city, with everything from the hisses of steam venting from the Soul Golem and the crackling of fires rising where gas pipes had ruptured and ignited into isolated blazes, even the people themselves, adding to the song with their cries of awe and fear, the stampede and the panic, as the stuff of London crumbled around them. 


  The four parallel gashes across Sataniel’s chest healed, closing up in four parallel slashes of pink scar tissue before they too healed.


  The lion roared again, and even as Sataniel began to stand, lashed out with staggering force, driving the fallen angel back into the press of people. The crowd parted like the Red Sea, making room for the bronze lion to pounce. It bore down upon Sataniel, claws burying deep into his shoulders and legs as the sheer mass of the Landseer beast drove him into the ground. The hard-packed dirt of the street fractured, fissures splintering out from beneath Sataniel in a web. The fissures widened into cracks as the lion hammered down mercilessly with all of its immense strength, driving the fallen angel deeper and deeper into the ground as though it could compel the earth to open up and send the Devil back to Hell by sheer force of will.


  But Sataniel was not about to be so easily beaten.


  Even as the bronze lion’s fangs tore out his throat, Sataniel tired of the fight, though he was not about to slip into that endless winter night. Angels did not die, they were imprisoned in trees, they were banished, they did not cease to be. The lion could rend his flesh tooth and claw, it didn’t matter, Sataniel would not die. The only one about to do any dying here was the lion, that was just the way of this wonderful world.


  Sataniel invited its teeth to tear out more of his flesh; let the damned animal think it had a chance . . .


  And the bronze lion did, those long metal fangs piercing the soft skin of Sataniel’s neck and biting deep, through the sinew and stringy tendons to puncture the windpipe and throat itself, opening up the oesophagus and ripping through to the pharynx. But even before the ropes of greasy tendon and fatty sinew had fully shorn through, they began to reknit and the blood congeal around the ragged tear until there was no tear, only a desiccated membrane of dried blood over too-smooth new skin.


  Undeterred the lion struck again, and again, using the dewclaw high up on its right paw like a switchblade to slash open the angel from stem to sternum. The dewclaw broke off against Sataniel’s ribcage. It fell at the feet of one of the gawkers who knelt quickly and claimed it. The woman, in a filthy nightgown and bonnet with her bare feet black with dirt, stared at the fight, stroking the bronze dewclaw in her hands as though it were the fabled horn of a unicorn where in truth it was nothing more miraculous than eight inches of cold metal.


  Sataniel responded with a flurry of attacks, his open hands slamming into the lion’s jaw and muzzle and ear with blistering speed, each blow driving the impossible creature’s head back and back until it was forced to rear up on its hind legs, towering over Sataniel. And yet, even as the beast dwarfed him, the fallen angel seemed to grow in stature until he dwarfed the lion. The ground sighed beneath him, straining to cope with the sudden and immense shift in forces his new density subjected it to. He stood head and shoulders above the lion, as tall as any of the buildings around them and every bit as firmly rooted to the ground. He stretched his spine, shaping the moonlight shadow around him as though his vestigial wings had unfurled. The shadow-wings stretched three times his height and where it fell, be it dirt, stone, brick, or wood, began to smoulder, wisps of smoke corkscrewing up through the dust-clogged air.


  ”Time to die, little lion,” Sataniel said, savouring the absolute silence of the onlookers. He held out his hand. He had no weapon. He had no need of one, not for the job at hand. He could reach into the cast bronze and tear out whatever passed for the lion’s heart, soul, it’s very being just as effectively as he could cut off its head with a flaming sword or disembowel it with a swift cut from a much less glorious weapon. He could smelt its body with a mere glance, leaving nothing more than a pool of molten bronze to spill into the fissures in the earth and fill in the cracks. He could end its life with theatre, but he could just as easily end it with a snap of the fingers, leaving the lion dead on the side of the street like road kill, such was Sataniel’s power over life and death in this place. He was an immutable force.


  And then the lion’s head dropped, the realization that it couldn’t win this fight sinking in to its thick sink. The fire left its eyes and the burnished bronze tarnished. It lowered itself onto all fours, then lowered itself even more, until its chin rested on the ground and it prostrated itself at Sataniel’s feet.


  ”Why so sad, little lion? You’re about to enter the glory of God’s kingdom. Oh, wait,” Sataniel smiled ruefully, and as he spoke his flesh began to glow, softly at first, a gentle blush of light, but more fiercely by the word, until he blazed like the Morning Star he was named for. ”Perhaps that’s the problem, God being dead and all? Would you rather linger while I create my kingdom here on earth? I am a charitable master, unlike Him. Amuse me and I will let you abide a while longer. Dance little lion, dance!”


  The lion did not move so much as a bronzed muscle; like every other living thing in the street it was utterly still, bound to the earth by Sataniel’s radiance. There was no denying him. It waited, face pressed to the ground.


  ”What are you?” Sataniel asked again, though this time he placed his palm on the huge lion’s brow, feeling the thrill of The Art course up through his fingers into every fibre of his being. The surge caused his radiance to flare momentarily, twice as bright, and everything caught in that fierce light began to char and twist, smoke rising from the living and dead alike as their skin began to blister. The first scream came as the woman’s hand turned to ash even as she raised it to her face. Other screams followed as people pushed and shoved, desperate to escape the light. Sataniel pulled his hand away from the lion’s brow, mastering the intensity of his own radiance before it purged every living cell from the street. He dimmed the light of his flesh, wrapping his shadow-wings about his body to protect the onlookers. Now he knew, or at least suspected, the nature of his enemy. It was an Archai: a spirit that spanned time itself. It was, to all intents and purposes, divine.


  Sataniel had no wish to make a pet of anything touched by divinity.


  He reached down to crush the spark of life out of the damned lion.


  The beast didn’t raise its head.


  It accepted that it was beaten.


  Sataniel knelt beside the lion.


  This time when he pressed his hand against the creature’s bronze skull he didn’t hold back, didn’t try to dim the light. He let the Morning Star blaze to its fullest, brightest, most lethal intensity. The bronze heated beneath his touch. As the Morning Star’s light spread, and the first of the onlookers turned to ash, Sataniel pushed down with his hand, and the metal gave slightly, allowing him to ease his way inside. The lion mewled as he pushed his hand deeper, searching for the spark, the thing that made this impossible creature walk.


  ”Where are you hiding, little lion? Come to me, don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you,” Sataniel whispered into the beast’s ear. Even as he did, he forced his hand in all the way to the wrist and spread his fingers wide. ”I can feel you in here. Yes, I can. I can feel your heat.” And he could, its warmth suffused every molecule of the metal, intensifying the nearer his hand came to it.


  And then he found it, that spark, the last thing that remained of Fabian Stark.


  He touched it, allowing it to wash over his fingers, and he opened himself up to The Art, letting it flood through him. In the time it took for the first thrill of power to enter his blood Sataniel knew all there was to know about the man Stark had been. He knew it all, saw it all, felt it all, and delighted at the irony that had caged the man’s spirit within not one but two statues. ”A Gentleman Knight of London? How very quaint,” he said, savouring the antiquated notions fealty and honour that fired the lion’s ghost-heart, and then he snuffed out the light that was Fabian Stark.


  The lion shuddered once, a violent tremor that wracked every muscle, causing them to bunch tight as though coiled to pounce, but the beast’s eyes glazed over dully and the great beast stayed like that, frozen in place, forepaws spread wide, head down in obeisance.


  There were no death throes.


  No roars.


  Not so much as a whimper.


  Sataniel patted the statue on its head and turned to regard the remnants of his danse. The dead were unmoved, but thirteen people had been burned to ash by his radiance. Twice that stood rooted to the spot beating at their own bodies as their skin blistered and burned.


  Sataniel was not displeased.


  


  Chapter Eighty-Two


  
     
  


  And across the city the three remaining Landseer lions froze in their tracks. The spark extinguished they became inanimate once more.


  Fabian Stark was gone.


  


  Chapter Eighty-Three


  
     
  


  Locke crawled on his hands and knees.


  The tunnel stank of the effluence of the city. The waste of thousands upon thousands of people had poured down into these tunnels for years, clogging them up completely. He tried to stand, reaching out to support himself against the wall as the tunnel opened up, but slipped and came down hard, sprawling face first in the filthy water. Sharp stones dug into his palms as he pushed himself up again.


  Blind, he had to rely upon his other senses, for what little they were worth. Locke was negotiating the dark by feel alone. There wasn’t so much as a chink of light in the pitch black of the sewers. His fingers dragged across rough stone. His feet kicked against something, making him stumble again. He didn’t fall this time. He felt out the way ahead with his toe, nudging cautiously half a step at a time at whatever it was that was in his way. It wasn’t until he reached out with his free hand that he worked out what had happened: part of the tunnel had caved in beneath the force of the tremors.


  He could only pray that the entire tunnel hadn’t collapsed.


  Being buried alive was not a fate Brannigan Locke wanted to contemplate for very long but it was hard not to imagine this place as one giant coffin.


  The only sound he could hear was the heavy, erratic ebb and flow of his own breathing. He couldn’t hide the panic in it, not even from himself.


  He found a pile of broken stones with his toe. Locke felt them out for stability before setting his best foot forward. But, for all his care, the stones shifted treacherously beneath him and he lost his balance.


  He grabbed at the wall but there was nothing to hold on to.


  He fell to his knees, sharp jags of stone digging into his shins and hands as he reached out to stop himself from sprawling forward again.


  The darkness was claustrophobic.


  Somewhere though, there was an iron stair set into the tunnel wall, and up that ladder there was an iron manhole cover, and beyond that, the street and air and freedom.


  Escaping the suffocating darkness of the tunnel was all he could think about. It was the sum of all things, all fears, the be all, the end all. He had to find a way out of the darkness before it swallowed him whole.


  He edged forward on his hands and knees, splashing through the shallow water. He didn’t waste his time trying to stand, there was no point. He would only fall again. It was hard to credit that the city was built on such a foul and stinking foundation.


  Somewhere in the dark he heard the chitter of rats.


  He really wished that he hadn’t.


  He felt the awkward weight of the papers folded up against his belly. His trousers were soaked from the falls and from lying belly down in the shallow sewer water, which in turn meant the papers were soaked. There was no way that they couldn’t be. As he forced himself to crawl on Locke had another prayer on his lips. This time his prayer was simple. This time he prayed that the wool had somehow protected the pages well enough that the ink hadn’t run, or at least where it had run, it hadn’t done so badly as to become illegible. As with every other prayer he had ever made, he wouldn’t know if it had worked until he reached the light. But in this particular instance, he hoped he reached the light sooner rather than later.


  He forced himself to crawl on, trying not to think about what he was crawling through.


  He could hear the rats getting closer, and growing more agitated and excited as they did, churning up the shallow water with their scurrying paws.


  The tunnel shook again, more violently than ever. The tremors shook loose more bricks, which splashed loudly as they came down only to be followed by the susurrus of fine dust and crumbling mortar spilling into the sewer water behind them.


  Locke didn’t dare move as another section of the tunnel wall succumbed to fresh tremors and came splashing down. He kept his head down, but that didn’t stop him from feeling the water hit his head. He held his breath, waiting for the tremors to stop.


  They didn’t.


  They got worse.


  This time when they hit it felt as though the entire city was coming down upon his head.


  Locke put his hands over his head protectively and curled up, a third and final prayer on his lips. 


  The tunnels filled with the sound of the earth tearing itself apart. It engulfed him. He didn’t dare move. Bricks came loose, the entire frame of the twisted, as though the tunnel itself were trying to lash around on itself like a whip. It was all Locke could do to keep his head down as the tunnel caved in on top of him. The jagged edges of stones cut into him as they hit, again and again, battering every last ounce of resistance out of his body. And then they stopped. Locke didn’t dare release his held breath. He kept his eyes closed and counted to eleven, adding the extra number for luck. Throughout the duration of the entire count the tunnel was silent, though it was the kind of heavy silence that descends in the wake of a disaster, not the cocoon of comforting quiet.


  Deciding it was safe, Locke opened his eyes and raised his head.


  Moonlight streamed in through fissures in the tunnel’s roof that ran all the way up to the surface. Against the oppressive dark it was almost painful on his eyes. He blinked back the sting of tears. The tunnel was gone. All around him were piles of rock dust and rubble. The entire sewer tunnel had collapsed and somehow he had come out of it unscathed. Locke crossed himself. Someone was looking out for him. He pushed the rubble aside and stood slowly, careful not to dislodge any of the loose bricks that balanced precariously half-in, half-out of the mortar. The last thing he wanted to do was set off a second landslide and bring the entire roof crashing down on his head.


  He moved cautiously into the moonlight and peered up at the crevice that had opened above his head. It was impossible to tell how deep the tear in the earth really was, but it seemed to go on and on indefinitely from where he stood looking up. It was akin to peering up a sooty chimney from the fireplace at the bottom. The fissure was far from a clean tear; he could see ample handholds for a start, and could no doubt climb up to the surface using his back to brace himself once he entered the chimney proper.


  He looked back over his shoulder, but there was no going back. The entire tunnel was blocked off.


  Had he been twenty feet back he would have been buried alive.


  It was no better in front of him, but at least he could conceivably crawl over the banked-up piles of rubble and continue down the sewer tunnel if he couldn’t negotiate the climb. What he couldn’t see was an iron ladder set into the wall or a manhole cover above him. He wasn’t that lucky. He almost laughed at the absurdity of the thought. Given that the tunnel had come crashing down on all sides and somehow he’d come out unscathed, it was more than reasonable to assume he really was that lucky when it counted. Who needed convenience when it was weighed up against a little something like being buried beneath ten ton of rubble?


  He scrambled to the top of the nearest pile of rubble, dislodging stones that skittered away and splashed as they reached the bottom of the pile, and reached up, searching for a handhold, something he could grab onto and use to haul himself up into the fissure.


  Locke fumbled around at the edge of the crevice, testing the first handholds he found, carefully applying a little weight to see if they would hold. It wasn’t the same as putting all of his weight on them, but it quickly proved which ones wouldn’t take his weight, which was better than nothing. The problem was it quickly became apparent that none of them would, but he couldn’t reach any of the higher handholds where at least the stones were still packed into the earth.


  He scrambled back down the broken stones, and then began sifting through the detritus, looking for flat stones to bank the pile higher. He worked quickly, stacking the stones one atop another, dragging them out of the scree that blocked either end of the tunnel to form a third pile and kept stacking them until the pile was high enough for him to scramble up it and reach into the fissure. He lost track of time. The blood pounded in his temples as he ducked down and stood, ducked and stood, carrying the heavy stones a few feet at a time before dropping them. The tunnel echoed with the clatter of stone on stone. It was punctuated by his grunts. There was comfort in the echoing sound, and in the simple act of physical labour.


  Finally, done, he clambered up the mountain of broken stone and collapsed tunnel wall, and reached up into the crevice to find a handhold. He hoisted himself up, kicking at the empty air as he struggled to bring his head and shoulders all the way up into the hole. When his chest came level with his fingertips Locke pushed back, hard, slamming his back into the side of the crevice and locking his elbows so that he spread his weight out over several points of contact. Gasping, he kicked out at the air again, trying to use the momentum caused by the pendulum effect to edge a few more precious inches up into the hole.


  Again and again.


  He wriggled higher, shredding the cloth of his coat on the jagged rocks jutting out of the wall of the crevice, until he worked himself far enough up into the shaft that he could draw his knees into the chimney and brace himself properly whilst freeing his hands up.


  With his hands free to search out handholds further up the shaft, Locke was able to ”walk” up the chute a few feet at a time until he could feel the cold night air on his face. It had never tasted so sweet.


  Locke summoned the last few ounces of stubborn will to reach up over the top of the crevice and clutch at the broken road. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest but he forced himself to remain deaf to their pains for one last surge and boosted himself up. His shoes scrabbled up the layers of dirt and he crawled forward onto his belly and lay there, gasping, half-in, half-out of the wounded earth.


  He couldn’t move for the longest time, and then he looked up. For one dizzying moment he felt like Gulliver clambering into Brobdingnag as he came face to face with the lopsided leer of the fallen Father London lying beside him amid the ruins.


  That explained the last huge tremor that had collapsed the tunnel—the Golem had fallen. Looking at it from where he lay, it didn’t seem any worse for the fall. There were no visible signs of damage beyond the dents and gouges left by the buildings it had fallen upon. It was superficial damage at best. It was a pity the same couldn’t be said for the houses up and down the street, and judging by the smoke and dust clouds, as far as the eye could see and then some. Anyone in those buildings was dead, and even if they weren’t, they would be before rescuers could dig through the rubble and find them. It was harsh, but that didn’t make it any less true.


  Locke picked himself up and started to dust himself off, but the pointlessness of the effort was quickly apparent. Instead, he shucked off his coat and threw it aside. It was ruined anyway, and the added weight only served to encumber him. His shirt was torn and bloody at the back. He felt out the cuts tentatively. He had felt every one of them being delivered during the cruel climb of a thousand cuts, but he hadn’t allowed himself the luxury of worrying about them until now. His hand came away bloody. There was a lot of it but the cuts didn’t feel too bad. They stung but they didn’t leave him doubled up when his fingers dug into them. Leaving them untended meant risking infection, but he could hardly treat them in the middle of the street. Not with unfinished business lying in the street at his feet.


  So, instead, he turned his attention to the fallen Golem.


  It was a thing of majesty fallen from the sky.


  He hadn’t known what he had expected to see when he looked into its eyes—not intelligence, certainly. A chamber within filled with gadgets and levers, valves, gauges and pulley systems, like some kind of bridge on an insane steamship, perhaps? A crazed dwarf at the helm pulling all of the levers and flicking the switches and pressing the buttons and wrestling with the mechanisms that drove the giant’s legs? The preposterousness nature of the image made Locke smile despite himself.


  The reality of the situation was far more banal.  


  He walked a careful path up to the Golem’s face, standing less than five feet away from its enormous eye socket, and braced himself on the iron brow as he leaned forward to peer inside the construct.


  It was hollow.


  Iron girders braced the skull, holding the external plates in place. Rust had a grip both inside and out, tarnishing the ”skin” of the Golem a flaking, burnished orange. He could see the welds where each of the girders was anchored to the superstructure. In reality Father London was nothing more than a giant hollow statue. There was nothing he could see that would explain its ability to walk, nor the intelligence it appeared to exhibit. Without thinking, Locke stepped forward, as though to enter the body of the Golem, only to be driven back by some invisible force. The air around his crackled and filled with the odour of singed flesh.


  He pushed at the barrier again, and this time, aware of its presence, he was able to feel out its limits without being shocked back by the recoil that met his tentative contact. He couldn’t see or feel a way through, at least not through the eye socket. As he moved further around the side of the fallen Golem, he saw more of the innards. The rust wasn’t the only thing on the interior surface; he saw literally hundreds of sigils engraved into the metal. Hundreds upon hundreds, and he recognised next to none of them, but it was safe to assume most if not all appeared on the papers he had stolen from the Sanctuary.


  He reached down for the saturated pages, knowing he was no more likely to be able to decipher the stuff now than he had been before. He didn’t know what he hoped to achieve beyond perhaps matching a few of the symbols, but it wasn’t like he was going to win points for playing alchemical snap. But he didn’t know what else to do.


  Even in the poor light it was easy to see that a lot of the top pages had been ruined by the soaking they’d taken. The words blurred out of any recognition. He peeled away page after page until he started to reach ones where the words were still barely legible.


  Locke teased the first one free of the pile, and scanned it quickly, looking for something, anything, that might help him get inside the construct. He wasn’t entirely sure why it was so urgent he get inside, but something, something beyond sheer curiosity impelled him. The construct might have fallen, but it was anything but dead. Again he was struck by the repetition of the phrase Soul Golem on the page, and it was patently obvious that despite appearances to the contrary, Father London was anything but empty. It was a soul catcher, a magnet for the near and dear departed. There could just as easily have been a thousand dead souls swirling around trapped within the Golem as none.


  Locke shivered at the thought, knowing he was right.


  But knowing you were right and doing something about it were two entirely different things.


  He cursed Fabian under his breath. The man had sacrificed himself halfway through the fight. That was tantamount to abandoning them. Of all of them Fabian was the only one capable of deciphering the ins and outs of the magic at work here, and Fabian was dead. Locke felt sick with guilt, realizing he was cursing a dead man. It wasn’t as though Stark had chosen to die for fun. He had given his own life to save theirs. He couldn’t have known the fight wasn’t over. They hadn’t, after all.


  But that didn’t help him now.


  The words were no more intelligible for Stark’s sacrifice.


  He was about to screw the page up and toss it aside when one of the markings caught his eye. He had seen it engraved on the back of the Golem’s skull. If he understood the archaic script beside it, he was looking at a soul trap. The realization solidified the niggling suspicion that had been plaguing him since he had first seen the phrase Soul Golem. This thing was more than just an iron statue, it was a trap for the dead . . . and almost before the thought had finished forming Locke felt a shiver chase down the bones of his back and saw the face of his friend picked out in the wings of the ravens.


  Dorian was in there. 


  He had known it from the first time he had seen the birds, he just hadn’t known he had known.


  If the soul trap worked like other sigils all he had to do was break it and its hold on Dor’s soul would be undone.


  All . . .


  Locke stared at the hollow iron man. He didn’t know what to do. He braced both of his hands against the construct’s overhanging brow and screamed his frustration and doubt right into the heart of it . . . and saw part of the barrier shimmer into something approaching visibility. It was only a small area, little bigger than his mouth. Ripples eddied inwards, suggesting the scream was penetrating the barrier. A moment later the ripples in the barrier eddied outwards and single low note echoed back to him from within the iron man.


  It took him a moment longer to grasp the implications of that.


  He yelled at the barrier, and then shouted, pitching his anger high as though trying to shatter glass.


  Always the same low tone—and only that single low tone—echoed back to him.


  He didn’t know how it helped him, but he needed to believe that it did.


  Locke tried to think it through: sound had entered and sound had escaped the invisible barrier in both directions. No, that was fallacious thinking: a single low tone had escaped. He couldn’t tell how much sound had entered the soul trap. Was that it, was it something to do with the frequency of souls? Did souls exist on an electrical level, vibrating outside the normal range of human hearing? The notion made a certain kind of peculiar sense. After all, why shouldn’t souls still resonate on this plane? Wasn’t that precisely what poltergeists and other restless spirits were? Resonances? Vibrations? And those resonances, those vibrations, needs must generate sound, surely? So there had to be a frequency of souls.


  Locke changed tack, instead of barraging the barrier with a wall of sound, he tried a single note, pitching it high again. Nothing. The tone had no visible effect on the invisible barrier.


  ”Curiouser and curiouser,” he said to himself, trying a different tone. He began to doubt his logic as he moved down through the octave without making any visible dent on the barrier.


  It was only as his voice lowered substantially that the barrier began to ripple, and then only as he touched on a particular tone—a single resonant frequency. It was impossible to ignore. He was onto something, but what?


  The thing was a Soul Golem, the sigil at the back a Soul Trap, surely it wasn’t that simple? But of course it was. It had to be. The Golem served as a soul cage, so souls had to be able to pass in, but not out, so that note, that tone, he hit in his screams, somehow mated with the frequency of souls, allowing it to enter, but once inside, only the residual sound, the unnecessary excess of sound, found its way out.


  What did that mean, though? Did he have to kill himself to enter the Golem? The idea didn’t hold a great deal of appeal, no matter how much he wanted to help Dor, he wasn’t Stark and he wasn’t the suicidal type. So what then? He threw out another low tone, down at the basso profundo register. Even making the sound hurt his throat.


  And then it hit him. It wasn’t that the barrier allowed excess sounds to escape, it was a single tone. He couldn’t believe he’d been so close, and yet so dense. It was the sigils. It wasn’t just the frequency of souls; the frequency was tied into the way the sigils themselves were formed. That single low tone was allowed to pass through the barrier because it resonated at the same frequency as the sigils themselves. Quite simply, they couldn’t block themselves.


  Locke punched the air triumphantly.


  And then stopped dead, staring at the Golem and the soul trap engraved into the back of its head.


  Understanding didn’t change anything.


  He couldn’t simply walk through the barrier because he knew how it worked. And, for that matter, he couldn’t replicate the tone with any sort of sustained accuracy . . . certainly note accurately enough to cloak himself in it and sneak through to the other side.


  Or could he?


  He held up his hand and studied it. It was an utterly unremarkable hand. It had the lines and mounts of any other hand, and whatever a chiromancer would have wanted him to believe, didn’t map out his fate or the length of his life. It was a square hand, with short, almost stubby fingers, complete with rough skin and callouses. But just because he didn’t believe didn’t mean he was ignorant. He knew that chiromancers linked their divinations to the alchemical world of earth, air, fire and water. His own hand marked him as a child born of fire. Supposedly, it meant he was predisposed to be a hot-head, a firebrand, full of energy and cursed with a short fuse, which would have made him McCreedy, but of course, McCreedy had long, almost delicate, piano-player’s fingers to go with his fiery temper. But people wanted to believe what they wanted to believe.


  He held his hand a whisker away from touching the invisible barrier.


  He could feel the raw energy shivering through it.


  An idea was formulating, but as much as he wanted to believe it could work, all he could think was that it was quite simply barking mad.


  Locke parted his lips, and gave voice to a sound unlike anything he had made before; a deep, swirling, prismatic tone that resonated from the oesophagus but emerged from his mouth like the cries of baby birds in a nest built somewhere inside his tonsils, only to change into a ghostly wind blowing through the desolate streets of the city.


  It was an utterly inhuman sound.


  And somewhere within that tonal shift he hit upon the note that resonated with the sigils and the barrier responded, solidifying around his hand. Made translucent, Locke was able to see the sound wave ripple through the stuff of the barrier. It was deeper than he had at first thought, three feet thick and more, and the ripple seemed to take an inordinately long time to pass all the way through—longer, in fact, than he could sustain the low note for without having to take a breath. And for each second that he had to sustain the incredibly low sound the more his throat burned.


  But he only had to push on through to the other side.


  It was a one-way process.


  He wouldn’t have to worry about getting out through the barrier because once he destroyed the sigil the barrier would collapse.


  At least he hoped it would.


  He turned his attention back to his hand, and the glimmerings of that mad scheme, knowing even as he sought to replicate the tone once again it was the only real alternative. He had to make his entire body resonate with that same painfully low tone, basically turning himself into sound. But it wasn’t so different from how he had used his gift to manipulate the crystal chandelier in the Conclave, or how he had broken the lock to enter the Sanctuary. It came down to the same basic principle, vibration. Vibration caused heat within the glass and cold within the metal, but beyond that it created a sound that accompanied the vibration, anything from a high-pitched whine that drove stray dogs to howling or a low thrum that could be felt deep in your bones rather than ”heard’.”


  He needed to use his gift to turn his entire body into a single, unified resonant mass—which meant manipulating his own flesh in the same way he had the glass and the metal, and agitating his muscle tissue and bone until he hit that harmonic without boiling his innards or, conversely, turning them to ice in the process.


  He didn’t have a choice if he was going to save Dorian, and despite his protestations, he was always going to do everything humanly possible—and inhumanly—to save his friend. That was who he was.


  Locke focussed his mind on his hand, whilst singing that deep note, drawing on The Art to make his flesh sing in harmony.


  It was almost impossible to sustain both.


  His body screamed it’s agony through every nerve and fibre of his being, turning his world to black behind his eyes. Every inch of his skin burned, but it didn’t matter, once his shirt sleeve touched the barrier, the harmonic failed and the jelly-like core of the barrier closed around his hand and spat it out.


  The air stank of that unmistakably sickly-sweet smell of burning meat.


  Locke looked at his hand. The skin around his fingers had blackened and charred. Gritting his teeth, he stripped out of his shirt, kicked off his shoes, his trousers, socks and pants and stood there in the middle of the smoking ruins, naked. He breathed deeply, once, twice, three times, holding each breath for a silent ten-count before exhaling, and then opened his mouth to sing.


  Forcing that one note to resonate through his entire body, he stepped into the barrier.


  It was like pushing his way through a wall of gelatine, and any headway he made was tortuously slow in coming. His throat burned. It felt as though hundreds of switchblades nicked again and again at his bare skin, not deep enough to cut but they sure as hellfire stung. And then, as he felt his throat choking with the stuff of the barrier spilling into it, and the song of his flesh failing, he staggered through onto the other side.


  The iron cut roughly at his bare feet as he negotiated the girders.


  He only had eyes for that small circle of rust-covered iron where the sigil had been engraved.


  Locke ducked under an overhanging girder, and as he did he felt hands all over his body, caressing, stroking, where there were none. When he looked down at his body he saw the subcutaneous tissue rippling, like the bubbles of boiling water looking to break free. He felt his heart racing. His breath came in short sharp gasps. He closed his eyes, trying to focus his thoughts, to use his gift to stop whatever it was that was happening to him.


  But it wasn’t slowing down in the slightest. On the contrary, the more he thought about it, the more agitated the bubbles became until he was sure one of them would finally erupt through the skin and then more and more of them would rupture, slowly tearing him apart. His imagination was running away with itself.


  ”Concentrate man,” Locke chastised himself, breathing hard.


  He held out his hands and closed his eyes, visualizing the contours of the blisters there diminishing, smoothing his skin out with his mind. Something had happened to him when he had penetrated the barrier, and whatever it was, it wasn’t good. He willed his body to settle itself but didn’t dare open his eyes again to see if it had worked.


  And then, standing there naked and with his eyes closed, Brannigan Locke realised he had made a terrible mistake.


  


  The God Particle V


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Eighty-Four


  
     
  


  In that moment Fabian Stark died forever.


  There was no coming back.


  No salvation.


  No last minute reprieve.


  He became the stuff of the universe itself.


  He became immortal in the truest sense of the word.


  He became the dust of the stars.


  He became the solar winds.


  He became the magma at the earth’s core.


  He became the wave breaking against the rocky shore and the snowflake melting against the woman’s cheek. He became the rain drumming against the deserted streets and the coal dust choking the air. He became the moisture on the lips of a lover and the mote in the corner of her eye. He became the whispered words of the inspiring muse and the shiver of anticipation at the first touch of skin on skin. He became the leaf budding on the bare branch and the blush of spring. He became the dark heart of winter and the first cry of the baby being born to the world.


  He became life.


  And he became death itself.


  


  Unholy, Dirty and Beautiful


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Eighty-Five


  
     
  


  Locke stared at the sigil, there, engraved into the iron of the monstrous head, mocking him, and at his bare hands. The stupidity of having nothing, no weapon or tool, with which to strike out the sigil hit him. He’d been so focussed on the first part of the problem, getting through the barrier, he hadn’t thought about what he was going to do now. It wasn’t as though he could scratch through the sigil with his fingernails. He cast about, looking for something, anything, that he could use to set about the soul trap.


  But the inside of the Golem was bare.


  He cursed his stupidity, but the word just wasn’t there. All that remained was that low, painful note that reverberated inside the iron head. The echoing thrum lasted long after he finished speaking. He felt it deep in his bones. And then he felt those ghostly hands again. He didn’t dare look at his skin, he understood the simple truth: he didn’t have the luxury of time. He had to destroy the sigil and pray, somehow, that doing so fixed him.


  He knew it wouldn’t.


  There were no miracle fixes.


  Lying to himself was not something Brannigan Locke was particularly good at.


  All he could hope to do was break the sigil before whatever was going to happen to him happened.


  And he was hardly helpless.


  He placed his hand flat on the soul trap, and felt nothing. For a moment he felt doubt. Could he channel The Art through the barrier, or was he cut off from it? Was he suddenly ordinary? And if he was, how could he possibly destroy the soul trap?


  Locke dragged his nails over the rusty surface. Flakes of oxidised metal fell away, but the sigil was scored in too deeply for a few loose flakes of rust to make any difference to its integrity.


  He turned his attention to the strips of weld joining the closest girders, hoping that there might be some sort of weakness he could exploit, but even as he started picking at the weld he was overwhelmed by the futility of it. Even if he picked through every ounce of weld until his fingers were bloody, he wouldn’t be able to lift the girder, and certainly not wield it with the accuracy it would need to break the soul trap.


  Again he stared at his bare hands. The skin across the backs of both had begun to blister and swell. One of the blisters ruptured while he watched, a yellowish pus weeping out of the sore. For a moment he almost believed that the pus might somehow erode the iron, but there was nothing acidic about it. No bite. No burn. It was just his body dying.


  He didn’t know how long he had left. He could feel himself weakening, nausea creeping up inside him. He could taste iron at the back of his throat. Blood. He was in trouble here.


  It was all or nothing.


  He closed his eyes and pressed his hand flat against the soul trap. ”Break it or be damned,” he said, feeding the Golem’s echo chamber with another insufferable bass thrum of sound. But instead of wincing and buckling beneath the pain, he focussed on it and used that sudden flare-up to harness the energy all around him, deep in the sound, deep in his bones, deep in the iron, and transform it into the chilling touch that would weaken the iron, turning it brittle. He felt the cold stream out of his fingertips, but it was an illusion. The molecular structure of the iron was slowing and slowing to the point that the cold was echoing back from the metal. The freezing iron brought the chill to his touch, the cold did not emanate from it. It was blessed relief from the heat radiating through every nerve and fibre of his being. But it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the sigil grew colder and colder, ribbons of frost crackling across it as its core temperature sank quickly toward absolute zero.


  The truth of the matter was that even so cold, the comfort it gave outweighed the pain, and that truth was damning. Brannigan Locke’s body was cooking itself from the inside out.


  Locke withdrew his hand, made a fist and hammered a punch right into the centre of the sigil. He delivered the blow with such force he felt the bones in his hand shatter even as the metal beneath it exploded into fragments. The blow rang out, transforming the hollow insides of Father London into a deep, sonorous bell.


  And this time all of the sounds folded in upon themselves, echoed and amplified by the weird acoustics of the Golem.


  The sound rose and rose, spiralling beyond hearing and existing only within the vibrations in his bones and in the eddies in his blood. The chime wasn’t finished; it resonated through the entire metal superstructure of the construct, turning the entire frame into a vast echo chamber, and even as the sound moved into the supersonic spectrum within the head, it grew louder and louder as it was taken up in the torso and belly and finally down in the feet, as it claimed more of the iron body to feed its hunger, meaning that it was never truly silent.


  And then the cycle began again, the tone swelling to wash back into the Golem’s head as it faded within Father London’s feet.


  Locke stood in the middle of it, battered on all sides by wave upon wave of sound.


  His knees buckled beneath the bombardment of noise. He felt the soft, sticky wetness of blood seep out of his ears as the tympanic membrane ruptured. Locke fell to his knees, clutching at the sides of his head.


  It wasn’t just Locke that collapsed beneath the battery of sound.


  The vibrations tore at the Golem’s metal frame, twisting against the welds that held it together. One of the girders tore free of its anchor-point, buckling and spinning as it fell, crashing no more than a few feet from where Locke knelt.


  Locke didn’t hear it.


  He couldn’t hear anything beyond the blood pumping through his head.


  Locke dropped his head, doubling over in pain as fresh waves of agony battered his body. It skewered up through him from his scrotum to the base of his skull, twisting through nerve endings as mercilessly as it tore at the roots of his hair and teeth and swelled through the marrow in his bones. The blinding pain drove his head down further, until his forehead pressed up against the thrumming iron of the floor the Golem’s cheek made beneath him. Above him one of the huge iron plates that made up Father London’s patella tore free of the others with a wrenching scream and came spinning down. It hammered into Locke’s back. The sheer weight of it drove him down, but the damage was already done. Something broke inside him. He felt it. He felt the sledgehammer blow of the iron plate as it slammed into the arch of his spine, driving him down flat to the floor; the searing pain as the edge of the huge plate cut deep, lacerating the musculature of his of back and biting through the dorsal root and thoracic nerves, cutting through the vertebral disc, and then, that single, sharp, bowstring snap of his spinal cord severing.


  It was the last thing he ever felt.


  His last coherent thought was of Dorian. He would never know if he had done enough to save his friend’s soul. The rest was pain and death.


  


  Chapter Eighty-Six


  
     
  


  A sudden flurry of movement caught in the corner of Cain’s eye.


  Sataniel had finished playing with the lion and was strutting around it, demanding fealty. Cain turned away, looking for the source of the distraction. He breathed in deeply, nostrils flaring. He couldn’t smell anything—or rather all he could smell was the putrid reek of the dead Sataniel had dragged out of their graves. It overpowered every other smell in the whole damned city.


  There it was again.


  He twisted, quicker this time, and could have sworn he caught the briefest glimpse of a huge red wolf walking on its hind legs as it disappeared into the packed crowd milling dead.


  But outside of fairy tales a wolf had no place walking upright like a man.


  


  Chapter Eighty-Seven


  
     
  


  The rats fed on the remains beside McCreedy’s wolf, stripping it down to bone and gristle.


  He had no sense of the world about him.


  It did not exist beyond the end of his snout.


  His tongue lolled against slack jaws.


  His ribcage heaved in time with his panting.


  He.


  It.


  It.


  He.


  McCreedy’s sense of self was struggling to be heard, to take shape within the primal instincts of the wolf-brain. But it was hard. He could barely sense himself in there. He scented Hathor’s blood, and with it, the sophisticated thought processes of his brain were subsumed by base instinct and the hunger of the wolf. Every time the man that was McCreedy began to fight toward the surface the animal forced him back down.


  He had never struggled with the reversion before. The two of them, the wolf and the man, co-existed. There was respect between them. They shared this body, the beast within and the man without, they didn’t war for control of it. But suddenly the beast was stronger, dominant, and the Anafanta refused to be harnessed.


  It was unnatural.


  The few moments, between the moments of blinding pain, that McCreedy was himself, he knew that something more than just his animalistic self was holding him down, and in those moments of lucidity he knew the Brethren were responsible. He just didn’t know how.


  He lay there in the dirt, plagued by the unremitting agony of transformation—or failed transformation. He writhed and twisted, desperate inhuman howls escaping his slack jowls as every nerve and fibre of his body cried out against the wrongness of being trapped in its wolf-form. The lupine muscles and tendons contracted against the bones as the marrow part-mutated and McCreedy tried to rein the beast in, but even as his snout began to break and reform as a chin and pugilist’s brow something stopped it, and the pain of that something was beyond excruciating. He felt as though both aspects of his body were being stretched on the rack to the point of snapping.


  And then, suddenly, the pain disappeared.


  Nothing had changed that he was aware of, but suddenly he was aware, and that was a miracle all of its own making. McCreedy clawed at the ground, dragging himself away from where Mason, Napier, and the Ice Queen were duking it out toe to toe. Mason brandished a broken sword as though it were Excalibur itself. McCreedy heard the girl splashing and shouting in the water, her voice spiralling as she found the words to conjure life from the dust itself and set it upon the great Golem that had torn its way through from the other side, the water roiling around her, and the screams of the Brethren as the rats pushed them back and back toward the walls. There was no escaping them. Ravens cawed and squawked, their wingbeats like drums. He was assailed by so many smells, each and every one of them more overpowering than the last. There was so much blood in the air, not just from Hathor and the rats, either. It was everywhere, carried on the breeze along with the unmistakable odour of fear.


  Everything was so much more alive to him, heightened. 


  And there was that other smell, the one that had plagued him for so long: the thing that was not Napier but looked like Napier and sounded like him, too. Napier and the chamberlain faced off. They were talking, Napier mocking Mason. Napier stank of meat, like a carcass strung up in a butcher’s shop, but not like meat as in the coat of meat worn by a man, and most certainly not McCreedy’s friend. It wasn’t just the mask the ice threw over his scent, either, though that dulled most human scents like sweat and the dribble of urine and the tobacco that lingered on the tongue, it went deeper than that. McCreedy could only watch as the ice took shape, crusting over Napier’s shoulders and back and creeping up his neck and into his hairline, and heard the shift in the man’s tone as the Ice Queen took control of the vessel. Despite the ice, everything about Eugene Napier was wrong. He didn’t smell like the man he had followed to the Sanctuary door. And there could only be one reason for that: he wasn’t.


  McCreedy drew his legs in beneath him, fighting the agony of transformation. He howled at the earth, his forehead pressed flat against the soaking stones, and, as the storm of sounds raged, he heard another altogether more wretched and brutal roar, and raised his head in time to see Mason’s savage blow cleave through Napier’s neck. It took too many swings to cut the dead man’s head from his shoulders.


  It bounced on to the ground and rolled away toward the water’s edge.


  A moment later the broken blade fell from Mason’s fingers and clattered to the ground. McCreedy saw the ribbon of ice arc out from the headless corpse to hit the chamberlain square in the chest and then encrust his torso, spreading like the blue blush of death to his throat.


  Half-man, half-wolf, McCreedy rose and stumbled toward the fallen sword.


  As he reached down to grasp it, aware that the transformation had faltered and he was neither one thing nor the other, but with the wolf’s sensitivity, McCreedy felt the prickle of an unearthly presence at the nape of his neck, and heard the whispered word, ”Follow.”


  He would have sworn on a stack of Bibles that it was Fabian Stark’s voice, and as the great bronze lion bounded off, racing along the riverside, McCreedy didn’t for a minute doubt that Stark had meant for him to give chase. He looked once at Mason wrestling with the ice as it claimed him. There was nothing he could do to stop it.


  Instead, he stooped down to retrieve Mercy and started to run.


  Half-wolf, he was faster by far than he would have been in his fully human form, but even so he was no match for the lion’s ground-devouring gait. The great beast raced away from him. McCreedy wasn’t worried; he had the beast’s scent. It was utterly unique in its metallic nature. Equally, this trans-human McCreedy’s stamina was far beyond that of any normal man. He could run and run and run. He raced through the streets of London, huge powerful legs eating the miles in a long, loping stride even as his clawed feet scrabbled on the cobbles.


  He caught glimpses of himself in the windows he ran passed, and he was monstrous. His face was caught halfway between human and animal, still beneath a thick coat of hair, his shoulders broad, chest and arms almost human, while his legs, like his face, were thick with fur and muscular—and equally, those muscles were longer and tauter than any man’s had a right to be—but in those fleeting glimpses he looked almost human.


  It was a trick of the light.


  The most human thing about him was his mind, and even that struggled with the conflicting urges of man and beast as the more animalistic urges fought for supremacy within him. His hair streamed out behind him, McCreedy gritted his teeth and ran on. The exhilaration of the chase fired his heart. The sword, Mercy, felt weightless in his hand, like an extension of his mutated body.


  He smelled the danse macabre before he saw it; the cloying, choking reek of corruption, the fester of decay, the mouldering of the dank earth, all of those smells coming together to perfume the streets with the many unmistakable fragrances of death.


  McCreedy slowed down.


  There was danger here, and not just from the dead.


  There was another scent, older and infinitely more corrupt.


  His nostrils flared as it wormed its way into him.


  He walked the final hundred yards to the street corner and turned it in time to witness the beautiful man slay the lion. There were so many stenches that assailed him all at once, and despite the rank perfume of the corpses, one scent was tantalizingly familiar. He had followed it before. In that moment, as Sataniel’s beauty slipped and mask after vile mask replaced it, McCreedy felt a wave of utter and abject helplessness unlike anything he had ever known hit him. Before him, mocking them all, the goat god, the fallen angel, the adversary, the evil with a thousand faces, reached into the miraculous lion and snuffed out its life as though it were no more magical than a mayfly or a gnat. The lion shuddered once and whatever brought it to life died. The sheer, unremitting hopelessness that hit him in that instant drove Haddon McCreedy down to his knees. He opened his mouth to cry out, but what escaped his lips was less than a mournful howl. It was a pitiful mewling. The sword began to slip from his grasp, ’its broken tip dipping toward the cobbles.


  No one paid the half-wolf a blind bit of notice as he knelt there.


  Why would they? The entire street was filled with a carnival of corpses. He was nothing more than another aspect of the freak show that trailed in the devil’s wake. Against such a backdrop, of decomposing bodies and old bones shuffling along, he was utterly unremarkable, even with his thick fur and elongated limbs.


  That was when he noticed the vampires staring intently at him.


  They didn’t move to betray him, but neither did they move to help him.


  He didn’t know why, split loyalties, some sort of debt or honour or indifference. Perhaps his presence was simply irrelevant to their motivations?


  But as he breathed in the death all around him, he knew why they didn’t move.


  They had chosen their side in the fight and aligned themselves with the danse macabre.


  But that didn’t explain why they didn’t betray him.


  McCreedy struggled to stand, not wanting to risk exposure any more than he had to, then started to run, only managing four or five steps before his legs tied themselves in knots and buckled beneath him. He almost fell, the sword dangling in his hand, but managed to lurch on a few more steps, putting the dead between him and the lion. Two things happened near simultaneously. One, he saw the man again, the one who had slain the angel on the steps of Whitechapel. That explained the familiar scent. They locked eyes, but McCreedy’s unsteady legs took him behind a hunchbacked corpse before the flicker of recognition could light in Cain’s eyes. He had no way of knowing whether the homunculus would remember him or not, but it wasn’t a risk worth taking. The other happening was far more spectacular: the horrific glory of the Morning Star’s radiance touched the closest of the onlookers. As it did, the moonlight and shadows shrank away from them and their faces lit up. The glorious light burned white hot, so brilliant nothing as fragile as skin could resist its touch for more than a few seconds. The onlookers began to smoulder, wisps of black smoke curling away from their bodies a single breath before they caught light. From that first spark until the all-consuming fire burned out, McCreedy managed to swallow five frightened breaths. By the time he took the sixth breath all that remained of thirteen unfortunate souls was ash on the ground where they had stood.


  He moved as quickly as he dared, stalking around the periphery of the crowd.


  Stark had urged him to follow the lion, he was sure of it, and just as sure that there had been a purpose to it beyond watching the devil claim his due, but what?


  What could he do against the dancing dead?


  He couldn’t face them all.


  He couldn’t turn the vampires.


  He had seen Cain murder the angel. There was no way he could kill the Devil’s right hand. Not without a miracle.


  But then, perhaps this half-life he found himself trapped in was just that, a miracle? He was faster than any man had a right to be, he knew that, and his stamina was equally inhuman. But more than that, he wasn’t dependent upon tooth and claw to wage war. He had his wits, his ruthlessness and his cunning, all of the most basic human traits. Haddon McCreedy might have been neither one thing nor the other, but perhaps he was the best of both? He was a survivor and he would fight tooth, claw, nail or broken sword, to stay that way.


  McCreedy worked his way around the edge of the crowd, moving clockwise.


  He caught occasional glimpses of Cain likewise moving around the edge of the crowd, keeping himself always diametrically opposite to the prowling McCreedy.


  They completed three full circuits, watching each other every step of the way.


  There was no point pretending Cain hadn’t seen the man-wolf now. None whatsoever. They were locked in a slow, taunting dance, Cain trying to goad him into rushing across the wide square, McCreedy well aware that to do so would be suicide.


  He had to trust Stark, and in doing so trust he wasn’t losing the precious little that remained of his mind.


  He prowled another complete circuit of the dead crowd, fighting down the nausea he felt at their rotting carcasses.


  The broken sword sang to him. 


  Mercy.


  But there could be no mercy for a beast like Cain, the first murderer, the angel killer. He had seen the carnage wrought by Cain’s own sword, the bloody stumps where the angel’s wings had been hacked off. He couldn’t unsee it. The world didn’t work like that. The dead angel would never leave him. Cain was wickedness incarnate. The only mercy would be to put him down. And that was a mercy for the world, not the daemon.


  McCreedy rolled his wrist, turning the sword through a series of quick cuts to carve a figure eight out of the air. Despite its broken tip the blade’s balance was impeccable. It felt so right in his hand, like an extension of his body. The big man was more of a claymore wielder by choice but there was no denying that Mercy felt right for him. He didn’t believe in fate, the guiding hand of chance, McCreedy was a Darwinist. He believed in the evolution of the species, and more importantly the evolution of the social organism. Fate was a fool’s crutch, as was faith in some sort of divine force shaping the universe. For all that a dead angel still lay in the Smoking Room of their lodging house, the big man couldn’t bring himself to believe that God, whatever He may be, had a divine, ineffable plan for all of them. He didn’t go to church, he didn’t pray, and yet it was down to him to face Cain, the biblical fratricide. It was him who had glimpsed the impossible Garden through the Ald Gate. And it was him who believed a dead man had led him here, to this grand grotesque parade where the devil had just put down a living bronze statue. By rights everything he believed in ought to have been turned upside down by these ”truths’,” but fundamentally it all came down to the same thing: he needed to believe there was a chance he had control over his own life. Anything else was unthinkable. If he had to cut down the devil in his tracks to prove his own freedom, so be it. McCreedy didn’t close the final loop, he flicked his wrist to draw the blade back, leaving the figure eight open, so in truth he carved infinity out of the air. It was a petty rebellion, but he needed to do it for himself. God closed loops, but McCreedy could leave them open if he wanted to.


  Across the street Cain saw him and dipped his head, letting the man-wolf know the time for dancing was at an end.


  Now it was time to fight.


  McCreedy broke from the cover of the corpses, stepping into the circle. Ash crunched beneath his bare feet as he walked through one of the unfortunates who had sampled the full, glorious light of the Morning Star. Cain matched him step for step, but before either of them could meet in the middle everything changed.


  Sataniel’s mocking changed into a soul-searing shriek.


  McCreedy turned away from Cain, just as Cain turned away from McCreedy, and even as he did so, the homunculus stiffened and clamped both hands across his ears. It took a fraction of a second longer for McCreedy to hear it: it was the sound of all hell being torn out of a single body, brutally. In that fraction of a second McCreedy saw something, a flicker of light, a ghost, pass from the lion into the devil’s bare chest and then the devil threw his arms wide, as though mocking the crucifixion, only his entire body convulsed brutally as though wracked by some huge electrical current. Sataniel tossed his head back, mouth stretched impossibly wide as his scream refused to end.


  And as he screamed and shook the light inside him intensified, burning brighter and brighter and brighter until it was blinding and even the devil’s skin couldn’t contain it.


  McCreedy had to look away.


  


  The God Particle VI


  
     
  


  Chapter Eighty-Eight


  
     
  


  Stark was the light of life.


  The beacon.


  Hope.


  He was undying, pure. He existed in everything and in nothing. And as the light he burned brightest within Sataniel, son of the morning. He existed in all of the fallen angels, in songs their blood sang. He existed inside the veils separating the Prime Material from the oblique worlds, holding back the clash of cultures and structures because without those veils more than just worlds would collide. 


  But he could not allow the fallen to walk this world or any other linked to it, no matter weakly.


  So he allowed himself to burn, focussing his residual energy, his last ghostly presence in this place, upon Sataniel, and slipped into his body every bit as easily as the devil had forced his hand into the bronze lion to snuff out his life. The last of the players were in place, he had done what he could for his friends. All that remained was to put out the brightest star, and to do that, rather than trying to douse its light, he fed it. He fed it more and more, pouring the energy of all things into it, pouring himself into it and using every one of the elements at his disposal to fuel the light of the Morning Star until it burned out.


  He fed the light with the fire of the earth’s core, he fed it with the endless kinetic energy of the wind and the water, he fed it with radiation of the sun’s rays and for one truly glorious moment Sataniel outshone every star in the galaxy, burning brighter in that moment than the sun could over its entire life, but it could not last.


  And still, even when the immortal vessel could take no more, Fabian Stark poured The Art itself into the Fallen One, channelling everything that was magical about the world into that one place, that one fixed moment in time, drawing the very stuff of life from the trees and grass, from the weeds clogging the cobbles and the moss limning the gutters, from every living organism inside the city limits, and, unable to contain it, the light of the Morning Star tore out of Sataniel. Bright beams burst out of his mouth, drowning the scream, out of his eyes, searing the sky as they lanced up into the black night and transformed it to day, and out of every pore in his flesh, blazing brighter and brighter, blinding the eyes of everyone close enough to see, but it wasn’t enough. His hands blistered and those blisters ruptured, spewing light, and beneath the blisters the soft flesh blistered again, and burst and blistered and burst as more and more of God’s light tore out of him.


  That’s what it was, Stark knew. It was the stuff of the universe, the magic of creation, the spark of life. It was everything. It was God. It was Stark.


  And Sataniel’s body could not contain it.


  He burned.


  And as he did, as his body was consumed by the light, Fabian Stark thought: ”Burn with me.”


  


  When the World Ends


  
     
  


  Chapter Eighty-Nine


  
     
  


  The shockwave hurled McCreedy from his feet and sent him sprawling across the cobbles. He hit the ground hard and continued to skid and slide across it until he hit the unforgiving wall of the nearest building. He slammed into it so forcefully he felt bones break under the impact, his arm and shoulder and more than one rib, and threatened to black out. He clung on stubbornly to consciousness, knowing that if he lost it he would never wake up again.


  Cain would see to that.


  Above him he saw the black shadows of the dead were burned into the brick wall, their only mortal remains the sooty scorch marks left behind by the blast. Each and every one of them was locked in a defensive pose that couldn’t have possibly saved them from the light. McCreedy clawed at the bricks, trying to move, to force his body to stand, but the wind kept battering him down. He felt the fine fur on his back singe and fuse together, and the sting of sand that wasn’t sand, sand that was fine grains of flesh, sand that was all that remained of Sataniel, but that was it. Where the others had been scoured from the face of the earth by the immense blast, he was barely scorched. He curled up, trying to summon the strength to move, but everything hurt. The winds howled all around him, purging the streets as they built and built, gathering into a cyclonic funnel that twisted and gyred around the few cobblestones where the devil had stood. McCreedy felt every inch of his exposed skin peeling from his body as the sediment carried by the raging wind whipped him bloody.


  The blinding light and the howling wind consumed everything, they burned, they cleansed, they ripped up and scattered, they scoured and they battered the streets into submission. The buildings couldn’t stand against them. The walls crumbled beneath the heat while loose bricks were hurled brutally aside by the wind to bounce and roll across the wide street. Windows, the few that had survived the violent tremors of the Golem’s rampage, shattered, adding glass daggers to the maelstrom.


  One such blade, a six-inch-long stiletto of glass, speared McCreedy in the sweetmeats. It sank in deep into the soft stuff of the wolf-man, grating against the pelvic bone as it did. The pain was blinding and immediate, but rather than resist it, McCreedy welcomed it: it meant that he was still alive.


  He grasped the hot shard of glass by the little of it that was still exposed, and teased it out of his body barely quarter of an inch before the pain became excruciating. There was no way he could ease it out. Blood bubbled up from the cavity left behind by the glass dagger’s removal. Gritting his teeth, McCreedy pulled the glass splinter out with a single swift, sure motion, and screamed.


  There was so much blood.


  Too much, surely?


  He couldn’t dwell on it, not if he wanted to do something before he passed out.


  And he had to do something. Stark’s ghost had trusted him. They all had. He would not fail them.


  McCreedy rolled over onto his back, staring up at the stars as they struggled to assert themselves on the dawning sky. Theirs was a hopeless cause. Day was coming, ushered in by the Morning Star’s inferno.


  His eyes watered, stung to tears by the last remnants of the devil’s soul and the sands of his flesh.


  The cyclone had all but blown itself out in a few minutes of rage, but even so, the lingering heat was still so intense that McCreedy felt his flesh beginning to flense away from the bone and then it was gone, absolutely and completely, replaced by another sensation all together. One of calm.


  He lay there a moment more, then rolled over onto his side.


  There was no pain.


  His first thought was that he was dying, that the glass had punctured something vital and his body was shutting down, first the nerves, the pain receptors, and then the organs themselves, until finally his heart gave in and his own light burned out.


  He saw his blood staining the cobbled street. Beyond that dark red stain, he saw the shadow of the beast, the last black stain of Sataniel, being torn to shreds by that ghost light that had turned the Morning Star supernova, and through that, he saw the vampires, faces implacable as they watched the last moments of the danse macabre unfold, beyond them, he saw Cain coming toward him.


  But he was a shadow of the man he had been.


  The flesh on the left side of his face, the side turned to the devil as he burned, had melted down to the blackened bone beneath, lending him a rotten smile that stretched from his jawbone to his ear. But beneath the bone there was nothing but shadow, no meat. The damage continued down much of Cain’s left side, his clothes seared away, threads fused into the raw meat around his ribs and pelvis and down to his thigh, baring the ball joint through the smoking muscle and fatty tissue. The ribcage was broken, not merely caved in. McCreedy could see where the sternum had been torn apart. There was something in there, behind the ash that had gathered between the bones and the strings of fat that had cooked and dripped juices over them: a creature. A rancid-faced, ugly little thing. It leered out through the broken bones at him. This was Cain. This thing. Not the elegant killer in his tailored suit. This goblin that wore the elegant killer like his own tailored suit.


  And it was this wizened little monstrosity that he had to kill.


  If he could.


  And with what? The sword had fallen out of reach. Or rather he had tumbled and skidded on further, having more bulk for the wind to bully. Not that it mattered. Ramming the broken tip of a sword wasn’t guaranteed to slay the daemons in even the most child-friendly fairy tale. It wasn’t as though it were forged from a nail driven into the true cross, or baptised in the blood of the Messiah. It was a broken sword.


  But it was all he had.


  McCreedy got his knees under him. He needed the wall to stand, and even as he felt his legs buckle and put his weight against it, he felt the bricks shift and realised that the whole house could just as easily come down with one good push as he could.


  He moved away from the wall, stumbling three unsteady steps toward Mercy.


  Cain was in no better shape. The damage to his outer body was beyond debilitating. He had lost more than just a suit of skin and bone. He lurched toward the centre of the street, dragging his wounded leg.


  McCreedy bent down to claim the sword.


  And again, as he held it, it sang to him, begging mercy for Cain. McCreedy shook his head, trying to shake off the lethargy that had settled in with the shock. He was dying. He tentatively felt out the wound in his side. There was too much blood on his fingers when he withdrew his hand. There could be no mercy for Cain. It just wasn’t possible. The creature was too dangerous. It had escaped Hell and torn its way into Heaven. It had spilled the blood of angels and sided with the devil. How many other vile things had it done? This thing was whatever remained of Cain, son of Adam, exiled from Eden for murder. Knowing that, how could he spare it?


  But its own Father had, hadn’t he? All those millennia ago, when He offered it a fate worse than death, banishing it to the wilderness of Nod beyond the walls of Eden.


  This place, these streets, were its inheritance.


  It was an eternal exile.


  So was it mercy to spare it, or was it mercy to put an end to its rootless existence and lay the beast finally to rest?


  McCreedy didn’t have an answer, and he didn’t have the time to find one.


  The creature closed the gap between them.


  He could taste its rancid breath on the back of his throat.


  There were no words between them.


  They did not need them.


  McCreedy’s entire body shook. He didn’t bother trying to hide his trembling. He was frightened. He had good reason to be. He was facing down the first truly evil man ever to live. He’d be an idiot not to be frightened. There was nothing heroic about him in that moment. Had he not already been dead he would have run for his life, just as he had turned tail at Whitechapel and run, but there was nothing more than a few minutes left to run for, so he swallowed his fear and stood his ground. It was better to die trying than to simply die.


  McCreedy stared down the ruination that was Cain.


  He turned Mercy in a series of wicked cuts, rolling his wrist to build the momentum of the slashes to the point where the blade blurred almost completely out of existence. The air around the broken tip whickered as it was displaced.  


  And they came together, two broken creatures in a battle to the death.


  The air was thick, and for that moment, without a sound save for the dragging of Cain’s ruined left foot across the cobbles.


  McCreedy winced against a fresh wave of pain as something tore inside him. He wasn’t about to complain; by rights he should have been one of those black-shadow silhouettes fused onto the red brick wall. He would gratefully accept a few more minutes of pain in exchange for escaping that fate.


  He made the sign of the cross over his chest. He might believe in Darwin over deities but he wasn’t about to spurn any help that might be on offer from above.


  And then he made his move.


  McCreedy was fast, deceptively so. He launched himself forward, all of his weight on his front foot, and slammed his fist into Cain’s face. McCreedy’s fist tenderised the raw meat of what had been Nathaniel Seth’s cheek and jaw with a punch that would have stopped a shire horse in its tracks, but not Cain. The daemon and his skin suit weren’t connected; there were no nerves that fed the dead man’s pain to the homunculus at his core. So, as McCreedy’s fist hammered into the dead man’s nose and ruptured the cartilage, and Cain’s head snapped back, it didn’t stop his counter. Cain drove his own fist into McCreedy’s side, deep into the gash the glass had opened up, stretching the bloody wound further still. As the blood seeped down his side McCreedy’s nerves blazed. There was no disconnect to protect him from the pain, they delivered every last ounce of it where it had to go, without fail.


  A second body blow spun him around.


  He barely clung to consciousness as the street spun with him. 


  McCreedy’s brawler’s instinct saved him from going down to the next punch. He covered up, bringing his arms in to protect his wounded side. Still, the sheer ferocity of Cain’s follow-up rammed McCreedy’s elbow into the cut. Biting back on the fresh wave of agony, the big man rolled with it, and delivered a crunching right hook into the side of Cain’s head, rattling it like a timpani drum.


  Cain came back at him then, his brutality refined, efficient, and like the corpse he wore, elegant. He had no sword. Somewhere between Whitechapel and the banks of the Thames he had lost it. That ought to have been a mercy all of its own, but the homunculus had no need of such a mundane thing, not when it had its bare hands with which to tear him apart.


  He almost seemed to be moving in slow motion, or out of time itself. Cain rocked back on his heels, turning his left shoulder, charred flesh and bare bone and all, into the punch, and slapped a stinging blow into the side of McCreedy’s head, ringing his ears. Even as McCreedy shook his head, trying to gather his senses, Cain drove his fists into his face, a rapid double-punch, right-left combination that forced him back onto his heels.   Mercy slipped through his fingers. Before he could react, Cain hammered another shockingly fast right-left double into his body, lifting him physically off the ground, and stepped in to close the gap that had opened up between them to deliver a straight right into the centre of his face.


  McCreedy’s head snapped back again, blood and spittle flying from his mouth as his teeth rattled beneath the punch. The blow tore through his half-transformed lips to reveal bloody gums and canine incisors.


  Another punch split his face wide open.


  But somehow McCreedy stood his ground.


  It was just sheer bloody mindedness that kept him on his feet.


  He refused to go down.


  His entire body was a mass of agonies. His vision blurred so badly he could barely see a few feet beyond his face, everything else was reduced to a diffuse smog. He ducked behind his fists, trying to protect his face and his side at the same time from the rapid jabs Cain rained down upon him. Every blow sapped another ounce of his strength, making it harder and harder for McCreedy to defend himself. But he wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. Not like this. He had to give a good account of himself. He pitched and leaned as a sharp right hook cannoned into his good side. The shockwaves reverberated through every bone in his ruined body.


  There was no escaping the pain. 


  So he surrendered to it.


  Cain’s fists pummelled into him, driving him back and back step after stumbling step. He tasted blood. And somehow he found the strength to launch a counter of his own, but this time instead of wailing on the skin suit, he aimed a single punch square at the ruin of broken ribs and the homunculus’s foul features that leered out through the blood-slick bones of the dead man’s ribs. He put everything he had into the blow. His life depended upon it.


  But it wasn’t enough.


  It was never going to be.


  The homunculus sneered, gleeful hatred twisting its tight little goblin-face even as a spur of broken rib dug into the plane of its bloody cheek.


  And Cain came at him again, all thoughts of mercy gone from McCreedy’s mind. He opened his mouth to beg, only for Cain’s dead fist to smash into his jaw, shattering his canine teeth. The sheer venom of the punch brought him to his knees, and even as he went down, Cain swept in to deliver the coup de grâce, a huge scything blow to the side of his neck that would have snapped it in two had it connected.


  The big man went down all the way, hitting the ground hard.


  He reached out.


  His hand found the hilt of Mercy.


  And this time when it sang to him, he listened to it.


  He brought the broken sword up, driving it between the third and fourth rib of the skin suit, where the heart would have beat in a mortal man. The shattered point split the cartilage in the middle of the homunculus’s face, spearing deep into the damned thing’s brain.


  Its death throes tore Mercy out of McCreedy’s hand. He wasn’t about to waste his last bit of strength trying to hold onto it. Cain’s skin suit staggered back step after unsteady step as his hands grasped weakly at the sword hilt. He wrenched it free, splitting the homunculus’s skull wide open. Cain fell to the ground still clutching the broken sword. His cursed blood bled out over the cobbles, permeating the stone, seeping down into the dirt, and through the dirt into the bedrock, bleeding all the way back down to Hell.


  


  Chapter Ninety


  
     
  


  With the soul trap broken, the spirits of the dead fled Father London. They were drawn to the Lime House and to the weakness in the veil it was built around. Having been bound in captivity for so long, unable to pass over, the soul trap was the only thing holding all but the newest of the dead to this plane. The rest, those older souls, began to dislocate, their tormented consciousnesses scattering to the four winds the moment Locke’s fist shattered the iron sigil.


  A theologian might have claimed they were drawn into the light, but would have trouble rationalizing the fact that that light was actually the iridescence of the Morning Star’s supernova, not the gateway to Heaven.


  Dorian was no theologian, but neither was he dead.


  There was no place for him in the light.


  ”Find him,” a voice whispered urgently through his awareness. It was a ghost speaking to him. It had to be. Because he knew that voice as well as he knew his own, though he had never thought to hear it again: Fabian Stark.


  He didn’t understand the urgency, but didn’t question or doubt it. His friend had found a way to talk to him sans psychopompos and séances, and he wasn’t about to ignore his voice.


  And then he saw the body.


  Brannigan Locke’s broken corpse lay crushed beneath one of the great iron plates that had come away from the Golem’s skull. There was no trace of Locke’s spirit lingering around the bones. He had already begun his journey.


  He knew grief then, utter and overwhelming grief.


  With the soul trap sprung there was nothing to bind Locke’s essence to this place. But Dorian wasn’t ready to lose him. Not like this. The fragments of what had happened had begun to take shape in his awareness. Locke had shattered the sigil and released thousands of spirits, allowing them to continue their journey into death, and in doing so had freed Dorian from the ties that bound him. He had given his life for all of these others. Dorian felt a shiver run through the very core of his existence.


  Find him.


  He called out, shouting Locke’s name over and over, and even as desperation began to take hold rationality took over. Dorian had one gift, he commanded the dead. He was their vessel in this life once they had gone on onto their deaths. Locke could not deny him. He wrapped his consciousness around Locke’s body. It wasn’t the same as drawing the ghost of the corpse as he had with the angel in the lodging house, but without a corporeal form of his own it was the best he could do. It would have to suffice.


  Shrouding the broken body, he called out again, there was no summoning ritual, not like when he had used to draw the dead angel back. He had no coins to place over his eyes, and no way to tease out those last thoughts of his friend. He could only hope that Locke would hear him and answer.


  ”Bran,” he called out, ”Bran, come back to me.”


  He had no idea how long he had left until Locke’s body became uninhabitable; abandoned, the body decayed so quickly. All of the bones could be broken, they ’weren’t what mattered. It was down to the brain. Without the soul to drive it, the brain quickly died. Without that singular essence that made Brannigan Locke Brannigan Locke, his mind would become feeble, and even if he was brought back it would be to a body where the brain had no command over speech, and even the most simple motor skills beyond it. Locke would be trapped, much like he had been inside Father London, inside a body over which he had no control. It was a fate far worse than death. If he was going to save his friend, it had to be now.


  ”Bran, come back to me,” and this time as he said it the corpse shuddered once, violently, and its eyes opened.


  ”Dor? Is that . . . is that . . . it hurts, Dor. It hurts.”


  ”Hush, Bran, hush.”


  ”I can’t see you, Dor.”


  ”I’m here,” he soothed, wishing he could make the dead man see him, to show him it was all right, that he was safe, that he was with friends. He could, of course. He allowed his consciousness to give substance to his face, willing Locke to see it, to understand. ”You saved me, Bran. You did it. You saved them all.”


  ”That’s good,” Locke said through cracked lips. The words sounded like tarpaper crackling as they barely whispered out.


  He didn’t know what else to say.


  ”Why have you brought me back, Dor?”


  ”You don’t have to go,” he said, and realised it was true. There was always a choice in the matter. ”You have a choice.”


  ”What choice? Everything hurts, Dor. I cannot abide. My soul isn’t strong enough. I just want the pain to cease. I want it to be over.”


  ”It will be, I promise. It will be. If you want to leave I won’t stand in your way, my friend. I won’t drag you back. I will let you sleep. But if you aren’t done living there is stuff yet to be done. It won’t be easy, this body is broken. I don’t doubt you’ll never walk again, but your strength has always been your mind. If you would fight on, I would have you at my side every day of the week. Together we are strong, my friend. Together we are strong.”


  ”What choice,” the soul repeated, through lips that had all but forgotten how to talk. This time it sounded less like a question and more like a damnation. ”I am done here, but I want to live.”


  That was all he needed to say.


  There were no doors leading back to earth or up to Heaven, there were no bright lights or long tunnels for his ghost to walk into. There were no loved ones beckoning for him. The world was reduced to this, the words ”I want to live,” and his broken body lying in the detritus of the Golem waiting to be found, with or without his soul. Had he said, ”no, I am finished with this life and death is not such a bad place to be,” then his flesh would have become food for the silverfish by the time rescuers found it.


  But there would be no dying today.


  Locke’s body shuddered again, this one more violent than the last, and he coughed. It was a deep, soul-wracking cough, but it was the cough of someone very much alive despite his injuries.


  ”Don’t leave me,” Locke begged, but Dorian was already gone.


  


  Chapter Ninety-One


  
     
  


  He opened his eyes and it was like seeing the world for the first time.


  There was a copper taint to everything, and for one heart-stopping moment Dorian Carruthers thought the thruppenny bits were still fused to his eyeballs—that somehow he was staring through them. They weren’t. They lay on the ground beside his head. The copper tinge was the first blush of dawn and the coming of morning. They had made it through the night.


  He had no idea where he was, other than that there was a roof over his head, with open beams supporting the roof, that every spare inch on the beams was taken by ravens who, to a bird, were looking intently the other way, and that he was surrounded by packing crates. He moved gingerly, wary of what pains he might wake in his body. He had been away from it for so long, but it seemed to answer his bidding. He pushed himself up onto one elbow.


  There was broken glass everywhere and the place reeked. It took him a moment to place the smell.


  Blood.


  There was death nearby.


  He pushed himself up, lost. Everything was so disorientating. He stumbled forward, needing the support of one of the crates to stop himself from falling, and even then his legs threatened to betray him when he saw Millington lying on the concrete floor surrounded by stray dogs and rats. There was something unnatural about seeing hundreds of animals in the huge warehouse, every colour, every breed, mangy mongrels one and all, but surrounding the fallen man they were so much more than that, they were his protectors. And that, Dorian realised, was as natural as it came.


  ”Ant?” He called out gently, ”Ant?”


  But Millington didn’t so much as stir.


  He began trying to pick a path through the pack to Millington’s side, but stopped as the pack opened for him to reveal tattered rags stitched with sequins and fake pearls, and bones. He knew what he was seeing, but it still took some accepting; the clothes were the full regalia of the Villain Kings, meaning the bones, by extension were all that remained of them who wore them. Dorian had a keen eye. He saw gristle and bits of meat still stuck in some of the dogs’ teeth. He tried to make sense of it. The dogs had turned on them, eaten them, and now they were guarding Millington protectively. He knew his friend’s gift. He had seen him talk to animals before, befriend a mouse, charm a nightingale down out of a low branch to sing on his finger, but this, this was different. This was slaughter. Pack justice.


  ”Ant,” he called again, a little louder, but wary of making too much noise. The last thing he wanted to do was spook the dogs and risk them turning on him.


  The mutt nearest his feet nuzzled at his ankle and seemed to nudge him on another step. A skinny black Labrador sniffed at the other ankle. The animal’s ribcage stuck out prominently, suggesting the dog hadn’t eaten properly in ages but down at the hind legs, by its sagging teats, its bloated belly betrayed the fact it had more than had its fill this morning. Dorian tried not to think about it, but it was impossible not to imagine the dogs feasting on the men in their gaudy coats. Blood-stained sequins stuck to the broken glass. In front of him a path opened up all the way to Millington’s side, but he hesitated to take the first step because it took him through the rag and bone remains of the Villain Kings.


  The strays nudged him on, pushing at the backs of his legs until he started walking.


  He placed each step carefully as he walked through the bones. It didn’t help. This was his gift, and like Midas’s, it came with a hefty price. In the presence of such traumatic death the residual energies, the ghosts, clung on to haunt him. He could see them all. Hear their screams and the mad baying of the dogs, as the trace memories of such absolute, abject terror were burned into the walls themselves, and into the floor, and every step of the way they reached up demanding he relive them. There was no way he could escape them. It was all he could do to withstand them.


  Reaching Millington’s side, he knelt.


  He felt out the pulse in his friend’s neck. It was strong. He loosened the top button of his shirt, giving him room to breathe. Millington was cold, not merely out cold. Dorian took off his own topcoat and laid it over his friend, for what little warmth it would offer. Millington’s breathing was good. He looked serene. At peace lying there. Dorian shook his shoulder, trying to rouse Millington. There was no waking him, not without smelling salts. He had to make do with making sure his friend was comfortable. McCreedy needed him more.


  He stood and turned on his heel. The dogs opened another path for him, this time all the way back to the stairway that would take him down to the street.


  ”Look after him,” Dorian said to the dogs, and left them, running.


  He took the stairs three and four at a time, using his hand to push off the wall as he reached the turns and landings and didn’t stop running until he was out of St. Katherine’s Docks and into the street, and even then it was only to get his bearings. The air was thick with settling soot. He was gasping for breath even before he began running again. He could see the rust-red torso of the fallen Golem over the rooftops in the distance. He ran toward it, head high, arms and legs pumping furiously as he pushed himself to run faster and faster even as the dawn street became crowded with confused Londoners, milling around, not knowing which way to turn or whether to run or what was going to happen to them next.


  Dorian had no such doubts. He picked a path through the rubble, intent on reaching the Golem’s head.


  This entire part of the city was in chaos. Entire buildings had come down, leaving only a few bricks standing, or random walls unattached to any houses. A church stood in a pile of rubble, its spire twisted to point fifteen degrees off true with the weathercock spinning aimlessly, its beak pointed unerringly down to Hell, where this entire nightmare began.


  Dorian pushed his way through the people.


  He saw the soot-black outlines of people burned into the walls, but didn’t stop to relive their last moments. He had enough anguish and fear inside him to last a lifetime. He didn’t have the room for any more. He ignored the pale faces and the grief-stricken glances of the survivors. There would be time enough for them later.


  Someone grabbed at him. He jerked away from it before he realised there was no one there. No one but the ghosts who didn’t know they were dead. He saw them shimmer in and out of sight between the living, trying to help them, trying to marshal resources, organise rescues, not knowing it was their own bones under the fallen stones they were trying to save.


  It was hopeless.


  He started to run again, forcing everything else from his mind.


  He had to get to McCreedy, otherwise all the choices in the world wouldn’t be worth a damn. But it was easier said than done. The dust clouds had begun to settle and the sun was up over the lowest roofs of east London turning the Golem into a blood-red shepherd’s warning.


  Breathing hard, Dorian kept on running.


  Again and again he felt the hands of ghosts brush against him, looking for solace, for understanding, needing to communicate one last message, or simply not accepting that they were meant to go.


  And then he found the head.


  It stared at him with huge, gaping maws where its eyes should have been. There was nothing but darkness inside. Close now, he stopped running. He saw Locke’s clothes piled on the floor by the Golem’s ugly iron teeth. He stooped to gather them up, and then changed his mind. It wasn’t going to matter one whit whether Locke was naked or not. He wasn’t thinking straight. Something fell from his pocket and hit the ground with a soft tink. It looked like a coin as it glinted in the rising sun, but as he scooped it up Dorian saw that it wasn’t a coin at all. It was a small silver disc embossed with the McCreedy family crest. He pocketed the disc and plunged into the Golem’s mouth, calling out, ”Bran! Bran! Stay with me, Bran. I’m coming,” as he ducked under the rusty teeth.


  It was dark inside the Golem’s head. Shadows masked all but a few of the sigils engraved into the metal skull. The few that the morning sun exposed revealed more facets of the Golem’s purpose. Dorian recognised them as means to manipulate the veil between the oblique worlds. This thing was a war machine made to hunt and gather souls. Well, it will reap no more, he thought, clambering over an iron brace. More than half of the girders that supported the skull plates had torn loose and formed a lattice of over-under cross ties for him to negotiate on his way to Locke.


  Locke hadn’t moved since he had left him.


  The edge of a huge iron plate pressed down on his spine. It had cut deep into Locke and he was bleeding. His entire torso was impossibly twisted, leaving him to stare up at the sky.


  ”I’m here,” he said, kneeling beside his friend.


  Locke smiled weakly. ”I can’t feel my legs,” he said. His face was bleached bone-white and his eyes couldn’t seem to focus on Dorian. Shock, blood loss, pain.


  ”This is going to hurt,” Dorian apologised, working his fingers beneath the edge of the iron plate. ”But there’s nothing I can do about it if we’re going to get you out of here.”


  ”Do it,” Locke said, closing his eyes, expecting more pain.


  He braced himself and heaved upwards with all of his might, but the damned thing barely moved more than an inch before it slipped through his fingers. It came down hard, grinding the already twisted and broken bones of Locke’s back.


  ”Didn’t feel a thing,” Locke said. He knew what that meant. They both did.


  ”I can’t do this, Bran, I’m sorry. I can’t.”


  ”It was my choice, Dor, don’t make me regret it, damn you.”


  Dorian shook his head. ”I can’t do it. I’m just not strong enough. Hold on. One more minute. Just hold on,” and so saying he disappeared back out of the Golem’s slack-jawed mouth. He came back a few minutes later with three roustabouts, each one of them big enough and burley enough to lift the plate by themselves. Together, they pried it up high enough for Dorian to drag Locke out from beneath it. If any of the roustabouts found it odd that they were rescuing a naked man from inside a giant iron statue of another naked man none of them let on. They dusted themselves off, made a crack about Father London being worth a few bob in scrap, and went in search of more people who needed their strength.


  Locke didn’t say a word until they were back in the street.


  ”Take me home,” he said.


  Dorian gathered his friend into his arms and started to walk.


  It took him an hour to reach the lodging house on Grays Inn Road, and it was Dorian’s turn to be silent.


  


  Chapter Ninety-Two


  
     
  


  The Seven that had become Six watched as the daemon Cain died. They felt no satisfaction at its failure, but neither did they rejoice in the half-wolf’s triumph. It was neither here nor there to them. Their charge was simple, they were to watch, they were not to meddle. They had been set to wait for His return, but even before the glory of the Morning Star burned out they knew their waiting was not done. They could have saved the homunculus. They could have turned on the half-wolf. But sometimes it was good to let events reveal themselves. Call it fate, kismet, destiny, providence, call it the stars, chance, luck, call it serendipity, fortune, or karma, call it anything, it came down to the same thing: theirs was not to interfere.


  They were the gatekeepers of the London Wall.


  They were Nightwalkers, more dangerous than any of the morning’s survivors. Much like the Gentleman Knights they were charged with protecting a place, but their place was far older than any stone houses, as old as the first man himself. It was not London, though it existed in the same place and time as that infernal city. It was Eden. As long as the secrets of the Garden remained safe it was not their place to interfere in the misery of London.


  Eden would abide.


  That was all that mattered.


  But things had changed irrevocably. Uriel was dead, killed by the homunculus Cain, and worse, by far, one of their number had broken the covenant. The Cripple Gate vampire had paid the ultimate price for its disloyalty. It was no more. But now that gate was unguarded and would remain that way forever.


  That was too high a cost for them to bear.


  Lud Gate and Ald Gate moved first. The others followed. No one challenged them as they gathered around the skin suit that had been Nathaniel Seth and the wizened daemon trapped within its shattered bones. They ignored the barely conscious McCreedy lying in his own blood and bent down to crack open the corpse and recover the homunculus’s remains. They made a mess of the skin suit, like vultures feasting, and when they stood they held the daemon’s remains between them.


  They formed an unholy funeral cortege as they walked through the city, but no one looked at them. They did not see them because they simply didn’t want to see them. Daemons, vampires, they were outside any decent Londoner’s ken. They didn’t belong, so they didn’t register in their minds, not with so much else demanding to be seen.


  The procession wound through the solemn streets.


  The city was suffering.


  But it was not their place to soothe it.


  They carried the corpse between them all the way to the Cripple Gate. The gate was open. Behind it lay the burned and blasted remnants of Eden. Cain’s homunculus weighed less than nothing in their arms as they carried it into the archway. All Cain had ever wanted was to turn home from exile.


  This much they could give him in death.


  But they could not take him beyond the arch, into the garden. They could not lay him to rest beside his brother, that went against what had been ordained. The son of Adam was exiled. They could not break his banishment.


  As they laid him down beneath the keystone the Lud Gate vampire turned to his brethren. There were no words needed between them, they were of a single mind in this. The gate could not be left unguarded for eternity, and as a guardian, a watcher, a Nightwalker, Cain would never have to set foot inside Paradise but would forever be its protector. It would never know, though. There would be none of the mortal memories of the damned man once the vampire brought him over into the unlife. His body would serve them, not his soul. That was free to move on to whatever damnation God had in store for him. The wind whispered around them, a lullaby of sorts, though there was no comfort in it. It was a song to soothe the dead. The sun rose higher into the morning, clearing the church spires and the weathercocks and stretching the shadows into a land fit for giants. The vampires themselves cast no discernible shadow, and neither did the Cripple Gate.


  The Lud Gate vampire knelt and gathered Cain’s remains into his arms. There was such tenderness in it, the vampire’s long white fingers soothing over the homunculus’s deeply wrinkled brow as he leaned in to kiss the corpse’s blue lips. Its kiss lingered and with its free hand the vampire cupped the back of the homunculus’ head, and breathed death into it.


  The creature opened its eyes.


  There was no intelligence there, only loyalty.


  ”Rise, Cripple Gate, and take your place,” the Lud Gate vampire commanded, stepping away from the newly born Seventh. His brothers gathered around to pay their respects.


  In the Garden, the shoots of the first new flower began to poke up through the scorched earth. All was not dead in the Garden.


  And even as the first kiss of the sun touched its leathery skin, the thing that had once held the soul of Cain turned to stone and the gate closed behind it.


  There would be no homecoming.


  


  The God Particle VII


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Ninety-Three


  
     
  


  Scattered, the essence of Sataniel, that ancient evil, existed everywhere and everywhen as a singular energy, a light, a spark, brighter than the sun. It burned in the fabric of every living thing and in the rotting flesh of every dead thing. It hid within the wrinkles of time itself. It swelled to fill the shadows of memory and the dark spaces between hope and desire. It echoed in the words said in fear. It shone in the black hearts of men and in their blacker deeds.


  And Fabian Stark could feel it in its entirety because he had made it. In destroying the Morning Star he had scattered the devil throughout every moment in human history, even those yet to come. He had let it set its roots down. He could not leave it there to fester and worm away at the good that men would do. He couldn’t let that impossible light change people. But he could see everything, from the beginning to the end, and all of the possibilities in between and he knew that left to burn, nurtured, fanned, the flame would ultimately claim the victory it so hungered for, and would become the light ascendant.


  The curiosity that evil should linger in the light intrigued him. Before he had said farewell to mortal flesh he had believed the darkness was where secrets and lies flourished, that the dark was where the bad things lurked, but in death he knew different. The light masked more evils, more twisted sins, than the dwellers of the dark could ever imagine.


  In death Fabian Stark was stronger than he ever could have been in life.


  He was not afraid of the light.


  And it had all been about this singular moment, this one possibility: he fled through time and space, through the core that connected every moment like a ribbon, and left. Simply left. He stood beyond the beginning, outside of the infinity of here and now and there and then, in this place that could not and should not have been. He let his awareness spread out to fill the nothingness that existed before time itself, knowing that his purity would be irresistible to Sataniel’s hateful light. Such was the pernicious nature of evil, in its hunger to bath the world in its light it consumed more and more of the good and the pure, needing its innocence to fuel it. Otherwise it merely cannibalised itself, evil is as evil does. And such evil could live on in a vacuum, never dying. As long as it had time to flourish.


  That was the essence of Stark’s plan.


  Time.


  He was connected to all of it, but here, through the wormhole at the heart of it, to that moment where there was nothing, where even time ceased to be, there was no connection, no resonance of history to fire his awareness. Here he simply was. Alone. It was the perfect prison in the making.


  Burn with me, Stark thought, imagining himself as a single dancing flame to lure the devil into his trap.


  His essence flickered though there was no wind. It fanned, burning a little higher and a little brighter.


  And again he let his awareness sing that siren song: Burn with me.


  The curiosity found him. That was the essence of Sataniel, that insatiable curiosity, that need to know, to taste all, to own it. The devil was like a magpie drawn to bright shiny things. In this case it was a soul where it shouldn’t be.


  Stark felt the other’s presence though it chose not to reveal itself, preferring to skirt around his flame, feel the flicker of his heat, and wonder at what had brought a human soul here, to this place before it all began.


  Show yourself, Stark commanded, the sheer power of his awareness transforming the nothingness into something, words.


  In the beginning there was the word.


  And the word was God.


  The nothing sizzled with a single radiant thought, a spark, and in that spark Stark found what he was looking for, not God, far from it in truth. In that spark Fabian Stark found the essence of all evil. Fabian Stark found the thing that men called by so many names: Phosphorous, Light-Bearer, Morning Star, Day Star, Stella Matutina, Venus, Lumiel, The Torch of Baphomet, Masema, Devil, Azazel, Eosphorus, Satariel, Baal Davar, Lucifer, Belial, Serpent, Tempter, Iblis, Adversary, and Satan to name but a few. But there was only one that mattered: The Devil.


  Even here its light was beautiful.


  And for a moment Stark’s resolve faltered.


  How could he hope to defeat such might? Who was he to think he could stand against the Devil in all his majesty? How could he be foolish enough—arrogant enough—to believe he could root out the one constant that burned during the entirety of human history, from the first thought to the last? It was hubris, plain and simple. And it would be his undoing. The Devil would take his awareness and shred it thought by thought until nothing of him remained, and then he would sprinkle those shreds like a confetti of disjointed memories throughout everywhen. Time was not a thief, time was a hoarder, scavenger. Once it had them it would not let those precious shreds go. He would never find himself, and Sataniel would blaze on, triumphant.


  He could not bear to look at the light any longer.


  He could feel it starting to burn inside him.


  He could not allow himself to be turned from his purpose. Nothing had changed since he looked into the nothing and found the Devil. He was still Fabian Stark. He was still the same man. But everything was different.


  So instead he turned his awareness to the rift, the hole in time that had allowed him to lure the Devil out of it. It was the smallest tear, a flaw. It was the wound left by umbilicus that bound God to their creation. That was the revelation that came with this new awareness, the understanding that they were all in some small way an aspect of the thing we call God. That this God of ours would only come into being as all of us, all of those consciousnesses and personalities, all of those men and women that made up humanity returned to where we were been born, and in coming together we would remake God.


  God was not dead.


  God was alive in each and every one of his creations. God was the sum of the perfections and the flaws. God was the entirety of the one hundred billion souls that had ever lived and ever would live, crying out to be heard all at once. God was omnipotent because God was everywhere and everywhen.


  God was us.


  And in that understanding we were all sons of God. We were all divine.


  And that was why the Devil craved our purity, and why, even now, outside of time and space, he could not help but be drawn to the light that was Fabian Stark.


  It was why he could not help but preen, and show his might, drawing every spark of his being that Stark had scattered throughout history to this place, and began to manifest, revealing his true form.


  He was vast beyond measure, the flame of his core transforming his skin to iridescent fire, like lava bubbling just beneath the surface. His face was that of the beast from every nightmare. His gnarled horns and cloven hooves, everything humanity had every feared. The fires of Hell smouldered in his eyes, smoke poured from his mouth. And still he grew, drawing more and more of the stuff of evil to feed his manifestation, until there was nothing out there, and everything had manifested in the nothingness, in that moment, Fabian Stark sacrificed himself for the third and final time.


  This time, once he became an ascendant being, there could be no coming back. The sum of the memories and thoughts that had been Fabian Stark would cease to be separate forever. He would return to that state of grace, giving himself to the mosaic of lives that formed the universe.


  And in that moment, as Stark gave himself to God, helping re-form one hundred billionth of the divine soul, he became the keystone, the lock, that would seal that wound where the umbilicus had been attached. He would become that first moment, and all before him would cease to be, locked forever out of time. There would be no salvation for him, but even as he sealed the wound and touched everywhere and everywhen for the last time, he allowed himself a moment’s grace, appearing to his friends in their time of greatest need. He whispered, ”Look back,” in Brannigan Locke’s ear as he slipped out of the Conclave, knowing that because of those two words he would not only see the vampire slip through the door after him, but that he would see the green man above the door and understand at least part of the puzzle. He urged Mason to go down to the al kimia and find the Distillator, knowing it was the only thing that would save him as the tunnel beneath the Thames flooded into it. And as McCreedy lay beaten and half dead, he bade the wolf to follow him as his lion bound away. He begged Dorian to ”Find him,” even as Locke’s soul took its first step on the journey into death, knowing his friend would at least have the choice to fight on. He touched them all, giving them that last little piece of him. It was all they needed. He encouraged Millington to do what he had always done, to talk to God’s creatures. There was no magic in what he did. He simply gave himself to his friends.


  And in the darkness of the Bethlem Royal Hospital, while the unfortunates wrestled with their own devils and daemons he found the girl, and told her it was time to run . . . and once again down by the water to tell her the truth, that ”Her ghost lingers . . .”


  As Eugene Napier stood on the Sanctuary steps he pleaded with him to turn back, begged him, filling his being with love for his brothers, and when he did not falter, with guilt and fear and doubt, but Napier could not be saved. He shook off his warnings, choosing instead to believe he could fool Hathor and Bast and the rest of the Brethren into believing he was a traitor to his brother knights and, once inside, would be better placed to tear the Sanctuary apart stone by stone, sealing the rift to that other London where they came from. 


  And then he was gone from their lives, as completely and utterly as that.


  The keystone fell into place, closing the wound in time, and Stark slipped away to join the mosaic of memories and minds, becoming truly immortal.


  The beast raged impotently. It threw itself at the wound, battering at it in search of a weakness. It roared. It bellowed. It became a tempest. It thundered. It shrieked. It fumed, summoning all of its hate and unleashed it in blow after hammer blow, huge fists impotent against time itself.


  The wound was sealed.


  And left behind, out of space, out of time, the Devil was lost, doomed to burn forever, alone.


  


  Strange Kind of Love


  
     
  


  


  Chapter Ninety-Four


  
     
  


  Dorian prowled from the Smoking Room to the Reading Room and along the landing, turning the silver disc over and over in his hand, making it disappear and reappear with a nervous flourish.


  He wished they’d all just come home.


  Upstairs a door opened and the surgeon emerged at the top of the stairs. ”He’ll live,” the man said, wiping his hands on a bloody towel as he descended. What he didn’t say was what they both knew, Brannigan Locke would never walk again. The damage to his spine was irreparable. They had won, but at what cost? Locke was crippled. Napier gone, and Stark had turned to stone. Save for Millington, he didn’t know what had happened to the others. Mason and McCreedy could have been lying dead in a ditch somewhere for all he knew, the Gentleman Knights of London reduced to him and Anthony and the crippled Locke. Vast swathes of the city were in ruins, crushed by Father London. There was little comfort in knowing that they had made it through the night.


  He scratched at his face. He needed a shave. The stubble itched beneath his nails.


  He looked at his watch. Millington had been gone an hour. The damned fool had insisted upon returning to the Sanctuary to recover Napier’s bones. He couldn’t argue that didn’t deserve a proper burial, but, after everything that had happened, waiting made his skin crawl. Millington had been adamant. He didn’t need their help. The place was a rat’s nest, and he was the Pied Piper. Even when Locke, through the morphine haze, had spoken of gods prowling the place, Millington had assured him he would be safe.


  A banging at the servant’s door startled him out of his dark thoughts. He pocketed the disc and rushed to answer, hoping to God it was Millington coming home. It wasn’t. It was McCreedy, and the man looked like death. Worse than death. He stumbled forward into his arms as Dorian opened the door. His back was scorched, blood caked across his side and had run down his legs. His bones were mangled, trapped between man and wolf. But it was his face where the worst of it, the true horror of his predicament, showed. It was as though the wolf had been wearing a mask with McCreedy’s face on it when it had burned, and the fire’s heat had melted clean through the mask in parts to bare the face beneath, fusing man and wolf together in one grotesque face.


  As he held McCreedy he felt a searing pain where the disc lay in his pocket. Ignoring it, he half-carried, half-dragged his friend up the stairs to the landing. The surgeon stood at the top, waiting. He laid a blanket down on the landing and Dorian laid the big man down on top of it. The surgeon immediately started fussing, but obviously had no clue what he was dealing with. Still, to give the man his due, he tried to act like it was nothing he hadn’t seen before.


  Dorian reached into his pocket for the disc, thinking only to throw it away so it stopped burning him. The silver disc hit the wall and rolled away onto the carpet. He saw the McCreedy family crest burned into his palm. McCreedy’s condition and the disc were connected, they had to be. That was the only rational explanation for the searing heat as they’d come into contact. Somehow the disc was part of whatever enchantment the Brethren had wrought to stop McCreedy completing his transformation. It had to be. He had found the disc with Locke’s clothes. In taking it, Locke had weakened the enchantment’s binding, leaving McCreedy in this half-wolf, half-man state, but he hadn’t broken it. The disc was silver, and silver was anathema to a werewolf. That McCreedy’s crest was embossed on the disc only served to direct the binding. This thing had been fashioned for Haddon McCreedy and Haddon McCreedy alone.


  The only way to break the binding was to destroy the disc, but he could barely stand to hold it let alone destroy it.


  He pulled the handkerchief from his pocket and picked it up from the floor where he had thrown it. He flinched as he did, expecting the disc to burn straight through the silk and fall into his palm, but it didn’t. The disc was cold. The heat, he realised, was purely down to the contact with McCreedy. The two of them were intrinsically bound.


  He left the big man on the blanket and went upstairs to where Brannigan Locke was resting. He closed the door behind him and walked quietly to the bed. Locke was asleep. Dorian was loath to wake him, but he could think of no other way to destroy the disc. Anything he might do with a hammer was nothing to what Locke could do with his mind. He placed his hand on Locke’s shoulder and shook him gently awake. As Locke opened his eyes Dorian held out the disc. Understanding passed between them, Locke knowing what was wanted of him without Dorian needing to say anything.


  He felt the disc cool against his palm, and then turn cold, colder than he could bear to hold and then it dropped degrees colder still. He flinched, pulling his hand back from the dead cold, and dropped it.


  The disc came down on its edge and shattered.


  To be sure, Dorian ground the broken pieces under foot, making damned sure no trace of McCreedy’s family crest remained on any of the fragments.


  Downstairs the big man shrieked, and it was an entirely human sound.


  


  Chapter Ninety-Five


  
     
  


  Millington returned an hour later with Napier’s bones.


  He would not say what had happened at the Sanctuary, only that the deed was done, but he didn’t need to go into any detail because the dead had come back with him. Dorian watched them circle around and around his friend, pressing up into his face, pushing at him, screaming wordlessly and soundlessly. He recognised them all, Penge and Crayford, Coram and Kilburn and Blackwell and Mortlake and Devil’s Acre and Lancaster, Hockley, Whitehall, Acton and Goodman, the Villain Kings. Arnos was not with them. Perhaps he had found some sort of peace, Dorian thought. Their anger was ugly, but Millington seemed almost peaceful himself as he sank into the old leather armchair. If he knew the dead had followed him home he gave no hint of it. He looked across at Stark’s empty seat, then at Napier’s. Things would never be the same. They both knew that. They didn’t need to dwell upon it.


  Those weren’t the only ghosts Millington had brought home with him. These last spirits were more vengeful and less impotent than the Villain Kings had proven themselves. All of those who had died at the waterfront: the sisters, Toth, and her black-hearted Osiris. Lucius Amun, Ra, and Hathor. They could not enter the lodging house, even in death, because of the wardings Stark had put in place against the Brethren, but that did not stop them from howling in the street and clawing and scratching at the glass windows. Someone or something hammered on the street door.


  He was eternally grateful that Napier was not with them. Perhaps he too was at peace?


  He could only hope.


  Dorian was not about to let the ghosts linger.


  He sank into his own chair and leaned forward to stoke the fire. So much death, so much suffering. He could feel it all. It was overwhelming. He was tired. So very tired. All he wanted to do was sleep. But he couldn’t. Not yet. It wasn’t his time.


  ”Be at peace,” he said to the restless dead, and closed his eyes.


  When he opened them again they were gone.


  But the hammering on the street door hadn’t stopped. Whoever was down there, they were very much part of the land of the living.


  Dorian pushed himself up out of the chair. ”I’ll go,” he said to Millington.


  By the time he reached the door they had almost taken it off its hinges with their hammering. He opened it to see a girl on the other side, soaked through to the bone and shivering. He didn’t recognise her for a moment. She grabbed at his cuff and said, ”You’ve got to help him . . . please . . . she’s got him . . . the ice . . .”


  He took her hand. ”Slowly, girl. You’ll catch your death. Let’s get you into something warm, then you can tell me what has happened.”


  ”There isn’t time,” she said, tugging at his cuff again. She tried to drag him out into the street.


  He didn’t hear Millington come down the stairs behind him.


  ”Emily?”


  She looked up at him then, the unbearable lightness of hope in her eyes. ”You’ve got to help him, please,” she said again. This time she stepped out into the street, as though doing so would make him follow.


  Dorian didn’t move.


  ”What’s wrong, Emily?”


  ”The ice . . . Master Mason . . . I couldn’t stop him,” her hand went to her forehead, not quite daring to touch the skin, as though she could still feel the ice there. She better than any of them knew what the ice was doing to Mason. ”I followed him.”


  ”Where? Where did he go?” Millington asked.


  ”Out of the city, sir. I don’t know where.”


  ”I do,” Dorian said. ”Frogmore. It’s where her husband is buried. She’s got nothing else here. It’s the only place that makes any sense. It’s where I’d go if I were her.”


  ”I’ll hail a cab,” Millington said. ”You go grab our coats.”


  


  Chapter Ninety-Six


  
     
  


  The gardens, miles from the heart of London, were lush even in winter. Willows wept, the wind rustling through their teardrop leaves. A single white swan swam through the ripples on the boating lake, followed by her cygnets.


  ”Beautiful creatures. Did you know they mate for life,” Dorian said, watching the beautiful white bird. Everything about her was so serene. ”Her mate has died but she will not take another as long as she lives.”


  ”There is nobility in her love,” the Ice Queen said, not looking at him.


  ”Perhaps, but there is also sadness.”


  On the far side of the water the white-stone chapel, built in the shape of a Greek cross. The granite and Portland stone looked too bright, too stark, against the muted greens of winter. The tarnished copper roof was the only thing that didn’t seem to jar with the landscaping, but in time the stone would weather and the trees would grow to crowd in around it and it really would be a resting place fit for a queen. Millington and the girl stood unobtrusively off to the side, beneath the shelter of the Indian Kiosk, an oriental stone pavilion in the centre of the lawn. Conifers dripped with the last of the evening dew. The air smelled so much fresher than the choked up stuff of the city. This truly was how the other half lived. Dorian walked arm in arm with the Ice Queen.


  ”We always wanted a place for us to be together, always,” she said, full of memory and melancholy. ”We didn’t want to lie in Westminster or St George’s chapel, we wanted our own place. This was meant to be mother’s, but then he left me. It was too soon. I wasn’t ready for him to go. But then, that swan and I, we are not so very different, are we?”


  ”No,” Dorian said, ”not so different.”


  ”I can feel him here,” she said, turning slightly to look around the garden. ”This place, this is where his heart beats still. I can feel him in the air I breathe. He is here. Listen to me, going on like a foolish old woman.”


  This time Dorian smiled gently. ”Not foolish, believe me. I live with the departed as much as I do with the living, or so it has seemed for the last few days.”


  ”I want him back. Is that so wrong? We said forever. Ours was the love that would never die. The love they would write storybooks about. And look at me now,” she held out her stolen hands, cracked and blue with ice. The grass beneath her feet was rimed with frost, a single blue lotus, imported from the Indian subcontinent to mark the end of the Indian Mutiny, froze in the thin ice at the water’s edge as she knelt to trail her fingers in the lake. The ice cracked as she drew her fingers out of the water. Sadness frosted over her second face.


  ”Walk with me awhile, my queen,” Dorian held out his hand for her to take.


  ”You must hate me so,” she said, yet still she took his hand. Hers was cold in his. Colder than death.


  ”Not at all,” he said, suppressing a shiver. ”Truth be told, I pity you, madam.” He held up his free hand to forestall her objections. ”I can feel the weight of your loss and I would ease it, if you would let me.”


  She turned on him then. The ice mask slipped slightly revealing the true extent of the ice that had claimed her. It was the face of a woman used to having opportunists prey on her desperation. It was every bit as resolute as any statue that had ever been chiselled into her likeness. ”Be careful, Master Carruthers, we do not suffer fools nor charlatans gladly.”


  ”I would show you something, that is all, my queen. You be the judge of its worth to you. If it eases our pain, then how can it be a bad thing? But I will not fight you. I could just as easily show you at the water’s edge.”


  ”Then why don’t you?”


  ”Because there is a time and a place for everything, and for this, the time is right, but this is not the place.”


  ”And if I do not follow you?”


  ”You will, because I suspect you know what I am, and in turn, what my gift is,” he gestured toward the mausoleum. ”There is someone who would talk to you, my queen. He cannot abide long in this place, so I suggest we do not make it any more painful for him than it already is.”


  ”If you are lying to me,” the Ice Queen said, barely able to keep the hope from creeping into her voice even as she delivered the threat.


  ”I don’t need to, my queen. Besides, what would I stand to gain? Were I trying to trick you or fight you would I not have some weapon?” He released her hand and held his topcoat open wide so that she could see he had no such concealed blade or pistol. ”I am unarmed,” he said, emphasizing the point. ”But more than that, I understand the nature of your existence here. I could strike you down if I wanted to, I could kill the vessel that anchors your spirit if I wanted to, but if I did you would just claim my body, wouldn’t you? That’s how it works, isn’t it? You would simply move from shell to shell.”


  She nodded, ceding the point.


  ”So you see, I have nothing to gain from lying to you, and more to the point, I know it. Besides, the shell you are living in now just so happens to be a friend of mine, so I would ensure he wasn’t hurt.”


  Together they walked arm in arm into the mausoleum. The high stained-glass windows of the domed roof let in kaleidoscopic shafts of daylight. The walls were painted in the faux-Renaissance style of Raphael, lush and opulent. Where they weren’t painted, the red Portuguese marble was polished to a smooth shine. There were several memorials, including Alice, her daughter, and statues of her father, and, strangest of all, one of her beloved Albert, seemingly talking to her whilst she gazed up at him in adoration. The strangest thing about the monument though was their dress. Their likenesses were carved into the stone wearing traditional Anglo-Saxon garb. At the fair end of the mausoleum, directly below the centre of the dome and crisscrossed by the shafts of sunlight, stood a single flawless slab of Aberdeen granite that had been carved into the likeness of the dead Prince Consort.


  His ghost stood beside the sarcophagus.


  Seeing it, the Ice Queen’s hand went to her mouth. ”How?”


  ”Does it matter? This is my gift to you, my queen.”


  He let go of her arm and stepped back, allowing the Ice Queen to walk down the aisle toward her husband’s spectre.


  ”My love,” she said, holding out her hand. Her voice echoed to fill the mausoleum as she shuffled forward. He turned to face her, the daylight streaming down though his body. Motes of dust danced lazily in the air, filling the ghost’s face as it smiled wanly.


  The ghost held out its own hand, but she could not take it.


  She looked back over her shoulder at Dorian as though still believing that some sort of cruel trick was being played upon her. ”I cannot hold him here long, my queen. It is not fair on his shade. Every moment he lingers here exerts a toll upon his soul. Listen to what he would tell you, and take peace from it if you can. I will leave you alone. You do not need me eavesdropping.”


  He stepped out of the mausoleum and closed the door slowly behind him. He did not need to hear the lovers talk.


  But, of course, the stone would not prevent him from hearing the ghost’s message. The words of the dead travelled far. He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.


  Please, the ghost begged, please let me rest, my love. I will be waiting for you. We have eternity. But for now, you must let me go. Our time will come again . . . I swear to you . . . but let me lie while you live. Let me go.


  He could not hear her answers, her pleading, her denials, but that didn’t mean he could not imagine them all too well. The longer they were alone, the more the shade’s voice weakened, until finally pain crept into its begging. It had abided too long. The cost of holding it here too long did not bear thinking about. He had to release it. He could only hope the Ice Queen would forgive him.


  Dorian opened the door.


  She was on her knees, looking up at the ghost, in love. The multi-hued beams of light bathed them in the warmth of the sun.


  As Dorian walked toward them he saw that she was melting. It was only a little of her ice, at the hairline, but it ran down the side of her face and her neck and dripped from there to the ground.


  ”Goodbye, my love,” she said, choking back tears of ice. Her voice ached. Her face had already begun to lose much of its hard edges. Water pooled on the floor, seeping down into the cracks between the stones. The rime that frosted the granite sarcophagus had already begun to melt into condensation. In a few moments, like the Ice Queen and her beloved ghost, it would be gone.


  Not goodbye, the ghost promised. Never goodbye.


  ”Be at rest,” Dorian whispered, relinquishing his hold on the shade.


  The Ice Queen sobbed, slowly melting into his arms as he melted into nothing, the pools of her tears on the unforgiving stone all that remained of their great love.


  Dorian walked toward where Mason lay on the floor. The man was shivering and inchoate. His usually immaculate hair was plastered flat against his scalp. He hugged himself, legs drawn up foetally, and stared up at the beams of coloured light and the dust dancing lazily in them. He didn’t show any sign of recognizing Dorian as he gathered him into an embrace. He held him like that for a long time.


  ”So sad,” the chamberlain said, still so far away. ”She was so very, very sad.”


  ”It’s hard to be the one left behind,” Dorian said.


  They were the only words that passed between them all the way home. They walked arm in arm, Mason leaning on him for support, out of the mausoleum, to join the others.


  


  Chapter Ninety-Seven


  
     
  


  Emily stood beside the hearth.


  She was dressed in one of Mister Mason’s spare suit trousers and a starched white shirt with the cuffs turned up. The trousers were two sizes too big for her and held up only by the black leather belt cinched tight at the waist. She was barefoot and her hair was pinned up. She had caught sight of herself in the mirror twice and mistaken herself for a boy, she looked so unlike herself, or how she had always imagined herself to look through other people’s eyes.


  She was full of nervous energy.


  She didn’t want to pace.


  She braced her hands on the old fireplace, reading the words carved into the stone: Honi soit qui mal y pense. She didn’t know what they meant but she liked the way the soot had gathered in the letters, turning them black.


  She had nowhere else to go. She didn’t want to return to Bedlam. She would have rather put her own eyes out with the hot poker she had just stoked the coals with than that. If they couldn’t find a place for her below stairs she didn’t know what she would do. 


  They were in the Reading Room now, debating her fate.


  Mercifully, she couldn’t hear them through the heavy oak door, and no matter how much she wanted to, she wasn’t going to creep up and put her ear to it.


  She couldn’t believe they would just toss her out into the rain. They were good people these most peculiar gentlemen. Over and over for the last hour she had told herself the same thing. They were good people. She didn’t know who she was trying to convince, herself or whoever might be eavesdropping on her thoughts. Given the nature of the men living in this place that could have been just about any of them, she thought, walking across to the window. She was itchy inside her own skin. She didn’t know why she was still here. They wouldn’t let her stay. The lodging house wasn’t a home for waifs and strays.


  After what seemed like forever, the door opened.


  Mason emerged, stony faced.


  She knew what he was going to say before he said it.


  ”I am sorry, Miss Emily, there is no place for you below stairs, the gentlemen were adamant,” he held the door open for her. ”They would like you to go through.”


  ”I should get my things. I’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes.”


  ”You should go through, Miss.”


  Emily stuffed her hands in her borrowed pockets and scuffed her feet as she wandered through to the Reading Room. She couldn’t mask her disappointment. She had dared to hope . . . but her mother had always said hope was for the hopeless, and she could not have felt more hopeless than she felt at that moment. She looked up to see them all looking at her.


  She couldn’t hold their stares and the scrutiny made her uncomfortable. She wiped the back of her hand across her face. She felt suddenly stupid standing there in her borrowed clothes, as if dressing like a man could make her anything other than a little lost girl in their eyes.


  ”Emily, please,” it was Master Millington who spoke. He made a gesture toward one of the seats at the table. She didn’t want to sit. ”Please,” he said again, smiling softly. Why did they have to make it so difficult? Why couldn’t they just say they were sorry and be done with it?


  She sat down despite herself.


  Master Carruthers rolled a thruppenny bit across his knuckles and vanished it with a flourish of his delicate fingers. He showed her there was nothing in his hands, nor up his sleeves, and yet a heartbeat later the coin was back balancing on his palm.


  This time she smiled despite herself. ”Just put me out of my misery, please. I know there’s no place for me here.”


  ”Nonsense, girl. Of course there’s a place for you here,” McCreedy said gruffly. His smile belied his tone. ”You’re sitting in it. It was my friend’s seat, and now I think—we all think—it should be yours.”


  ”I don’t understand,” she said.


  ”We lost some good friends over the last few days, but just because we brought down the Iron Man doesn’t mean the fighting’s over. There are still weaknesses, places where the veil between worlds is so thin things slip through. Someone has to take care of them, tidy up the mess.”


  ”But Mister Mason said there was no place for me downstairs.”


  ”And he was telling you the truth,” Brannigan Locke said. He looked ghostly pale and was sat in a different chair to the others. She realised it was a high-backed bamboo wheelchair.


  ”But—”


  ”We don’t want you to serve us, Emily. We want you to serve with us,” Millington said.


  ”There’s a reason you came to our door,” Locke said. ”This is where you belong.”


  ”You’re one of us,” McCreedy rumbled. ”That’s what my ever so erudite friend is trying to say. We all saw that thing you did with the coal dust, not to mention Queenie. We’re all freaks here, so you’ll fit right in. Dorian here talks to the dead, Bran does things with his mind I don’t even want to talk about, you’ll see soon enough, and Ant, well Ant’s the Pied Piper of rats, dogs, cats, birds, you name it, if it barks, squawks, squeaks or purrs, he knows its language and can chat along happily. Me, I’m just an old dog who’s too tired to learn new tricks. We aren’t much, but we’re all you’ve got, lass.”


  ”If you’ll have us,” Millington said.


  She didn’t know what to say.


  So she just nodded.


  She felt Mason hovering at her shoulder.


  She turned to look up at him.


  ”Would you care for anything, Mistress Sheridan?”


  ”I think we’ll take drinks in the Smoking Room, Mason, and pour one for yourself while you’re about it, there’s a good man,” Locke said.


  They gathered around the fireplace. The big man showed her to a leather armchair, ”This one’s yours, lass. It’s a good seat.” She sank into Fabian Stark’s chair. She had never felt more at home.


  ”What does that mean?” she asked, pointing at the black words in the fireplace.


  ”Evil to him who evil thinks,” Millington said. He stood up, raising his glass. ”I should like to propose a toast, to the Gentleman—”


  ”And lady,” McCreedy interrupted.


  ”—and Lady Knights of London, long may they stand in harm’s way.”


  ”I’m not sure I like the sound of that, old boy,” Dorian said, grinning. ”How about something, oh, I don’t know, a less end-of-the-world, just this once? You know, like: to Emily, welcome to the club?”


  ”To Emily,” the others echoed, raising their glasses. ”Welcome home.”


  


  Chapter Ninety-Eight


  
     
  


  Down below, in that other place beneath the molten sky, a single drop of blood seeped through from the world above. It dripped on the red-hot stone as the infernal machines ground on, and sizzled. And then another drop came. And another. Each sizzling on the scorched rock as they hit.


  The daemon crept forward, drawn to the steady drip drip drip of the blood.


  It reached out, catching a single drop on the palm of its outstretched hand. It had been so long since it had tasted blood. So long. It raised its hand to its nose and simply breathed it in. There was still so much vitality in it. The daemon licked its lips and then licked the blood off its palm.


  It closed its eyes to savour the unmistakable flavour of humanity.


  It was the last thing it ever tasted.


  It breathed in slowly, out, and in, as the memories, the angers and the hungers flooded from the blood into its blood.


  All around him the fires of hell crackled, welcoming him home.


  The daemon Cain opened his new eyes and screamed.
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