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Foreword

The landscape of ‘Stalking Tender
Prey’, the first book of this trilogy, was that of the Peak
District of England; a place where tiny, mysterious villages nestle
in ancient moorland and shadowy paranormal beasts are reputed to
roam. Although the village of Little Moor, where most of that story
takes place, was inspired by the quaint hamlets of Derbyshire, I
had no particular one in mind when I wrote the book. But the
locations in the novel you are about to read are more faithful to
the places that inspired them in my imagination. As some readers
have said to me they’d like to visit the places I write about, I
thought this would be the perfect opportunity to give some
directions. Turn left at the crossroads and walk up along the rays
of the moon.

At the end of ‘Stalking Tender
Prey’, the characters moved south, escaping everything that had
happened in the no-longer sleepy village of Little Moor. Near the
beginning of this second book, when you first meet Lily, Shem and
the others again, you will find yourself in a place called the
Moses Assembly Rooms. These are based on a real location in London,
which is often used as a venue for conferences and conventions of
an occult or earth mysteries nature.

Conway Hall, in Red Lion
Square, is very different in appearance to the Moses Assembly
Rooms, being clean, airy and spacious, rather than dark, Gothic and
foreboding, and neither, to my knowledge, do Grigori live in its
upper rooms! But the little square it’s set in, with its central
gardens, and the house across the way where some of the
Pre-Raphaelite painters lived and worked, is a wonderfully
evocative area. It seems cut off from the hubbub of the city, even
though it’s part of the busy West End. This just had to be the
place where Shemyaza and his followers hid out for a while. I’ve
attended Psychic Questing Conferences and a Fellowship of Isis
conference in Conway Hall, and walking along the wide pavement to
its front doors has always inspired my thoughts. I imagine the days
when Jane Morris, the famed wife of William Morris, and model for
many Pre-Raphaelite paintings, alighted from her carriage on this
street and entered the tall, pale stone house, her gown rustling on
the step outside.

In a small side alley off the
square, just to the left as you come out of the Hall, is a cosy pub
called The Dolphin that we always frequent when attending events.
This also makes a brief appearance in the novel, when Lily and
Daniel go out for an evening.

A large part of the story takes
place in Cornwall, on The Lizard Peninsular, which will be the
centre of attention in August this year (1999) as the location
where the full eclipse of the sun will be most visible in England.
(This eclipse actually features in ‘Stealing Sacred Fire’, the
third part of the trilogy, but I very much doubt whether the
bizarre paranormal events that occur in that story will actually
take place, though it would be nice if they did!)

The coastline of The Lizard is
a very magical place, its serpentine cliffs riddled with caves,
while the wild landscape inland is dotted with ancient monuments
and important historical sites. The atmosphere that oozes from the
rocks themselves can affect you profoundly. Cornwall has a
reputation for sending people ‘fey’. You can walk the cliff path
from Pistil Meadow to the head of Azumi, the lion simulacrum in the
rock that plays a significant part in this story. I should point
out that Azumi is the name for this guardian feature that was
picked up psychically by a friend, when she was once working in
Cornwall. Azumi stares out to sea, looking as much like a lion as
if he’s been carved by human hands, complete with eyes and
whiskers. If, in ancient times, as legends suggest, the descendants
of the Watchers did come to these shores and landed at The Lizard,
the first thing they saw would have been the inscrutable leonine
face gazing out at them from the red, green and gold cliffs.
Cornwall abounds with legends of giants, and many of its features
are named after them. Perhaps these are ancient memories of actual
individuals, not of monstrous people, but simply members of a tall
race, who came to these islands from far over the sea. My friend
picked up a rhyme psychically, which seems to be an ancient Cornish
song, remembering the advent of the Watchers:

‘Winter sun alight the
sea,

brings in a boat for all to
see.

Red, gold and green in colours
bold,

bringing in giant men of
old.

They spilled their blood upon
this land,

Across these coves they drew
their hand.

And every killie moved
by thee, turned to colour red, gold and green.’

(We presumed that the word
‘killie’ is an old term for a cove, bay or cliff.)

The Michael Line, which is a
renowned path of natural earth energy that cuts up through England,
begins at St Michael’s Mount off The Lizard. This too has a part to
play in the story. The ancient spiritual English town of
Glastonbury is on the Michael Line, and it is said that the
Glastonbury Zodiac, (otherwise known as the Table of Stars), was
laid down by the ancient giants, magi from a far land. The Zodiac
consists of natural and manmade features that relate to
astrological and equinoctial symbolism. The giants supposedly bound
the secret knowledge of the grail at the centre of the Zodiac,
which would only come to light when the true king, who would be a
descendent of their race, came to power.

I have already explained, in
the introduction to the first book in this series, that the trilogy
came about through my working with earth mysteries investigator,
Andrew Collins, who was researching his non-fiction book on the
fallen angels, called ‘From the Ashes of Angels’. Andy let me use
his research notes to help me construct the background to the
story. Some of his information was inspired, in that it derived
from the visionary work of psychics. This material had no place in
an academic study of the subject, as the majority of people are
very sceptical and scornful of psychic information. However, it was
perfect for fiction, when the writer can say what she likes. Well,
it’s all made up, isn’t it? Andy had many adventures in Cornwall,
and a lot of very strange and wonderful things happened to him and
his team, which would make an absorbing book in itself. I borrowed
from a few of their experiences in constructing this novel. Most of
the story, of course, is completely fiction, but not always the
bits you might expect!

There is reputedly an order of
witches in Cornwall called the Peller. While their name and
existence inspired the creation of the Pelleth for this book, I do
not wish to imply I know anything about the beliefs and practices
of any real Cornish witches. The Pelleth sprang entirely from my
imagination.

I hope that you, via the pages
of this book, will enjoy roaming through the enchanting landscape
of ancient Cornwall as much as I enjoyed writing about it. If you
get the chance, go visit. Sit upon the head of Azumi, explore the
caves at Caerleon Cove, or creep into the camomile grove of Pistil
Meadow, and see what dreams spring into your mind. I guarantee they
will be strange.

Storm Constantine

February 1999


Chapter
One

The Women of Cornwall

He was little more than a boy, gleaming
in the candle-light like an icon, while the night wind cleared its
throat in the long, narrow chimneys of stone that threaded down
from the cliff-top to the cave. Candles were set at his feet in a
ring; rough wax obelisks, ill-formed as if shaped by hasty hands.
He sat upon a giant’s throne that was as ancient as the land
itself, his body dwarfed within the great stone chair, his toes
just touching the worn rock beneath it. There was an oily smell to
the air, slightly fishy, and the sound of the sea, the eerie lament
of the rising storm, came faint and threatening down the tunnel of
rock that led to the beach.

Outside, white waves would
thrash upon the bleak Cornish shore and the rain come down in
blades.

Symbols of his goddess littered
the floor of the cave, like gnawed bones left by a predator:
bleached and fragile shells; osseous tree branches, sculpted by
wave and sand; the long, alien-looking skeletons of serpents, with
their heads like fishes; the feathers of sea-birds, bedraggled in
damp sand. The youth himself seemed made of shell; delicate and
translucent. His eyes were black, yet his hair was pale, wet and
clinging to his shoulders, snaky tendrils like tiny eels plastered
across his face. He wore only a skirt of feathers and his head bore
a crown of coral.

Beyond the light of the candles
a group of seven women, the inner circle of the Pelleth, stood
robed before the boy. They were breathing quickly, having just
ended a stamping dance of invocation. Echoes of chanting still
vibrated in the folds of the rock walls. Two of the women were old,
their grey hair loose down their backs. Two were voluptuous and
mature, with snakes fashioned from coloured folded paper in their
hair. Two were teenagers, their eyes sly and watchful, while the
other was a girl-child, clad in ragged grey-green lace, into which
tiny shells had been threaded and the skulls of infant vipers.

The women were silent, patient,
and the only sound was that of spitting wax against the dull,
distant roar of sea and storm. For hundreds, if not thousands, of
years the Pelleth had tended the sacred Cornish sites and waited
for the return of the Shining One. Now, they sensed that change was
imminent and consulted their oracle within their holy cave beside
the crashing shore.

Presently, the boy sighed and
shuddered upon the throne. His head jerked back and a word came out
of his mouth in a bubble of foam.

The women glanced at one
another. The word meant nothing, but they dared not ask questions
for fear of breaking the trance.

For some minutes, the boy sat
with his head slumped upon his breast, then he sucked in his breath
sharply and looked up, his dark, colourless eyes focused ahead of
him, on the black maw of the tunnel that led to the sea. The
candle-flames shivered in the brine-soaked wind, which fretted the
grey muslin robes of the women. The boy uttered a keening sound,
and his lips were wet. His head rolled upon his neck, tearing his
salt-sticky hair from his throat and shoulders. The thunder of the
waves outside grew momentarily louder, then abated with a faint
sound of shifting shingle.

The boy spoke, his voice clear
yet strangely sibilant. ‘Who calls the serpent mother, Seference,
She Who Gives Life to the Dead?’

One of the oldest women stepped
forward. She held a long, carved staff, which seemed to denote
authority. ‘It is I, Meggie Penhaligon, and my sisters. We call
upon thee, Serpent Mother for the wisdom of thy quick tongue.’

The boy’s eyelids flickered.
‘She is the serpent goddess, and She is with us. I am here and
everywhere. The moon lights a cruel path across the sea and She
walks it. I am walking the path of light to the shore, along the
old highway, the serpent path to the land.’

‘What is thy prophecy, Mother?’
Meggie Penhaligon knew there was something to learn. She had felt
it in her bones, and the younger women had felt it in their blood
and bellies; a flexing, a quickening.

‘He has awoken in the north.’
The boy’s voice sounded hollow, as if echoing through empty
corridors of stone.

Meggie leaned forward.
‘He?’

‘The Hanged One...’ The boy
sighed, his whole body shuddering, but a smile came to his lips.
‘Yes. He is with us once again, but he covers his face. There are
guardians around him, for many will seek him. They covet his
power.’

Meggie Penhaligon felt her body
stiffen. This was what she and her sisters had been waiting for.
Now that the words spilled from the lips of their oracle, it seemed
almost too fabulous to be believed. Myths made flesh. He
walks...

‘Give me his name,’ Meggie
murmured.

The boy answered without
pausing. ‘Shemyaza, who was in Eden. Shemyaza, who lay with mortal
women and cursed his race. Shemyaza, father of giants and monsters,
who was condemned to hang for eternity in the constellation of
Orion. Shemyaza, giver of forbidden knowledge to humanity.
Shemyaza, whose name is also Azazel, remembered as the scapegoat.
He was punished, and his soul was sundered.’

The crashing of the waves
became momentarily louder, amplified by the tunnel’s length.
Meggie’s soft voice was barely audible because of it. ‘How has he
returned?’

The boy’s eyes fluttered in
their sockets; only a sliver of white was revealed. ‘He was born
into a body whose hands were death. With these hands, he craved to
open the star-gate that leads to the source of all. He sought to
paint the gate with blood that it might open to him, but he was
ignorant of the truth...’

Meggie nodded. This was as
she’d thought. Shemyaza would not come back to the world clad in
light and visible to all. ‘Is he still ignorant of his
origins?’

The boy’s face creased into a
frown, as if he struggled to discover the information, then his
brow cleared. ‘He is aware but sleeping. I have a name: Daniel. The
seer and vizier of old Babylon. Daniel lives in this time, and with
the hybrid twins, who are Grigori, angel-born, brought Shemyaza to
consciousness. But Shemyaza will not be the scapegoat again. He
hides his face beneath his wings and they are black with fear and
doubt. Now the world is full of him, and his potential is for great
change or great destruction. Always there will be pain associated
with his works, for even the most beneficial of changes will break
hearts and nations.’

Meggie’s throat was dry. She
could barely speak. ‘Where is he?’

‘In hiding. There are guardians
around him.’

‘Can you give me names?’

The boy was silent for a
moment, then murmured. ‘Daniel, the seer. Lil... Lilian? Emilia...
She is human but has tasted Grigori essence. Her life is extended.
And there is a void, a youth whose soul is bound. I cannot see his
name.’

‘How can we find Shemyaza? How
can we bring him to us?’

The boy’s face twisted into a
mask of rage. ‘You ask me this? No! The gate is cracked, but still
it holds. He creeps between it. He is the bringer of the new age
through death and sacrifice. Around his head is a halo of dried
tongues of fire!’

Meggie sensed the presence of
Seference was disintegrating. She was aware it was her own fear,
and that of her sisters, that prevented the information being
delivered. Should she let the essence of the goddess go, or try to
retain it? Did she really want the physical presence of Shemyaza
near her? For centuries, her ancestors had worked with the
idea of the Fallen Ones. They had invoked the influence of
the lesser entities; Penemue, Kashday, Gadreel. As the wheel of
time turned inexorably around them, they had sensed that, one day,
the Fallen Ones would become a living reality and wake the serpent
power that slept beneath the land. But this soon? Meggie
acknowledged that she had hoped, in her secret heart, she would
have left this world by the time this great responsibility fell
upon them. Soon, she and her sisters would look into the
scrying-pool, and attempt to divine more details concerning
Shemyaza’s whereabouts and companions. For now, Meggie had heard
enough.

She raised her arms to thank
Seference for her words, as a preliminary to bringing the boy out
of trance, but the oracle suddenly lunged forward in the chair, his
slender fingers gripping the long, stone arms. When he spoke, it
was not in the hollow, distant voice of the goddess, but in a broad
Cornish accent. His normal speaking voice was southern, but
cultured, for he was the son of gentry. ‘He will find you anyway.
Did you think otherwise? He is drawn by the serpent, the voice of
the thunder, the slumbering one. He will come, for he has no
choice. Feel the serpent power flexing in its great sleep, Mother.
It will not be long before it wakes! Then out of your grip it will
slither, to empower the great alignment and all the serpent paths
within the land, and every king and giant who sleeps beneath the
earth will rise to its scent!’ Then, slowly, the oracle leaned back
into the chair, his eyes fixed on the tunnel ahead of him. A light
seemed to go out of his body. Presently, he began to shiver.

Meggie Penhaligon gestured at
one of the teenage girls. ‘Jessie.’

The girl, Jessie, stepped
forward and held out her hands to the boy in the stone chair.
Wincing, he lowered himself to the floor, and allowed her to lead
him out of the circle of candles. Jessie wrapped him in a coat of
feathers, while the women donned enveloping woollen cloaks.

As they gathered up their
ritual paraphernalia, Jessie asked Meggie a question, one that was
on the minds of all present. ‘Who spoke through Delmar at the end
there, Megs? It was a woman, wasn’t it?’

Meggie nodded. ‘I believe we
heard the voice of another like us who, in her lifetime kept the
vigil for the Shining One. She gave us advice, or a warning.’
Meggie fixed one of the other women, a voluptuous, fair-haired
creature, with a dark, steady eye. ‘Wouldn’t you agree,
Tamara?’

The woman shrugged as she
carefully placed a brass incense burner into a carrier bag. ‘I
suppose so.’

Meggie sensed a veil of
smugness emanating from Tamara Trewlynn, which screened her true
thoughts. The younger woman clearly had her own ideas about what
they’d heard, and Meggie had no doubt that eventually Tamara would
deign to reveal it to the others, probably at a moment when it
could subtly undermine Meggie’s authority. For over a year, Tamara
had been challenging Meggie’s words and actions, but now was not
the time to deal with her tendency to rebellion. Meggie knew Tamara
had a frustrated desire for power within the group, but Meggie was
not too concerned about it. She did not expect, or want, her
sisters to be passive slaves to her decrees. The moment she could
not cope with outspoken Pelleth was the moment when someone like
Tamara deserved to replace her.

The crash of the storm could be
heard plainly now, and Meggie did not relish the thought of
crossing the wind-harried beach, where the spiked fingers of the
elements would stab at her old bones. Neither could she imagine the
tortuous climb back up the cliff would be an easy task. Still, it
was done. The omens had been heeded, and the ritual completed.
Seference had spoken, and confirmed their hopes and fears. Lord
Shemyaza, fallen angel, disgraced prince, was made flesh in the
world.

The women extinguished the last
of the candles and, by the light of hurricane lamps, made their way
down the tunnel to the beach. Here, the weather was as bad as
Meggie had feared. The waves crashed angrily against the rocks,
throwing stinging spray across the narrow walkway of sand. They
were like angry monsters, those waves, and Meggie knew that if they
took a shine to the thought, they would thresh their way further
onto the shore and devour the group of women. She made a few
conciliatory gestures at the pounding sea, hoping the storm-beasts
were too intoxicated by the madness of their own power to notice
the fragile creatures of flesh feeling their way along the cliff to
the place where the upward path began.

Lissie and Tamara, the two
snake-crowned women, walked either side of the oracle, leading the
way. The boy seemed not to notice the wind or the rain, his back
erect, his head raised. Meggie, walking behind them, the hand of
the girl-child clasped firmly in her own, noticed how tall the boy
was getting. Soon, the time might come when he would be given to
the elements, too much of a man to fulfil his function, as
androgynous channel for the Shining Ones and their minions. She had
seen many beautiful boys hold the office of oracle in her time.
Already, a boy child of five years was being groomed to take over
the role when the moment came. A boy, who had grown up with the
thought that his life would be short, extinguished during his late
teens or early twenties. One she had known had made it to
twenty-five, but he had been an exception. All children, Meggie
knew, were primarily female, as they had been at the moment of
conception. In the womb, mysterious processes decided whether a
child would be male or female, but even so, they were predominantly
female in their hearts during their growing years. All children
were psychic, hovering between the world of reality and that of the
unseen. They were innocent, joyous, full of potential. Then the
curse of puberty would begin to curl its cold, steel fingers around
their bodies, and the veil between the worlds would thicken in
their sight. Women, privileged because of their moon cycles, could
sometimes keep on the way of the wyrd, but boys grew up to be men,
changed into those creatures. If their blood coursed to the tides,
it was often only to manifest as madness. Men had no place in the
ranks of the Pelleth, the wielders of the secret ways. Men were
providers, lovers and fathers, but magic was weak in their angry
hearts. Neither must they ever discover the mysteries, which was
why all the oracles were slain once their function was over. They
could not be trusted, as men, with the knowledge they’d acquired
during their office.

As the women slowly climbed the
path from the private beach, the storm lashed them cruelly. Meggie
could feel its mad passion. It was like an exuberant animal and its
rough attentions were without malice. It was simply unaware of its
own strength, playing mischievously with those who knew its heart.
The child, Agatha, suddenly pulled on Meggie’s hand. ‘Look, Gran!’
She pointed into the air. Meggie nodded.

‘Aye, love.’ No doubt the
elemental spirits were clearer to the child. With her fading eyes,
Meggie could make out the dim suggestion of impish faces, of long,
attenuated limbs. When the wind gusted, the skeletal fingers would
reach out and pinch the billowing cloaks of the women.

Agatha laughed and waved her
free hand.

‘Mind!’ Meggie chided. The
spirits were not beyond taking advantage and plucking the child
from the cliff-face.

Eventually, the top of the
cliff was within reach. As soon as Meggie stepped off the path, the
wind caught hold of her, and if it hadn’t been for Agatha, with the
help of Jessie behind her, the old woman would have been tossed
back down to the beach. It had been easier in the past to match the
elements, to give herself to their arms without fear. This body was
too feeble now, and sardonically the spirits teased her. It was the
same for her sister, Betsy, Meggie knew. One day, when life became
too onerous, she and Betsy would surrender themselves to the storm
for the last time, and let it take them to the next world. But that
time was not yet.

The lights of the Penhaligon
house were visible from the cliff-top. In fact, the garden ran
right to the edge. At one time it had been longer, but the weather
and the sea had eaten away at the land. The beach below belonged to
the Penhaligons and had done so for as long as anyone remembered,
or was recorded. The giant’s chair was a great relic, but no-one
save the Pelleth knew of its existence. When the tide was high,
water gushed into the cave, and whoever sat upon the chair was
marooned until the waves receded. Over the centuries, the action of
the sea had created a plinth for the chair. All initiates to the
Pelleth were required to spend a tide’s-time in the cave, sitting
upon the throne of the Old Ones, pondering the power of the Fathers
of Thunder.

Long ago, when the giants had
come to the island, they had hewn the chair out of the rock for
their own, mysterious rites. The content of those rituals were
mostly lost and forgotten. All that remained was the knowledge of
the serpent power that they had left below the earth, and how the
dreams of its eternal slumber could be tapped, and shaped into
forms of magic. Meggie’s people were the inheritors of this
knowledge. For many thousands of years, their ancestors had kept
the legends of the giants alive. They knew that the giants
themselves had been half-breeds of an ancient race, who were
remembered in myth as angels and demons. They also knew the
significance of all the sacred sites of the land that the giants
had constructed, and worked with the latent energy that was
enshrined in these places. In the distant past, the giants had been
served by the people of the land, revered as gods, feared as
warrior kings. The tall strangers from far across the sea had built
themselves fortress eyries in the highest places, and with some of
the women of the little people, they had bred, further diluting the
blood of their forbears. The children of these unions drew away
from their mothers’ race to share the power of their fathers.
Eventually, the giants and their children had melted into the wild
land, leaving their places of power behind them, untended. Workers
of magic, such as the Pelleth, were attracted to these sites, and
learned to work with their energies. Over the centuries, memories
had become folk-tales, and the giants had grown in both stature and
potency in the memories of the local people. Now, they were almost
feared, and seen as a force to appease.

The Pelleth always consisted of
women, but for the oracle. The Conclave of Seven were led by the
eldest members of the group, and various other offices were held by
women of a prescribed age and appearance. The oracle, Delmar, was
the son of the Tremaynes, who owned Enoch’s Hall outside the
village. Ellen Tremayne, his mother, was a member of the Pelleth,
but as she was not a member of the Conclave, she never witnessed
her son’s trances. Delmar had been marked for the position of
oracle even before his birth. The Pelleth had delivered him in a
sacred pool that was hidden in a sea-cave and refreshed by the
tides every day. Sea-born boy; on land, or out of trance, he seemed
barely alive.

The group walked back through
the rain to the grey-stone house. Smoke curled from the chimney to
be dispersed by the wind, indicating that Meggie’s youngest son,
Tom, had arrived home to stoke up the fire, and hopefully greet the
women with hot tea and toast. About thirty yards from the house,
the rambling garden stopped at a wall, beyond which was the
cultivated area that Meggie and her family had tended for
generations. Here, she and Betsy grew their herbs and special
plants. Locally, they were regarded as healers of the ancient
kind.

Tamara pushed open the soaked
wooden gate set into the wall, having to give it a good shove with
her shoulder because the damp had warped it, and led the line of
women up the path towards the back door of the house. Agatha hung
back, gazing out through the gate at the slope of the
wilderness.

‘Come on, girl,’ Meggie said.
She smiled, envying and admiring the fact that the child seemed
oblivious of the bitter wind and slicing rain.

Agatha glanced round at the
older woman. ‘Gran, will we see the giants one day?’

Meggie laughed, and stroked the
girl’s wet hair back from her forehead. Not too much had been
explained to Agatha, yet she’d made her own connection between
mention of Shemyaza and his half-breed descendants, who had come to
England so many thousands of years ago. ‘Child, the giants are dead
and gone. All that remains is the memory of their power, and...’
Here the old woman grimaced. ‘...those that came from them. But
they are not the same.’ She shook her head. ‘Come now, shut the
gate, will you? My old bones are calling for the hearth.’

Agatha obediently pushed her
small body against the old wooden slats and fastened the latch. She
skipped beside Meggie as they went towards the house. ‘Shemyaza is
a giant, though, isn’t he, and the goddess said he’s here
again?’

‘Hush now!’ Meggie chided. ‘We
don’t talk that way in the open, now do we?’

‘Sorry,’ Agatha said, covering
her smile with her hands. ‘But will you answer me, Gran, just this
once?’

Meggie put her arm around
Agatha’s shoulder and pulled her close. ‘Yes, he is a giant. Tall
and strong and fearsome, with a shining face. He is an angel,
darling, fallen from grace. You could not look upon him, you know,
for it would burn out your eyes.’

Agatha giggled. ‘Oh, Gran!’

‘No laughing matter,’ Meggie
said, though without harshness. ‘It is all true, which is why it’s
a frightening thing to hear he’s abroad in the world.’

‘Then it would be dangerous for
him to come to us?’ Agatha’s smile had faded a little.

Meggie nodded. ‘No doubt of it!
This is our heritage, child, our curse and our blessing. We shall
have to be careful and cunning, won’t we?’

Agatha nodded gravely. ‘Yes,
but you and Aunt Betsy will keep us safe.’

They had reached the back door,
which stood open, as everyone else had already gone into the house.
Meggie was warmed by the child’s confidence in her, but found it
difficult to share. What form would Shemyaza wear in the world? She
did not think he would be clothed in light or visibly inhuman. They
already knew that the body he wore, and the mind that contained his
essence, were not yet aware of what and who he was. He would have
been born to one of the descendants of the giants, of this she was
sure. Although the Pelleth had no direct contact with these people,
it was known that they called themselves Grigori. Long ago, the
Pelleth had attuned to the faint power that the giants had left in
the area. They respected the great serpent that had been left
slumbering beneath the earth. But Meggie and her sisters would have
nothing to do with the Grigori, despite the fact they carried the
blood, however thin, of the giants. In the eyes of the Pelleth, the
Grigori were corrupt, greedy for wealth and temporal power, and
made all the more dangerous because they possessed vestiges of the
great powers of their ancestors. They lurked behind every rumour of
conspiracy: they broke the backs of world leaders, sacred kings and
wise prophets upon the cruel, hard wheels of their complex web of
power. Meggie despised the Grigori. She knew the ancient Kingdom of
Cornwall was rife with them, because this was the place where their
ancestors had made landfall, but she also knew they must be
scattered all over the country, if not the world. The Grigori were
doubtless already aware that Shemyaza had returned, and they too
would be eager to draw him to them. Wizards and charlatans,
power-mongers and wheeler-dealers; that was how Meggie saw the
Grigori. They would want Shemyaza with them to increase their own
power. Meggie’s people had different ideas. Shemyaza and his
colleagues had fallen from grace because of their love of humanity.
The knowledge they possessed they had wanted to share. But the
Grigori were jealous of their power and looked down upon those who
were not of their kind. They would not want to share Shemyaza’s
light with Meggie’s people, or indeed any other pure-born humans.
Therefore, it was the Pelleth’s duty to get to Shemyaza first and
protect him and his knowledge from his greedy descendants.

The kitchen was the heart of
the Penhaligon house: a massive room, complete with a temperamental
old range, as well as a modern, fitted oven and hob. An enormous
table filled its centre, and this was where much of the business of
the Pelleth was discussed, as well as all manner of things
pertaining to the welfare of the villagers and the surrounding
countryside. It was also where Meggie and Betsy held their
‘surgeries’, when they prescribed herbal remedies, or else read the
cards for tourists. The house was very old and had a sunken,
relaxed appearance, its gables sway-backed like an old mare. In the
summer, Meggie and Betsy, aided by a couple of girls, served cream
teas in the garden, and sold strawberries grown by their own hands.
Meggie liked talking to ‘foreigners’ — as she referred to anyone
not born in Cornwall — and was rarely hostile to tourists. Once,
she had been asked by archaeologists to give her permission to
examine the cove below the house; a request she had politely
refused. There was nothing of interest there, she said, and if they
did not believe her, they realised the futility of pressing the
matter. As the years passed, the Pelleth knew that more and more
people were paying attention to the old legends, and were waking up
to the fact that once England had been known as the island of
giants. Scholars were putting two and two together and coming up
with ridiculous numbers, especially concerning the connection
between the giants and the legends of fallen angels from the Middle
East. It did not bother the Pelleth, quite the opposite, in fact.
They knew that eventually, the whole world would have to wake up to
this knowledge, but in the meantime they guarded it carefully.
Sometimes, if necessary, they would employ extreme means to keep
their secrets, and it was not unknown for the over-curious and
persistent to disappear during one of the vicious wind-storms that
assailed the Cornish coast. The Pelleth regarded themselves as the
Keepers of Knowledge, and knew that the time had not yet come when
it could be revealed.

Tom Penhaligon was Meggie’s
youngest son; she had borne him in her fortieth year. Now, he was
thirty-five: a lean, stooped man, who was still handsome, although
he had never bothered to take a wife. Meggie knew he considered
himself part of her secret work, even though he knew virtually
nothing about it. It was his job to make sure the house was warm
when the women came back from the beach, that the tea-urn was
freshly-filled, and hot food available. He took pleasure in these
tasks, and never pried into matters that did not concern him. Now
he moved quietly about the kitchen, as the women divested
themselves of their wet cloaks, shaking out their dripping hair,
chattering and laughing amongst themselves. Meggie signalled Tom to
escort the oracle, Delmar Tremayne, from the room. The boy was
shivering and needed a hot bath and to change into warm clothes.
Also, the women had important matters to discuss, and not even the
oracle was privy to that.

Once Tom had closed the kitchen
door softly behind him, Meggie and Betsy took their places at
either end of the long table. Tom had already poured out steaming
mugs of tea, and two plates of hot crumpets steamed enticingly
before them, salty butter sliding over their crisp surfaces. For a
few minutes the women drank and ate in comparative silence, their
hair steaming in the warmth from the range.

Meggie was the first to speak.
She put her mug down upon the table. ‘Well, the news we have been
waiting for has been delivered. This day will be marked in our
records as one of great importance.’

Tamara spoke up. Although her
body was voluptuous, her eyes were narrow and her lips thin; marks
of the snake in an otherwise moonish face. Her long blond hair hung
raggedly around her shoulders. ‘We know the gist of what this
information means. What concerns me is what the Grigori will do
about it. We can’t imagine we’re the only ones privy to this
knowledge.’

Meggie wished Tamara had not
spoken the obvious. ‘We must draw the Hanged One to us.’

Tamara shook her head and
smiled. ‘Our psychic beacons will be forever eclipsed by the great
light-houses of Grigori awareness.’

Meggie had the distinct
impression that Tamara was playing with words, almost as if she was
initiating this argument purely for the sake of it. ‘We have to
suppose the man, if not what he represents, will have some
autonomy.’



‘No doubt he will want to be
with his own people.’ Tamara threw up her hands. ‘We must face it,
Megs, this will be a difficult task. Why should Shemyaza ally with
us? We can assume his power outstrips our own. The Grigori will use
him to awaken the serpent, and once that is done, they will claim
its power as their own. We have tended the dreams of the serpent
for generations, yet once it is free, it will be attracted to the
Grigori because they carry within them a memory of their
ancestors.’

Meggie’s eyes had become dark.
‘Enough!’ She slapped the tabletop with her palms. ‘What is this
useless talk? We must plan and prepare the ancient sites for the
time when the serpent wakes and the Hanged One walks this soil. The
task may be hard, yes, but not impossible. It is what the Pelleth
was formed for. It is our function.’

Tamara shrugged in a
conciliatory manner. ‘I am not arguing with you, Megs, but merely
stating the obstacles. They must be confronted.’

‘We all agree to that,’ Betsy
said from the other end of the table. She spoke rarely and only
when she felt she had something important to offer. ‘If the Hanged
One is drawn to the Grigori in these parts, all to the good. It
halves our work for us. When the time comes, we must lure him to
us. The Shining Ones will give us the knowledge on how to do this
when we need it. In the meantime, we must do as my sister suggests
and prime our sacred sites in readiness. The storm-beasts gather in
the clouds. They feel him drawing near.’ She put her hands flat
upon the table, and threw back her head. ‘Yes. He will come to the
Grigori, and in their pride, they will overlook us. The season
becomes darker and the winds cry for the sun, but his spirit walks
always back to the land of his people.’

In the silence that followed,
Agatha shyly brought forth a peg-doll from her robe pocket.
Gravely, she held it over the table. It was crowned with yellow
woollen hair and wore a shapeless robe of sacking. Gripping it by
its waist, Agatha made it walk slowly along the tabletop before
her. Its wooden legs could not bend. It was a stiff-limbed, zombie,
drunken walk. All the women glanced down at it.

‘Where did you get that, dear?’
asked Tamara.

Agatha did not move her eyes
from the stalking doll, sinister in its very simplicity; a golem.
‘Del made it for me,’ she said.

After the meeting, Tamara drove
home in her red VW Golf, navigating the sharp bends of the winding
cliff road with almost masculine zeal. She was suffused with a
sense of hysterical excitement, but it was pricked by a nagging
needle of annoyance. The Conclave were so dim-sighted! Tamara
couldn’t believe their naiveté. They spoke with scorn about the
Grigori, maintaining an obsolete feud that was rooted only in
ignorance and superstition. The time of change was imminent, and
clinging to outworn beliefs and opinions could only obstruct their
work. The Pelleth needed to listen to the voice of reform, a voice
that Tamara firmly believed spoke clearly through her, but she knew
this voice must be heard as a seductive whisper, not an
ear-splitting shout. She must be patient.

Tamara had been born in
Cornwall, but had spent her childhood and teens in North America.
As a young girl, the Native American culture had intrigued her and
she read books on the subject voraciously, filling her bedroom
walls with posters of young braves on horseback and the feather and
thong concoctions available at ethnic craft stores. At High School,
she met a girl whose mother was of Hopi descent, and put a lot of
effort into befriending her intimately. Although the girl herself
had scant interest in her heritage, Tamara saw her as a means
through which she could meet the Hopi people. Part of her hungered
for this, and when, after a lot of pleading and blackmailing, her
wish was granted, she was not disappointed. The memory would never
fade in her mind. Her friend’s grandfather had been a true medicine
man, and from the moment of meeting Tamara had recognised the
thirst for magic within her. Tamara had always been able to charm
men, and this sage shaman had been no exception. He had been happy
to teach her the things she desperately yearned to know: how to
call spirits from the waterfall and the fire, how to dance the
Ghost Dance. On her eighteenth birthday, he had given her a
prophecy. He spoke of a great serpent that slumbered beneath the
land of her father, and that in its sleep, it dreamed of her. He
spoke of a great sun chief who would come to her. As priestess of
the sea, she must lead him to his destiny. But he warned her that
her heart must be true, for only the light of love would lead the
sun chief to the great serpent.

Listening to these words, in
the dark, before the sparking fire that burned for her day of
birth, Tamara had been filled with a sense of purpose and resolve.
As soon as she was able, she left her parents and moved back across
the ocean to Cornwall.

It had taken her very little
time to discover the legends of the ancient land, and how they
aligned with the prophecy she had been given. The serpent had
chosen her. At night, she felt it stir in its sleep, and its dream
voice called out to her. Her passion and her sincerity enabled her
to infiltrate the Pelleth, and she had spoken openly about her
experiences, sure that the women would recognise her as the sea
priestess, the chosen one who would guide Shemyaza to the serpent.
But while the Pelleth had been happy to initiate her into their
group, they felt her passion was the misguided zeal of youth. The
Pelleth were all chosen ones, and would guide the Hanged One
together. Tamara had been bitterly disillusioned at first, and it
had hardened her. She realised she’d have to play the game their
way until the time came when they’d be forced to recognise what she
was. Her powers as a scryer and as a shamaness far outranked that
of any of her Pelleth sisters. In her mind, she was clearly
destined to be Meggie’s successor. But Meggie refused to
acknowledge Tamara’s abilities, and would not promise her
succession. Tamara felt this was not because Meggie doubted her
powers, but that she was, in Meggie’s eyes, a foreigner. Tamara
considered this discrimination small-minded and inexcusable.
Surely, the welfare of the Pelleth overcame such considerations?
Meggie would never admit that Tamara’s upbringing in America was
behind her decisions, however. She would talk about the need for
experience, and point out that if Tamara’s childhood absence from
Cornwall was really seen as a problem by the Pelleth, she wouldn’t
have been initiated into their ranks at all, never mind reach the
Conclave. Tamara did not believe these excuses.

Now, Meggie’s opinions no
longer seemed to matter. Another had come into Tamara’s life, who
recognised the power within her. A dark sister had come, and in her
veins ran the royal blood of angels.

Two days before, Tamara had
been outside her cottage, tidying autumn debris from her garden. A
woman had stopped at the gate, a tall woman wearing a pale raincoat
and a headscarf, her eyes hidden by dark glasses. Tamara had felt
the scrutiny before turning round, a prickle on the skin at the
back of her neck. She saw the long, ungloved fingers resting on the
gatepost, the red smile splitting the attenuated, white face. She
had known immediately: Grigori! And her heart had convulsed within
her. Like all of the Pelleth, Tamara knew where the Grigori
families lived around the area, and had watched the limousines with
darkened windows gliding in and out of the gates of their estates.
Sometimes, she had seen tall, charismatic men and women in shops or
pubs, whom she’d been sure had been Grigori. As a rule, they tended
to avoid the local community, for the native Cornish were attuned
to their frequency, and would undoubtedly recognise them, if not
for exactly what they were, then as being unusual or fey. Quietly,
Tamara had been calling out to the Grigori for some months. She’d
never been truly convinced they would heed her call, but she’d had
no doubt at least some of them had heard it. And now: the response.
The woman at the gate knew her measure. She was a powerful
creature, a daughter of a powerful family, yet here she was, in the
flesh, cool and seductive as a ghost of desire. Tamara had not been
afraid or filled with disgust, as Meggie might have been. No.
Curiosity and excitement had bubbled up within her, and the tall
woman had nodded at her, as if recognising an affinity between
them.

‘You are Tamara Trewlynn?’ Her
voice was low, beautiful. When she took off her glasses, her eyes
would be large and deep as ocean pools.

Tamara’s mouth had gone dry.
She rubbed her soil-seamed hands on the front of her jacket. ‘Yes.
What can I do for you?’

The woman laughed — a full,
secret sound. ‘May I come into your garden? I’d like to talk to
you.’

‘All right.’ Tamara wasn’t sure
if the gate opened, or if the Grigori woman walked through it, but
suddenly she was looking up into her face, only inches away from
the heat of her body. The dark glasses were removed, and there were
the eyes: full of history and forbidden knowledge. Tamara felt
sucked of breath.

‘We have lot in common,’ said
the woman. ‘My name is Barbelo.’ She held out her pale hand, a
giant’s hand, which enfolded Tamara’s grubby fingers like a
muscular team of serpents. ‘I don’t want to waste time. Let me tell
you the point of this contact. My people know of the Pelleth, as
they know of us. We all know the Shining One is coming to us. The
Grigori look down upon the Pelleth, and the Pelleth despise the
Grigori, yet we should be working together at this time. The
destiny of the Hanged One affects humanity and Grigori alike. Old
quarrels should be buried now. This is a crucial time.’

Tamara knew her face had gone
red. ‘But that’s exactly what I feel!’ she exclaimed.

‘I know. That’s why I’m here.’
Barbelo coiled an arm around Tamara’s shoulder and began to lead
her towards the cottage door. ‘I know we will be friends.’

Inside the cottage, Tamara made
tea while Barbelo sat at her kitchen table, seeming to fill the
room with her body and her presence. She spoke openly about how she
felt the Grigori had become stale and staid, almost to the point
where they had forgotten the reason why Shemyaza would return.
‘They are obsessed with conspiracies and politics,’ she said. ‘Smug
little cabals of pompous power-mongers, whose magic is bled of
life.’

Tamara interjected excited
remarks to illustrate how her own opinions of the Pelleth mirrored
Barbelo’s of the Grigori. ‘They live in the past,’ she said, waving
her arms for emphasis. ‘They hate and fear change. It is absurd,
for that is exactly what Shemyaza represents.’

Barbelo smiled a long, thin
smile and nodded. ‘Oh yes! I heard your dreams, Tamara Trewlynn. I
heard your lonely call. We are both renegades, and I respect your
abilities. However, I do have more knowledge of this subject than
you, and am prepared to help and guide you. We must work together,
as outsiders in the dark.’

Tamara warmed to the image
conjured by these words. A Grigori woman was sitting here in her
kitchen, talking to her as if they’d known one another for years.
She could hardly believe it was happening. ‘Nothing would please me
more,’ she said.

Barbelo put her head on one
side. ‘Of course, our association must remain secret from both
sides... for now.’

Tamara nodded.
‘Absolutely.’

‘We must use them without them
knowing it.’ Barbelo delicately took a sip of tea. ‘We work only
for the good of the land.’

Tamara’s trust in Barbelo had
been instant and all-consuming. After the woman had left, Tamara
had felt as if she’d met someone with whom she was destined to fall
in love. She’d been unable to relax, pacing her cottage like a
restless cat.

Now, Tamara knew instinctively
that the voice that had spoken through Delmar Tremayne that night
had been the voice of Barbelo. The Pelleth, in their blind faith,
hadn’t even questioned where it might have come from. Meggie’s talk
of dead ancestors was pathetic. The Pelleth lived on the same land
as Grigori, yet seemed to think they were invisible to them.

Tamara parked her car and went
into her garden. She saw a light burning low in her kitchen and
knew that a visitor was waiting there for her. Before she entered
the house, she paused to look out upon the night, extending her
senses to read the currents and vibrations that flowed through it.
The dreams of the serpent were faint music in her mind. It dreamed
of the sun chief and of those who would guide him to it. Tamara
expelled her breath in a shuddering sigh. She was smiling when she
entered her kitchen.


 Chapter Two

The Temptation of Eve

Daniel Cranton slipped out of the house
into the grey twilight that presaged the dawn. This was the time,
for him, when ghosts walked the ageless streets of the city, and
myriad overlays of past times were visible to his eyes. There was
no interference, no white noise, and the traffic sounds were muted.
Occasionally, a dog might bark or a cat yowl, and sometimes he had
heard screams, cut off sharply, or sobbing, but mostly, he supposed
these were memories replayed upon the resting air, oozing from the
relaxing stones of the buildings. London thinking about its
past.

The house where he was staying
did not look like a house, but a hall, a gathering place. It had a
double flight of steps running up to the double front doors, and
railings at the front. Above the lintel were the words Moses
Assembly Rooms, carved into the likeness of a folded ribbon or
sash. Large, uncleaned windows reared up for three storeys, while
in the roof small gables peered out like squinting eyes. Daniel
rarely ventured onto the top floor because it screamed at him. It
was a place where heart-broken domestics had hanged themselves in
the cold, stillborn children had been delivered, blood steaming in
the cruel winter nights of the Victorian age, and harsh voices had
uttered condemnations. Daniel could still hear the muffled echo of
those words. At night, they escaped down the stairs; a man’s
unforgiving tone, a woman’s trembling, desperate pleas. He could
never make out the words, even when he left his room and stood in
the hallway, listening. Altogether, it was not a good building, for
it would not let go of any of its history, and most of its history
was cruel. Perhaps this was why the outcasts of the Grigori
congregated there: the shunned seeking a shunned residence. It was
like a commune or a squat, inhabited but not loved or cherished.
The rotting rooms were full of finery — drapes and antique
furniture — but the walls were crumbling and everywhere smelled of
mildew. Daniel, the most purely human of his group of companions,
did not like the people who lived there. They seemed to him to be
like mannequins, sequinned and painted, but only representations of
living beings. Their eyes were shallow and their movements were
jerky, making them all the more eerie for their semblance of life.
When any of them looked at Daniel, he could sense their hunger, but
for what they hungered, he was unsure. What did they do when they
were alone? Did they speak, eat or sleep, or simply sit staring at
the walls? Was it his own presence, or that of Lily, Owen and Emma,
which made them come alive? It scared him to think that might be
true, even though he had seen clusters of them sneaking out into
the night through the alley door. During the day, he had heard the
front doors being opened and closed, but he liked to keep to his
room then or spend time with his companions, for he was
uncomfortable with the thought of running into any of the other
residents. They might speak to him, and he did not want to hear
what they might have to say.

What was Shem thinking of,
bringing them to a place like this? It was a sideways step into the
dark, and Daniel could think only of light.

Out on the streets, he could
breathe more easily. He was not afraid of the Assembly Rooms, and
in fact was fascinated by the dark, cavernous rooms and endless
corridors. But sometimes, it stifled him.

Lime trees edged the road,
leafless now. The Rooms were situated on Black Lion Square; a small
quadrangle of white Georgian houses, hidden away from the bustle of
city life. In its centre was a Garden of Remembrance, where a robed
statue stood pointing at the sky. Sometimes strange figures in
black would huddle on the benches there among the trees. Daniel
would watch them from a window on the second floor. They never
seemed to move, nor could their faces be seen, but they appeared to
be very old. Most of the other buildings in the square housed
offices; nobody lived in them now.

Daniel walked around the
square, feeling cold. He wondered whether he was lonely, for his
life seemed to have frozen. He was held in this place, hidden away.
Several weeks ago, he and his companions had arrived at the Rooms:
Emma, the rejuvenated Grigori dependant and self-appointed leader
of their group: the hybrid twins, Lily and Owen Winter, and the
shattered remains of the Grigori, Peverel Othman, whom they must
now call Shemyaza. Daniel was sure that Shem had been to the Moses
Assembly Rooms before. He seemed to know the deranged Grigori who
lived there, even though he rarely talked to them. He must have
visited them during the shadowy, unknown and frightening time he
had lived as Peverel Othman. Neither Daniel, nor any of his
companions had yet ventured beyond the square into the city itself,
unless you could count the times when Emma scurried out at dawn to
the news-agents a short way down the main road to buy cigarettes,
or magazines and papers. Daniel supposed they had all contracted a
kind of agoraphobia, perhaps because they were afraid of pursuit,
although it seemed silly to fear that. Even if other Grigori had
followed Shem’s trail from the north and had guessed he was in
London, no-one came to the Moses Assembly Rooms, no-one who wasn’t
wanted or invited. It was a bleak and invisible place.

After the first circuit of the
square, Daniel paused at the street, which led to the outside.
Already, faintly, the city was waking up, but then it never really
slept. Crows roosting in the trees in the Garden began to squawk.
Presently, the sun would come heralding another day during which
nothing would happen. When he’d followed Shemyaza out of the north,
or more accurately allowed himself to be led, Daniel had been sure
that unbelievable and wonderful things would happen to him. His
life could never be the same as it was. Shemyaza had become
and the world must change. But it seemed Shem was not going to
accept what he was, which was why he was hiding himself in the
feathery, powdery shadows of the Moses Assembly Rooms amongst the
discarded outcasts of his kind. Soon, Daniel knew, Shemyaza would
shrug off his apathy, but Daniel was not convinced he would then
become anything other than what he had been before; Anakim, a
madman in Grigori terms. How long would they stay here? Daniel knew
that nothing was keeping him there other than his own loyalty, a
loyalty to an ideal that was long dead. The candle had been ignited
but the flame had fizzled out. It would take more than one attempt
to keep it burning bright and true.

The side street, which led to
the wider road, where the bright hoardings stood and garishly
lit-shops, was dark and narrow: an effective camouflage. Who would
expect to find the square with its Garden beyond it? But at its end
was a small cafe, which opened very early in the morning. Sitting
in the Garden on occasions, Daniel had been able to watch the
side-door of the cafe and had seen people hurrying out of it to
march swiftly across the square to several of the office buildings.
Smartly-dressed people, whose minds were a blur of hurrying and
worrying. The cafe was like a door to the outside.

Daniel had a pound’s worth of
change in his pocket. Unconsciously, he slipped his hand into it
and fingered the coins. He could go down to the cafe, buy tea, sit
among people who lived real, mundane lives, and bask in their
frenetic warmth. It might be the first step to leaving the square.
He did not want to stay there forever.

Inside, the cafe was full of
people reading newspapers and eating breakfast. Some talked
together while others sat alone. The smell of frying bacon and
ketchup made Daniel salivate. He was hungry, properly hungry,
almost as if his body had been on shutdown for the three weeks he’d
been in the square and merely taking the step of entering the cafe
had woken up his system. Daniel sat down on a stool by the window,
where a shelf acted as a table. An empty plate smeared with red
sauce lay beside an over-flowing ashtray. The smell of stale
tobacco and fried food did not combine pleasantly. Someone had left
a newspaper, folded up, next to the plate. Daniel opened it out. It
felt as if he hadn’t seen a paper for years for he shied away from
looking at those which Emma brought back to the Rooms, in case he
found some mention of their disappearance. Now, after several
weeks, and away from the oppressive air of the Rooms, he dared to
confront the news. Had the world moved on without him?

As he began to turn the pages a
middle-aged woman in an overall came up to him. She had permed hair
and red lipstick, and her scarlet nails were long and looked hard.
She held a note-pad. ‘What’ll it be?’

Daniel stared at her for a
moment, wondering what significance her words held for him. Then he
came to his senses and said, ‘A cup of tea.’

The woman pulled a rueful face.
‘Sorry, love, it’s breakfast only at this time. You’ll have to
order something to eat.’ Her pen, a nibbled Biro, was poised over
the pad.

‘I’ve only got a quid,’ Daniel
said, realising the words were inadequate, but what else could he
say?

‘Toast is one pound, fifty.
That’s the cheapest on the menu.’ The woman put her pen into a
pocket of her overall. Her face became harder. Presently, she would
ask him to leave.

Daniel opened his mouth
helplessly. He didn’t want to leave yet. He wanted to remain in the
warmth, amid the sense of life. He wanted to read the paper and
listen to the conversations of the other patrons. ‘Could I have
half a slice of toast?’ He smiled hopefully.

He could see the woman was
considering it, probably because he was young and pretty. He was
glad he’d bothered to keep himself clean. At least he didn’t look
like a vagrant.

‘Sorry, love.’ She took a step
back to give him room to stand up.

Daniel gave her a wistful smile
and slipped off the stool. Perhaps he could go back to the Rooms
and ask Emma for money. He knew she still had some cash left, even
though she had forbidden the rest of them from trying to use
cash-points, in case they left traces of their presence in the
city. She was careful with her money, but Daniel knew she had a
soft spot for him, and might give him a few pounds. Then Daniel
realised that once he was back in the Rooms, the freedom spell
would be broken and the idea of sitting in the cafe would no longer
seem attractive. Maybe he could come back another day. Even as he
was thinking this, he knew it wouldn’t happen. Today, the time had
been right, but something had blocked his plans. Something was
blocking all of their plans, he was sure.

Just as he was about to leave,
he heard a low-pitched woman’s voice say, ‘Excuse me.’ And
something made him pause.

The waitress turned round,
dismissing Daniel from her attention, and reached for her pen
again. Daniel saw an immaculately dressed young woman sitting at
one of the tables smiling up at the waitress. Her voice,
well-modulated and smooth as dark liquor, indicated she knew she
was attractive. She said, ‘Give the boy toast and tea. I don’t mind
paying.’

‘You sure?’ The waitress seemed
to doubt the stranger’s altruism.

The young woman nodded. ‘Yes.’
She turned her attention to Daniel. ‘Would you mind if I bought you
breakfast?’

Daniel shrugged, bemused.
‘Er... no.’ Something had slipped; one of the blocks had shifted.
He could feel it in his mind; huge dark slabs of impenetrable stone
grinding out of place.

‘Sit down,’ said the young
woman, and gestured elegantly at a free space on her table. Two of
the other places were taken by other young women, but both were
intent on reading magazines. They were not with his benefactress,
Daniel could tell. They were drab and empty, while she was alight
with energy. Her dark tailored suit looked expensive and she
smelled strongly of perfume, a sweet, exotic scent. She was very
beautiful, with a long, pale, well-sculpted face and dark brows.
Her hair hung straight and glossy down her back, very black.

Daniel sat down. ‘Thanks,’ he
said. ‘I do have money at home, but it was a bit of an impulse
thing coming in here.’

‘On your way to work?’ the
woman asked.

Daniel could tell by the tone
of her voice that she did not believe he had a job. Indignation
made him reply, ‘Yes.’

The woman raised her brows and
sipped from a mug of tea. She had an empty plate before her, on
which reposed a knife and toast crumbs. A blob of marmalade
remained on the edge of the plate. She was immaculate and feline,
which suggested aloofness, but her crumbs and her unused marmalade
warmed Daniel to her, made her seem human and approachable. ‘What’s
your line of business?’ she enquired.

‘I work in a conference hall.’
Daniel didn’t feel that was absolutely untrue. At one time the
Assembly Rooms must have been used as such.

‘And where’s that?’

Daniel wondered whether the
woman was simply making conversation or had some kind of sinister
interest in him. He recalled lurid stories of people who preyed on
those they considered runaways, turning them into drug addicts and
prostitutes. ‘Nearby,’ he answered vaguely.

The woman seemed to sense he
objected to her questions. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not prying. I just fancy
some company today.’

‘Oh.’ Daniel looked round
himself, unsure of what to say. Eventually, he thought of, ‘do you
work round here too?’

‘At the moment,’ she replied,
nodding, the tea mug held in two hands before her face. ‘But I
don’t know how long for.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a researcher.’ The woman
smiled widely, a smile that seemed to invite Daniel in, while
excluding the rest of the world. Her friendliness and openness were
quite at odds with her rather forbidding appearance. Perhaps she
was a bit peculiar.

‘Oh, you must work in reference
libraries and places like that, then,’ Daniel said, hoping to sound
as if he knew what he was talking about. Why, over the past three
weeks, did he seem to be growing younger rather than older? At the
moment, he felt about twelve; gangly and wordless, rather than
eighteen, a newly matured young man.

‘That’s right,’ said the
woman.

The waitress came over with
Daniel’s tea and toast, and handed his benefactress a bill. ‘Thank
you,’ she said politely, putting it on top of her own next to her
plate. ‘Might I have another round of toast myself?’

As the waitress went back
behind the counter, Daniel’s new friend took out a cigarette. ‘Do
you mind?’ She had already lit up.

Daniel smiled and shook his
head. ‘No.’ It reminded him of Emma, who smoked as and when she
felt like it, with little regard for whether it was permitted or
not, or what other people might think.

‘My name’s Eve,’ said the
woman.

‘Daniel.’

For a split second, a strange
expression crossed the woman’s face. It was almost as if Daniel had
just confirmed his identity in her mind, and that she’d suspected
who he was. That, surely, was impossible. He bit into his toast,
and then felt his stomach churn. She must have seen the colour drop
from his face.

Hadn’t Emma drummed into
them a thousand times that other Grigori would undoubtedly have
pursued Shemyaza? Could Eve be one of his pursuers, lying in wait
here, day after day, hoping one of Shem’s companions might drop
in? The implications were terrifying, suggesting that they knew
already where Shem and his companions were.

‘Are you all right?’

Daniel glanced at Eve, noticing
how her brows were creased in what seemed to be genuine concern.
‘What?’

‘You look like you just had a
hideous realisation!’ She laughed. ‘Are you thinking of how it’s
not very wise to get into conversations with strangers in the big,
bad city?’ She seemed to find it highly amusing that she might be
considered a threat. Daniel attempted to extend his senses to see
if he could pick up anything that smelled of danger, but he felt
too confused and hectic to concentrate.

‘It’s nothing. I — er — just
remembered something I’ve forgotten to do.’ Perhaps he should have
given a false name, just to be on the safe side.

‘I can tell you’re not a native
Londoner,’ Eve said, smiling, ‘but then neither am I. I’ve become
very adept at spotting foreigners to the city. If you live here
long enough, you change, and become like all the others.’ She
glanced at the other women sitting opposite and lowered her voice.
‘They would never talk to strangers. Only mad people talk to
one another in London if they’re not already friends.’

Eve’s second helping of toast
arrived and for a couple of minutes both of them ate in silence.
Then Eve poured herself another mug of tea from the
battered-looking stainless steel teapot that stood in the centre of
the table. Without asking, she topped up Daniel’s mug and said, ‘I
live alone in a flat, which is on the third floor of a building,
overlooking the river. There are birds living in the eaves. They
never go to sleep but bicker among themselves all night. Perhaps
they are starlings. I don’t know much about birds.’

Daniel shrugged. ‘Nor me.’

Eve smiled. ‘Still, it adds
character.’

Perhaps she wanted Daniel to
offer information about his own life. He was wary of doing that
because he still did not trust her. He realised he could not remain
in the cafe for much longer. He was beginning to feel uneasy.
Quickly, he drained his tea. ‘Thanks for helping me out. It was
kind of you.’ He stood up.

Eve tilted her head up at him.
‘Such good manners! Don’t worry, it was a pleasure. Perhaps some
time you could buy me breakfast too. I’m here most mornings.’

Daniel nodded. ‘OK.’ She was
becoming an oppressive presence; he was sure she wanted something
from him. There was a light emanating from her eyes, which
suggested she wanted him to stay, tell her things. ‘I must go,’ he
said awkwardly.

Eve blinked slowly and inclined
her head. ‘Of course. Have a nice day.’

Daniel grinned and, with
shrinking flesh, fled the cafe. Hurriedly, he immersed himself in
the shadows of the narrow street and had to force himself not to
run back to the square. At the same time, he felt strangely
buoyant. Contact with someone other than the bizarre occupants of
the Rooms and his damaged companions had been good for him. Perhaps
he would return to the cafe some other morning, but part of
the magic of this certain day would no doubt mean he would never
see strange Eve again. He hoped his meeting with her could be seen
as an omen and that, as the hours rolled out, other things might
happen which would enhance the uniqueness of the day.

Daniel walked up the alley beside the
Assembly Rooms and used his keys to open the two locks of the side
door. Inside, the atmosphere enveloped him like an amorous monster,
as if the oppressive air was thick with unseen strands of fur.
Already, it was more difficult to draw breath. A four-paned window
beside the door provided the only light, and it was heavily barred,
as well as not having been cleaned for years. Therefore the light
was bleak and dim, and stillness reigned. There were no sounds, and
even the noises of the city seemed to have disappeared.

A short narrow corridor led
into the house, its right side flanked by stairs. Daniel had to
walk down the corridor before he could double back on himself and
mount the stairs. The stairs were uncarpeted, so that Daniel’s
boots made a heavy sound on the rough, bare wood. The banister was
sticky, as if exuding a moist, sick ichor.

When he reached the first
floor, Daniel increased his pace. This was the area where he was
most likely to run into someone. On the second floor, he and his
companions had been given rooms to use; bare, dismal spaces that
ached with old regrets. Shem’s room was at the end of a dark,
narrow corridor, where all the light bulbs had blown. Daniel went
to see him every morning with the hope that one day, Shem might
respond to him in a positive way, and say something about the
future. Daniel knew that Emma had a similar ritual, but she was
more likely to exhort and complain, while Daniel was content simply
to sit and wait.

Reaching Shem’s door, Daniel
knocked politely. As usual, there was no response, so he opened the
door and walked into the room. Shem never locked himself in, and
did not seem to want to keep anyone out. The room was large, too
large, the bare boards of the floor inadequately covered by an
ancient carpet, colourless now. There was little furniture. In a
dark corner reposed a sagging double bed, on which the new,
paisley-covered duvet that Emma had bought lay scrunched up in a
marshmallowy pile. Before the vast empty fireplace stood a sofa
with broken legs, supported by old books and bricks. In front of it
there was a coffee table from the ‘Seventies — chipped — and an
enormous TV, which had been manufactured in the days when colour
transmission was still quite an innovative thing. The television
was on, but the sound was turned down; its picture veered
distinctly towards purple tones. Magazines and newspapers lay
scattered around, the bright colour photographs of the glossies
incongruous against the drab deadness of the room. Daniel knew Shem
sent Emma out to buy them for him. Was he really interested in what
went on in the world?

Shem was sitting on the floor
beneath the window, almost invisible in the grey light, playing a
computer game on a hand-held console, borrowed from one of the
other Grigori in the house. His long legs were curled up around him
and his feet were bare. His pale hair hung loose over his chest,
obscuring the logo on his T-shirt. He looked up when Daniel came
into the room and smiled vaguely. The sight of him always made
Daniel’s heart falter. It was partly caused by the shock of Shem’s
rather unkempt beauty, but also something else, something within
the man that came out of him like an invisible fan of light.

‘I’ve been outside,’ Daniel
said.

Shem turned his attention back
to his game. ‘I know. I sensed your presence on the pavement
outside.’

Daniel sauntered over to where
Shem sat and squatted down beside him. ‘I mean, I went out of the
square, to a cafe.’ He wondered whether Shem would look up in
alarm, be shocked into admonishing him, but no.

‘Right.’

There was no scolding that he
should have taken care, or not spoken to anyone. ‘I met a weird
woman who bought me breakfast.’

Shem uttered an amused snort.
‘Daniel, to you, all women are weird.’

‘Don’t you think that’s strange
though? Someone I don’t know offering to buy me breakfast?’

Shem looked up at him
studiously for a moment or two, then shook his head. ‘No, not at
all. I’m sure she would have liked to buy you more than
breakfast.’

‘So you don’t think it could
mean trouble?’

Shem frowned quizzically, but
did not look up. ‘Trouble? What kind?’

‘You know, someone following
us.’

Shem sighed and put down the
game. ‘Daniel, I can’t be bothered with Emma’s paranoia, for that
is what you’re talking about. She puts ideas into your head. No-one
has ever caught up with me before, so why should they now?’

Daniel shrugged. ‘Dunno. I just
wonder what would happen, though, if they did.’

Shem grinned. ‘They’d kill me
and subject you and the others to unspeakable torture.’ He laughed.
‘Don’t look like that. I was joking. No-one is looking for us.
Nobody cares.’ He stood up and plunged his hands into his hair to
scratch his scalp. Then he shook himself like a dog and leaned on
the windowsill to look out.

‘How long must we stay here?’
Daniel asked, still squatting on the floor.

‘No-one’s keeping you here,’
Shem answered shortly. ‘Except, perhaps, for Emma.’

‘Do you want us to leave
you?’

Shem glanced round at him. For
a few moments, he said nothing. ‘No, I don’t, but I can’t see why
you should waste your life here. Especially you and Lily. Emma will
stick by me because she wants the Fruit of Youth.’ He laughed
harshly. ‘And Owen is not in this reality, so should probably be
looked after by Emma. But you and Lily should just fly away.’ He
raised his arms. ‘She could carry you in her arms and fly.’

‘I can’t leave Owen,’ Daniel
said. He wondered why he felt uncomfortable saying that.

Shem shook his head in what
seemed to be disbelief. ‘Why? He’s weak, Daniel. He let me use him
to hurt you. You very nearly died. Get out now, and leave both of
us behind. You owe us nothing but your contempt.’

‘Once you would not have
thought that,’ Daniel said, sensing progress, however faint.

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I won’t leave you either.’
Daniel stood up. ‘You can’t stay here for ever. You can’t deny what
you are...’

Shem raised his hands and
closed his eyes. ‘Daniel, Daniel, please be quiet. I don’t want to
hear your opinions. I have been many things and will no doubt be
many more, but at the moment, I don’t want to be anything but an
invisible creature who spends all day sucking up the media and
playing computer games. I could do this for millennia. You, on the
other hand, don’t have such a luxury of time.’

‘You couldn’t do it for
millennia,’ Daniel said mulishly. ‘The house will fall down long
before then, and the TV will definitely conk out within the next
twelve months.’

Shem laughed grudgingly. ‘I was
speaking, as you well know, metaphorically. Please don’t hassle me
now. If you’re going to keep nagging, do it outside the door where
I can’t hear you.’ He flapped his hands at Daniel. ‘Now, please. I
want some peace.’

Sighing, Daniel trudged out. He
paused at the door, trying to think of something clever to say, but
failed. He felt angry and frustrated. What could he do to break
down Shem’s reserve? He couldn’t go on like this. He had to finish
becoming. Didn’t he realise he didn’t have a choice about
that? Hiding away here would only delay the inevitable.


Chapter
Three

The
Watchers

Aninka Prussoe returned to the flat
around mid-day. She’d spent the morning in the West End, browsing
through bookshops, checking out the card sections to see whether
any of her own prints were represented there. She could never
resist doing that.

When she walked through the
front door, her nostrils were assailed almost immediately by the
smell of marijuana smoke. It indicated Taziel hadn’t moved from the
flat all morning, but that was not unusual. She found him sprawled
on the sofa in the living room, shrouded in a fug of smoke, reading
a horror novel. She and Taziel had been sharing the flat for two
weeks now, ever since Aninka had been handed the keys by her
guardian, Enniel. She felt that Enniel was quietly angry with both
of them for failing to entrap Peverel Othman in Little Moor. Only
she mustn’t think of him in those terms any more. Peverel Othman
had ceased to exist; Shemyaza had been reborn. Enniel had
assured Aninka, during the embarrassing confession of their failure
at the family house in Cornwall, that he did not blame her or
Taziel for Shemyaza’s escape. The implication in his words was that
he blamed Lahash Murkaster, his own agent, who’d accompanied them
to the north. Aninka and Taziel were soft, artistic types,
strangers to the world of deceit, cunning and manipulation. Lahash,
on the other hand, had been trained to deal with situations like
the one in Little Moor.

At first, Aninka had hoped to
see more of Lahash once their ‘mission’ was ended, but he didn’t
contact her, and she had no idea where he was. Sometimes she’d
suspected he wasn’t interested in seeing her again, then reassured
herself with the thought that he too did not know her whereabouts.
It was unlikely Enniel would have told him. Taziel, whom she knew
thought little of Lahash, never mentioned their erstwhile
companion. He didn’t seem to want to talk about anything connected
with what had happened to them.

Taziel had been recalled from
Vienna by Enniel, forced to abandon his life there, in order to
help track down the Anakim, Peverel Othman. Aninka had offered her
services voluntarily, although she and Taziel were linked by a
common experience. Both were ex-lovers, if that term could be used,
of Peverel Othman. Both had witnessed the excesses of his
behaviour. Both were scarred by it. Taziel had maintained a strong
psychic link with Othman, which he had used to pinpoint the
Anakim’s whereabouts. What followed had been a dash to the north,
in the hope of capturing Othman, alive or dead. Lahash Murkaster
had carried a gun: Aninka had seen it. But the climax of their
search had been beyond their imaginations. On a sacred hill in the
middle of a forest, Peverel Othman had performed his last, dark
ritual. He had craved power, or so they supposed, but the outcome
of his rite had been the stripping away of ignorance, presumably
the last thing Othman had wanted or imagined. From the ashes of
Othman had come Shemyaza. It was still hard to believe what they’d
seen.

Shemyaza had slipped away from
them, and they’d been forced to return to Cornwall and admit their
failing. Taziel said that the Parzupheim, the governing body of the
Grigori families, of which Enniel was a prominent member, had
always known who Othman was. Aninka wasn’t sure. Would the
Parzupheim have sent only three people to the north if they’d
suspected the truth?

Aninka wondered why Taziel
didn’t return to Vienna now; he had a band waiting there for him,
and, she gathered, a lover. Still, he made no attempt to go home,
and as far as Aninka knew had not even telephoned his people there.
But, as she was out so much more than he was, perhaps he did that
when he was alone. He seemed content to do nothing, just sit
around, although in the evenings he and Aninka went out together to
pubs and clubs, or to the cinema. They got on quite well, which
surprised her. Their common bond of the failed love affair with
Peverel Othman was never alluded to. Far easier to talk about their
shared interest in films and books and music. Their nights out
together were more like workshops than social occasions. They
talked about art, ripped it apart, stuck it back together again,
even made tentative plans. Taziel wanted to write a contemporary
opera, and suggested Aninka could design the sets and the costumes
for it. It gave them something to think about, something on which
to focus their minds, so that uncomfortable memories could not
squeeze in to haunt them. Aninka felt they were living in limbo.
The talk of working together was a fantasy, because their
involvement with Othman, or Shemyaza, was unfinished. The episode
was not over yet, but merely going through a lull. The thought made
her shudder. She felt this strongly and wondered whether Taziel
felt the same. Sometimes she wanted to ask him, because she felt
his decision to remain in England must have something to do with
it, but she sensed he’d just flare up and get angry if the subject
was mentioned.

Then, on the eighth night of
their occupation of the flat, Lahash had turned up at the door.
He’d seemed edgy but pleased to see them. He’d bought flowers for
Aninka, scentless and unnaturally blue, probably purchased from a
garage on the way to the flat. Still, she appreciated the
gesture.

‘How did you find us?’ she
asked. The three of them sitting together in the low-lit
living-room, conjured memories of their time together in hotel
bedrooms while they had hunted for Othman, and brought with it a
sense of excitement.

‘It wasn’t that difficult,’
Lahash answered, smiling slyly. He was dressed, as usual, in a
smart suit, over which he wore a long raincoat. Aninka always
thought he looked as if he worked for the CIA, and wondered why she
found him attractive. She didn’t normally fancy men with short
hair, whether they were Grigori or human.

Taziel looked distinctly
uncomfortable, perhaps sensing that Lahash’s appearance would mean
they’d have to talk about Othman, and the experiences they’d
shared. Still, he did not leave the room, merely watched Lahash
with narrowed eyes through a veil of sweet-smelling smoke. He was
the opposite of Lahash — longhaired and scruffy, his body posture
languid rather than alert.

‘Are you in trouble?’ Aninka
asked. ‘What did Enniel say to you?’

Lahash shrugged. ‘He implied I
was careless, and in the heat of remonstrations, even that I might
have let the Anakim escape deliberately.’ He grimaced. ‘After all,
my blood too is tainted.’ He referred to the fact that the
Murkasters were a disgraced branch of the family.

‘That’s ridiculous!’ Aninka
exclaimed. ‘I did tell Enniel what happened, you know. I made sure
he knew there was nothing any of us could do, and even that it was
Taziel and I who wanted to give up the chase. You were the one who
thought we should carry on.’

‘Thanks. Although I don’t think
your — er — testimony did much good.’

‘I could speak to him again,’
Aninka suggested.

Lahash shook his head. ‘No,
don’t do that. I don’t think it’s a good idea he finds out I’ve
contacted you. As far as Enniel is concerned, you and Taz are off
the case.’

‘We’re not, you know,’ Aninka
dared to say, not looking at Taziel. ‘It’s not over yet, for any of
us.’

Lahash nodded. ‘That is one of
the reasons I wanted to find you.’ He gave Aninka a significant
glance, which effectively increased her heartbeat.

Taziel had not yet uttered a
word to Lahash other than a surly greeting. Now, he voiced a
question. ‘What do you want?’

Lahash glanced at him, his
expression showing plainly that he expected trouble from this
quarter. ‘I want to know where Peverel Othman is. No, I want to
know where Shemyaza is. And the best way to do that is to utilise
the talents of the one person who’s professed to have a psychic
ability to track him, namely yourself. I want him, Taz. He escaped
me, because I wasn’t prepared for what happened at Little Moor.
Now, I know what I’m dealing with, and I can handle it. This isn’t
over until I deliver Shemyaza, alive or dead, to High Crag.’
Lahash’s expression had become steely, with a hint of mania.

‘So you can absolve yourself in
Enniel’s eyes?’ Taziel laughed harshly. ‘Show him you’re a clever
boy, after all. You’re pathetic! You think I’ll help you? Are you
so obsessed with Shemyaza you can’t face an obvious truth? There’s
no way I want to open up that wound again. Aninka knows it, so why
don’t you?’

Aninka was annoyed with Taziel.
The confrontational side to his nature hadn’t manifested once since
they’d been in the flat. ‘Why haven’t you gone home?’ she asked
sharply. ‘If you’d really thought this business was over, surely
you’d have resumed your life as it was. You don’t fool me,
Taz.’

Taziel blinked at her,
apparently surprised someone he’d considered to be an ally had
turned on him. She suspected that, had they been alone, he might
have talked about his feelings, but Lahash was there, so Taziel’s
defence screens were raised and impregnable.
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