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Author’s Foreword

February 2008

When this book was first written, world
politics were not quite what they are today. Reading back over the
text, I feel it’s now necessary to say that this book should be
read in context of the time it was written. There is no mention of
wars in the Middle East or terrorism, except for the struggles of
the Yarasadi, a fictional group who are based loosely on certain
religious factions of the Kurds – and I chose to do this in context
of ancient legends rather than modern politics. Of course, the
world is a very different place now, and certain areas of
discussion are very sensitive. However, I do not feel that I should
update any of this book’s text to reflect the political
sensibilities of the twenty-first century. This is a historical
fantasy.

In the story, a self-styled
king rules in Iraq, believing himself to be a descendent of the
Watchers. This setting was a geographical decision on my part,
rather than a political one. However, events since I wrote the
book, with Saddam Hussein’s role on the world stage, might make it
appear I was trying to make a statement about that. I wasn’t. The
area of the Middle East where Iraq lies is significant in terms of
ancient legends; it’s no more than that.

Original Foreword to Second Edition

This book was first published in 1997,
two and a half years before the Millennium. I wanted the story to
end with the Millennium, the dawn of a new age. People asked why I
considered that date important. It was a celebration of two
thousand years of Christianity, after all, and as I am distinctly
not Christian, surely it made no sense for me to give it any
credence. Also the true millennium should be celebrated on the eve
of the year 2001.

I understood their points, but
for me the most important aspect of the event was the fact that all
over the world people would be focusing upon it. All that energy.
It defies belief in itself. It did not matter what people were
celebrating. For an ephemeral moment, humanity was in accord, as
that hour of midnight swept across the world like a scythe. To any
practitioner of magic, the life energy inherent in that event had
to be at least interesting, if not a direct source of power.

Another aspect of the
Millennium also intrigued me greatly. At the turn of nearly every
century, magical groups and societies, through ritual, have
attempted to initiate a new Golden Age for humanity, an age of
freedom. I was interested in the symbolic and spiritual
implications of this supposed New Age of Man.

Also, after two thousand years
of patriarchal religion, it was interesting to reflect on where we
are now, spiritually and politically. Although I am not Christian,
I have no grudge against Christ, who, if we are to believe his
story is historical rather than mythical, imparted sound teaching.
It was what happened after he died that I condemn, how warped
individuals twisted his message into an ascetic, repressive
misogyny, almost a hatred and denial of life itself. Now, in the
year 2000, we can see that Western people have far greater freedom
to express themselves spiritually in the manner they choose,
without being tortured, burned or hung for it. This might not be
the case the whole world over, but it is a progression.

The total eclipse of the sun on
August 11th, 1999, was also regarded as an exceptionally powerful
magical event. Some people thought that what happened on that day
would set the pattern for the rest of the year, the build up to the
New Year.

As I was writing this book, the
eclipse was two years in the future, and I had to speculate about
what would happen. In this edition, I have slightly revised that
section to be more realistic. The best place to view the eclipse in
England was predicted by psychics to be The Lizard in Cornwall,
which featured heavily in the second book of this trilogy,
‘Scenting Hallowed Blood’. Although I was unable to go down there
myself, some of my friends braved the hordes and hired a cottage on
The Lizard for a few days. On the day of the eclipse, which was due
to occur at 11.00 a.m., the sky was smothered in clouds. My friends
went to sit on the lion simulacra in the cliffs, (named Azumi in
‘Scenting Hallowed Blood’), and thought they wouldn’t be able to
see much. However, for just a few minutes, the clouds opened, and
they were able to view the entire eclipse. Only ten miles north in
Falmouth, where all the scientists and astronomers had set up their
equipment, nothing was visible except the darkness at the moment of
the eclipse.

When my friends came home, they
barely had the words to describe the feelings that had swept
through the crowd during those brief minutes. Several of them told
of how before it happened, they had felt depressed or even
physically ill, and people around them complained of similar
conditions. The moments of blackness were entirely surreal and some
primitive instinct within them had been terrified, as if it really
had been the end of the world, the death of the sun. But when the
sun came back, and radiant rays of diamond brilliance shone forth
around the black centre, hope and joy surged through the crowd.
People yelled, sang, clapped and wept. Any sense of depression or
nausea lifted instantly. The last two thousand years of
civilisation might never have happened. For just a short time,
people were united in a pagan conjunction with nature.

Those of us who hadn’t been
able to go to Cornwall went up to Cannock Chase, miles of ancient
heathland near our town, which before the advance of towns and
roads had been joined to Sherwood Forest in Nottinghamshire,
legendary home of Robin Hood. Many other people had the same idea,
so it was quite a festival atmosphere. One of my friends suffered a
depression similar to the ailment that had assailed people in
Cornwall. While the eclipse was actually happening, she couldn’t
even bring herself to look at it. Everyone was offering her their
smoked glasses, saying, ‘Go on, you can’t miss it.’ But she just
refused. Afterwards, escaping the crowds who were still engaged in
picnics around us, we went to an ancient oak grove a short distance
away, where we often meet to meditate. Here, we performed a short
visualisation about the birth of the Child of the Aeon. Everyone
felt extremely strange or disorientated. Something magical was
certainly happening that day.

Prior to this, in 1998, I
attended a Kurdish rally in Trafalgar Square in London. As I was
writing about the Kurds in ‘Stealing’, I wanted to meet some of
them first-hand. My friend and colleague, Andy Collins, whose
research has always inspired me, had made contact with Kurdish
organisations while writing his book ‘From the Ashes of Angels’.
Andy believed that Kurdish factions, such as the Yezidi and
Yaresan, are direct descendants from the race who’d once lived in
their country. He’d found evidence to suggest that Kurdistan was
Eden, and the Kurds’ ancestors were the Anannage. Although the
majority of Kurds are dark-haired and skinned, astonishing
red-heads and blondes are sometimes born, who have blue or green
eyes. The Yezidi practice an unusual form of angel worship and have
been called devil worshippers, because they see the serpent of Eden
as a good guy, who brought knowledge and enlightenment to
humankind. In their religion, he is called Azazil. Shemyaza.

You need to read ‘From the
Ashes of Angels’ to learn the complete justification for Andy’s
well-researched claims. There is simply not the room here for me to
do so.

The Kurds invited Andy to speak
at the rally, after all the politicians, actors, and celebrities
who supported their cause had had their say. I wasn’t quite sure
how the people would react to Andy’s ideas. He would follow worthy
speakers, who were working towards political aid for the Kurds. I
knew what he was going to say, and I could barely bring myself to
watch, sure he’d get lynched. I glanced around the crowd and saw
men in wheel-chairs with missing limbs, and other obvious
casualties of the conflict in Kurdistan, who had come to England
for treatment. How would they view Andy’s ideas? It seemed almost
insulting. But Andy knew no such temerity. He got on stage and told
these people, most of them exiles, many of them combat veterans,
that they were descended from angels and that their country was the
cradle of civilisation. Well, he didn’t get lynched, and the
applause was enthusiastic, but I suspect the truth was that few
people there really understood what was being said to them. This
day, however, provided great inspiration for one of the chapters
near the beginning of this book, when Shemyaza first comes into
contact with the Yarasadi, who are a fictional Kurdish faction.

In this novel, Shemyaza, from
one viewpoint, is the Anti-Christ, he who comes to break down the
rigours of patriarchy and asceticism. But from another viewpoint,
he is the true Christ, shorn of millennia of dogma and
misunderstanding. This is why there is one scene in the book where
he is shown as both Christ and the Devil, two sides of the same
coin: Ahura Mazda and Ahriman; Horus and Set. I found a passage in
‘The Genealogy of Morality’ by the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche,
which seemed to describe Shemyaza, a being who is beyond good and
evil and could raise humanity from its degenerative state to a new
freedom and power:

‘But some time, in a stronger
age than this mouldy, self-doubting present day, he will have to
come to us, the redeeming man of great love and contempt, the
creative spirit who is pushed out of any position ‘outside’ or
‘beyond’ by his surging strength again and again, whose solitude
will be misunderstood by the people as though it were flight from
reality -: whereas it is just his way of being absorbed, buried and
immersed in reality so that from it, when he emerges into the light
again, he can return with the redemption of this reality: redeem it
from the curse which its ideal has placed on it up till now. This
man of the future will redeem us not just from the ideal held up
till now, but also from the things which will have to arise from
it, from the great nausea, the will to nothingness, from nihilism,
that stroke of midday and of great decision which makes the will
free again, which gives earth its purpose and man his hope again,
this Antichrist and anti-nihilist, this conqueror of God and of
nothingness – he must come one day…’

Writing this book affected me
greatly. It was as if I was tapping into some primal vein of
archetypes, using symbols that have great meaning for the human
race. The scene involving the well in St Menas (I won’t say more to
avoid plot-spoiling) made me feel physically sick. It was one of
the most difficult scenes I have ever written.

Some of the scenes were
inspired by dreams that I had during the writing process. The
episode in the mountains of Kurdistan, when Daniel has a vision of
the holy twins, was lifted directly from a dream I had a couple of
days before. The appearance of the Crystal Chambers and their
history was inspired by the visions of a psychic called Bernard,
who worked with Andy Collins on this subject in 1985.

The time when I was writing
this novel is long past, the pseudo-Millennium spent, and we have
returned to mundane routine. The sky did not open at mid-night on
December 31st, no angels flew against the stars, and humanity did
not change miraculously for the better. As to what will happen at
midnight on the eve of the year 2001, who can say?

At this point in time, I cannot
emulate the introduction to ‘Scenting Hallowed Blood’ and give
directions to readers who might want to investigate the areas I’ve
written about, because war and political regimes have made them
inaccessible to Western travellers. We cannot seek the valley of
Kharsag and soak ourselves in its history. But in fiction, we can
dream better futures, better worlds. We can dream of living
there.

Storm Constantine

March 27th, 2000


Introduction

Iraq

The mound reared up incongruously from
the rubbled hot-plate of the desert. It did not look like a city at
all. Around it, the plains of scorching rocks were flat, like the
dun, shattered terrain of some hostile planet, where only parched
lizards blinked at the sun. The mound, or tell, had lain dead for
many thousands of years. Here, at the hot girdle of earth, ancient
secrets smouldered beneath miles of dust and memories. Shunned and
feared, remembered only as the lost dwelling-place of demons, who
had no place in the world of more recent, jealous gods, the tell
had lain untouched by human hands for millennia. But now men had
come here, religious taboos broken in the crack of stone, the
opening of the earth. On the side of the tell a wound had been
made, a simple, black hole that oozed cold. Carrion birds wheeled
over the excavation; dark angels against the intense blue sky.
Their cry was an echo of forgotten calls to buried gods.

An old man, squatting near the
opened earth, glanced up at the ragged shapes and said to himself,
‘Death is here. The eyes of the ancient ones have come.’ He made a
protective sign with his fingers and shivered as the cold breath
that came out of the ground touched his cheek. Some hours earlier
he had heard shouts below, and felt deep in his ancient fibres a
tingling. The hot ground seemed fragile beneath him, as if it could
open up like a hungry mouth, or a cut made in flesh by a blade, and
swallow him into itself. They had found something momentous in the
forgotten city below; something that should not have been found.
Nothing would induce him to enter the tunnels of the excavation,
not even the generous pay offered by the king to those who would
work there.

Presently, having been advised
of the new discovery, the king arrived at the site, his jeep
throwing up a spray of desert grit. He alighted with dignity, trod
purposefully up the slope in his shiny boots; a tall man in the
prime of life. Like many dictators before him, he was dressed in
khaki, his dark-skinned face half hidden by a neatly trimmed
moustache. But, unlike his predecessors in this turbulent land, his
hair was long and oiled into coils and on the second finger of his
left hand, over his leather glove, he wore a large, golden ring,
which bore an ancient seal. All creatures would kneel before him
and did. He had named himself Nimnezzar, having been taught in a
dream his true origins. He believed that royal, unearthly blood ran
in his veins.

As the king strode up the side of the
tell, scattering stones, the old man made an obeisance. ‘Do not
enter, great one. The secrets of the ages must remain in
darkness.’

The king paused. His expression
was unreadable as he peered down at the old man, although the
fingers of his right hand tapped his khaki-clad thigh. ‘Why is
that?’ he demanded. ‘You know why we are here.’

The old man ducked his head in
deference. ‘Yes, oh great one.’ He pointed to the sky. ‘But the
eyes of the Old Ones behold your subjects desecrating the ancient
domain. I speak only to warn you.’

The king stood motionless for a
moment. His eyes seemed empty of feeling. They were eyes that could
watch death in all its forms without flinching. He could snuff out
a life with a twitch of his fingers. Yet he did not call for his
guard to punish the old man for his outspoken words. He smiled.
‘Hassan, I am of the ancient line. The eyes of the Old Ones are my
eyes. They are here to attend this great moment, like serpents
drawn to the birth of a divine king. Do not fear for me.’

Again, the old man ducked his
head. ‘I have served your family long, great one. I know that your
blood is sacred, yet the shadows of those carrion wings hang over
me... Once you have beheld what lies within the darkness, there is
no going back.’

The king reached down and
touched the old man lightly on his shoulder. ‘This is a new age,’
he said, with a tenderness that seemed inappropriate from his lips.
‘The world is different now.’

He climbed over the rubble and
then on, into the darkness. His personal guard followed him,
casting cold glances at the old man as they passed. He did not look
at their faces, only their guns.

Within the excavation, the
tunnel sloped downwards steeply. Temporary lighting hung from the
walls, trailing ropes of cable and emitting an electrical hum. The
air smelled musty, but also sweet, and it was hot upon the lungs.
This was unexpected, for the king had been told by experts that in
the underground cities temperatures remained constant. The bright
lighting must be heating the air.

The chambers in the levels
nearest the surface were empty, and had been constructed at a later
date than those beneath them. They were crude in design and had
perhaps been storehouses, or else barracks for military, but who
could really tell how the inhabitants of this alien place had run
their community?

Markers had been placed to show
the way through the labyrinth to the lower levels. The king and his
entourage emerged from a twisting corridor onto the lip of what
first appeared to be a ledge. The king paused. He made no outward
sign, but there was no doubt the scene before him surprised and
awed him.

He and his officers stood at
the brink of a great circular shaft; their heads nearly brushed the
ceiling. Dark openings punctuated the walls of the shaft, visible
in the sporadic glares of yellow light. Further below, there was
darkness.

A curl of worn, spiralling
steps led down to the lower levels from where the king stood. It
could be seen that before each doorway in the circular face of the
rock, there was a narrow platform. The shaft was crawling with
workers, their voices shrill yet strangely muffled. Wooden
carriers, some empty, some full of rubble and broken artefacts,
glided up and down the sheer stone face, via pulleys and ropes.

A short man dressed in dusty
khaki appeared over the ledge. His moustache was rimed in white
powder, like snow, and also his black hair. He bowed to the king.
‘It is an honour to welcome you, great one.’ He brushed at his
moustache self-consciously.

The king nodded, looking past the man.
He pointed. ‘This is impressive, Rashid. You have worked hard.’

The man, who was the chief
archaeologist of the dig, made a self-deprecating shrug. ‘All we
needed to do was clear the upper levels. It was all waiting for
us.’

‘Good, good,’ said the king,
sticking out his lower lip. He waved his hand at the yawning chasm.
‘All the little openings down there. Where do they lead?
Tombs?’

The archaeologist smiled, but
not too broadly. ‘No, great one. What you perceive as small
openings are in fact very large. Twenty feet high, perhaps. They
lead out into the city, which has lain hidden beneath the tell
above for thousands of years.’

‘So what have you found?’

The archaeologist gestured
towards the steps. ‘If you would allow me to precede you, great
one, I shall take you to it. Take care. We have set ropes into the
wall for support, but the steps are still shallow and very worn.’
He did not mention the six workers who had already fallen to their
deaths from the steps. As yet, the team had not penetrated to the
bottom of the shaft.

Slowly, the royal entourage
made its way down the steps. Occasionally, the archaeologist would
pause to indicate features of interest to the king. ‘At one time
the whole of the walls would have been painted, but most of it has
gone now. At least in this place. There are treasures to be found
further within.’ They looked into some of the openings, but Rashid
did not lead them inside.

As they descended, Nimnezzar
noticed that the air changed. It was no longer humid, but almost of
blood heat. It smelled dry and faintly electric. He had expected
mustiness, the stench of corpse-dust, perhaps a trace of ancient
incense.

‘Here, great one.’ The
archaeologist had paused on one of the ledges.

The king joined him. Within, he sensed
the bustle of industry. ‘In here?’

‘Yes. Please lead us. It is
quite safe.’

The king entered the opening,
and as he did so, a strange, fleeting feeling gripped his body and
an echo of a sound — a deep, resonating tone — vibrated through
him. He was aware of the antiquity of the stone walls around him,
aware of their memories. He belonged in this place. It knew
him.

The walls here were painted
with figures; winged men, goat-headed guardians, serpent women. The
king had never seen art like it anywhere else in his kingdom, and
he examined every excavation personally. He paused and touched one
of the walls. It felt warm beneath his fingers. These are the faces
of my ancestors, he thought.

His party waited for him to
enjoy this private moment, their breath stilled.

Then, he exhaled through his
nose and continued to walk down the corridor. Everyone
followed.

Open doorways appeared on both
sides of the tunnel. The king stopped to look into each chamber.
All were furnished, with long tables and shelves.

‘We think this was a market
quarter,’ said the archaeologist. ‘Remains have been found of
cloth, jewellery, coin, even dried food. It is amazing that so much
of it remains given the age of the place. It has never been
plundered. No-one has found it before.’ Rashid frowned, clearly
remembering he was perhaps touching upon the volatile politics of
earlier regimes. In those days, all interest in the pagan past had
been seen as heresy and men such as Rashid, who had a keen,
academic interest in antiquities, had known it prudent not to talk
about their obsessions. Rashid had resigned himself to a life
working behind a desk, but since Nimnezzar had seized power, things
had changed dramatically. There were now whispers that previous
rulers had known all about the forbidden legacy of their land, but
had kept quiet about it, no doubt believing it was the work of
Iblis. Still, for Rashid, it meant that a life of bureaucratic
dullness, with no prospects, had been changed to that of limitless
possibilities. The king thought well of his archaeologists and
rewarded them highly. Rashid could smell the exciting perfume of
his land’s ancient heritage; he could taste its dust in his
mouth.

Nimnezzar was not thinking
about the recent past. It meant nothing to him now, for he had
changed the course of the history of his people. He considered that
perhaps no-one had dared venture here before, and then remembered
the warning of the old man, Hassan.

‘Who lived here?’ asked one of
the king’s guard, a senior officer.

The archaeologist smiled
widely. ‘Why, sir, the ancestors of our beloved king. The Arallu
lived here, demon lords, the sons of angels.’

‘Yes.’ Nimnezzar nodded. ‘They
were here.’ He spoke with authority, and no-one doubted that he
could hear the voice of the past welcoming him home.

‘Have you found... any bodies?’
asked the officer.

The king flicked him an
admonishing glance. The question lacked propriety.

The officer made an apologetic
gesture. ‘I mean, is there any physical evidence remaining of the
Revered Ancients?’

The archaeologist steepled his
fingers beneath his chin. Otherwise, his body was perfectly still.
‘No-one was left here. The city was clearly abandoned. They left
belongings, but nothing else. No animals, no birds. There are no
catacombs. But...’ He flapped his hands. ‘Come, come. See for
yourselves.’

Now he preceded the king down
the corridor. They came across a huddle of workers outside a
doorway. All dropped their tools and panniers, and fell to their
knees at the king’s approach, placing their foreheads carefully
against the stone floor. The king ignored them. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘And
this?’

‘You sense its significance,
great one,’ said Rashid. He bustled through the prostrate
crowd.

They entered a circular
chamber. The walls were painted with sentinel figures, their
attenuated, ophidian faces grave and watchful. They wore long robes
of dark red, over which lay cloaks of feathers. There was another
opening opposite the entrance, but it did not appear to be a
natural doorway, rather that it had been hacked out from the stone
walls. Rubble lay to either side. The king frowned at the sight.
‘What has happened here?’

The archaeologist bowed rapidly
a few times. ‘It was a sealed doorway, great one,’ he explained,
‘but the glyphs upon it indicated that something momentous lay
beyond. It has taken my people six weeks to cut their way through,
but the effort has brought great reward.’ He scurried forward and
laid a hand upon the jagged lip of the entrance. ‘It is a pity that
some minor destruction was involved, but we have saved the plaster
that bore the glyphs. It was extracted most carefully from the
wall. You may examine the fragments later, if you wish.’

The king made a dismissive
sound. ‘My translators will be presented with this material. What
lies within this place?’ He approached the opening, but felt oddly
reluctant to proceed. His ancestors had sealed this chamber
tightly. Was even he meant to ignore their efforts to keep people
out?

The archaeologist seemed
unconcerned by such thoughts. He stepped into the dark tunnel
beyond. ‘Come, come,’ he said, apparently forgetting protocol in
his excitement.

The king cast his eyes around
the edge of the opening, then took a single step through. Another
vibration coursed through his flesh; stronger this time, like the
echo of a great booming deep within the earth. He shuddered, and
sensed a wind against his skin, flying fragments of dust. He
blinked.

There was no wind now, and it
seemed no-one else had felt its passage. The archaeologist was
hurrying ahead. Nimnezzar followed, his flesh numb.

The short tunnel, which once
had been solidly filled in with stone blocks, led into a larger
chamber. Concentric rings were cut into the otherwise unadorned
basalt floor, and plain columns surrounded its perimeter. In its
centre stood what appeared to be an Egyptian sarcophagus, placed on
a raised dais. That, of course, could not be so. The shadowy
culture who had built this city had predated the earliest pharaonic
dynasties by perhaps thousands of years. The dais was covered in
rubble, its origin not immediately apparent. The lid of the
sarcophagus had been removed and now stood propped up between two
of the columns. Upon it was carved the representation of a winged
man, curving pinions arranged over his body. He had the long,
serpent face, the slanting eyes. It looked like a stylised
mask.

‘You said there were no tombs,’
said the king. He could feel his heart beating strongly. He felt
breathless.

‘We are not sure whether this
is a tomb,’ answered the archaeologist cautiously. ‘When we first
opened the sarcophagus, we thought it was full of rocks.’ He
indicated the rubble. ‘These that you see here. It seemed likely
that the artefact had once contained remains, which at some stage
had been removed and replaced with the rocks. We took them out,
hoping to find some clue as to had what been contained in the
sarcophagus. We found more than we hoped for.’

Slowly, the king approached the
open sarcophagus. He realised he was afraid of what he would see
within it. The case was at least six feet high. He had to go right
up to it to look inside, and he was a tall man.

‘It is lined with obsidian,’
said Rashid. ‘The ancients believed that the black glass had
magical properties, and would act as a containment…’

Nimnezzar’s guard waited
anxiously, sensitive, like hounds, to their king’s mood. They saw
him peer over the lip of the stone. For a moment, he stood
wide-eyed in apparent shock, then he uttered, ‘Mighty Allah!’ the
name of a god he had forsaken years before. He stepped back,
staggering as his heels met the rubble. He had seen someone — no
desiccated mummy, but a man lying as if asleep within the tomb.

The guards all gripped their
weapons more firmly, their bodies stooped into postures of
alertness.

The archaeologist hurried up to
the dais. ‘I know it is a shock to first behold it. Perfectly
preserved. Not even the rocks have crushed it.’

The king turned to him, his
eyes holes of dark fire. ‘It?’ he shouted. ‘Don’t you realise who
this is?’

The archaeologist cowered. ‘We
are presently engaged in translating the inscriptions found around
the edge of the casing.’

‘Look at him!’ roared the king.
He grabbed Rashid by his shirt collar and lifted him up bodily so
he could see into the sarcophagus. The king shook the smaller man
as if he were a child. ‘That is the noble countenance of a Watcher
lord,’ he said. ‘Be humble in his presence.’

He let go of the archaeologist,
who staggered back off the dais. The king summoned the senior
officer of his guard. ‘Come, Nerim.’

The officer stepped up beside
him and together they gazed down into the tomb.

The figure within lay as if
asleep, shrouded in a layer of rock dust. Through the dust, it
could be seen that he was robed in costly if rotted fabrics that
were adorned with jewels. A cloak of vulture feathers surrounded
him. His red hair was braided over his chest, glinting still like
bronze, even beneath the patina of crumbled stone.

‘He looks as if he could wake
at any moment,’ said the officer in a low voice.

Nimnezzar hunkered down and ran
his fingers over the inscriptions on the stone walls of the casing.
‘I know this sigil,’ he said.

‘Who?’ Nerim knelt down beside
him.

The king took the man’s hand
and pressed it briefly against the stone. His eyes looked feverish.
‘I know.’ He stood up once more and looked over the side.
‘Penemue,’ he said, ‘who gave knowledge of the bitter and the
sweet.’

‘Penemue,’ repeated Nerim, his
brow creased.

Nimnezzar shook his head in
wonderment. ‘If it is he who lies within this tomb, he was one of
the original rebel Watchers who fell from grace. For five thousand
years, he has endured the punishment of internment.’

The officer looked sceptical.
‘But how could the body remain preserved this long? It looks as if
it… he… was entombed recently. But that cannot be possible.’

‘No.’ The king looked at his
officer with feverish eyes. ‘Presuming, of course, that he is
dead.’

For a moment, all was silent,
but for the humming of the bare electric lights.

The officer leaned away from
the king; his knees cracked. ‘Not dead?’

The king stood up. He had been
waiting for this moment a long time, since the vision that had come
to him as a young man. In the vision, an angel lord had appeared
before him and told him of his sacred destiny. He was to reinstate
the line of divine kings, strengthen the blood-line that ran so
faintly within him. In his blood: a memory of ancient days, when
the rebel angels had ruled the land and built their hidden cities
beneath it. Nimnezzar had seized power, but still he lacked
knowledge. There had been no more visions.

‘Penemue,’ he said, and put his
hands against the edge of the sarcophagus. His voice was a low,
respectful whisper. ‘You, who are the father of Sargon, grandfather
of Naram-Sin, ancestor of Sennacherib, Ashurbanipal, and the
guardian protector of my family: hear me, Nimnezzar, spiritual son
of Nimrod and Nebuchadnezzar. Honour the ancient contract…’

And there was movement in the
tomb. Dust stirred in eddies as if wind had somehow invaded the
sarcophagus. The dais began to vibrate, and some of the light-bulbs
in the room popped out into darkness. Several people in the chamber
uttered gasps of fear. The king gripped the stone, although his
officer retreated hastily.

‘Penemue!’ cried Nimnezzar.
‘The time of your sacrifice is ended. May your spirit come forth
from the furthest reaches of the universe and return unto your
body!’

A weird, eerie shriek sped
through the labyrinthine tunnels and vaults of the ancient city.
Stones fell from the ceiling of the chamber onto the heads of the
king and his followers. Fear gripped Nimnezzar’s soul. He wanted to
retreat, order his people to pile the rocks back into the
sarcophagus, but it was too late now. He had to continue and fulfil
his destiny. ‘Penemue,’ he said again; it sounded like a sob.

Below him, the eye-lids of the
Watcher opened slowly, revealing reddened, desiccated orbs within.
Nimnezzar saw an expression of terror cross the long, inhuman face.
Lips cracked open, eyes widened. And the city reverberated to the
silent vibrations of a voiceless scream of pain and despair.


Chapter One


 Two Suns Rise

The Midlands, England

His eyes opened and, for a moment, the
screams of carrion birds echoed around his mind; fragments of a
dream. He lay still for some minutes, his body tingling with
discomfort. Then an urge to move stabbed through him, and he sat up
abruptly in the bed, unsure of where he was. It felt as if he’d
been sleeping for millennia.

A figure moved into his line of
sight. His sight was unclear for he could see no more than a
shining outline. ‘Who’s there?’

The figure came forward, swam
into focus. ‘Shem. You are awake.’ The statement was almost a
question, as if the sleeper had made false awakenings many times
before, only to deceive those who watched him.

‘Salamiel.’ He held out his
left hand, and once Salamiel’s fingers curled around his own, he
realised how cold he was. ‘How long have I slept?’ He felt drugged,
unable to recall how he’d come to this place, and when.

Salamiel sat down on the edge
of the bed. He seemed reluctant to answer. ‘How much do you
remember, Shem?’

Shemyaza pressed a hand against
his eyes. ‘Enough.’

Salamiel stood up. ‘Let me
fetch you something to drink. Are you hungry?’

Shem nodded. ‘Whatever.’

After Salamiel had left the
room, Shemyaza lay back down on the bed, blinking at the ceiling.
Warmth was flooding back into his system. He was aware of the
summer afternoon beyond the window. The room did not face the sun,
and in fact was very dark, but the air beyond was full of summer
sounds; children crying out, the clear sound of traffic, birds. He
knew who he was, what he was: Shemyaza, spiritual king of the
Grigori, the descendants of angels. Many life-times seemed to
tumble through his mind. He had lived for thousands of years, yet
had not. He had been reborn, reshaped, remembered. Fallen
angel.

His history was the fabric of
legends, most forgotten now, and some so fragmented in the dreaming
mind of the world that the truth was lost or obscured.

Many thousands of years before,
in the most ancient of days, the race remembered as angels had
openly walked the earth, and were worshipped as gods by humanity.
They were known as the Anannage, the Sons of God, who harboured
dangerous and terrible secrets concerning the nature of the
universe and how to manipulate its subtle forces. Humanity, whom
they regarded as a lesser species, was often used as labour for
their clandestine work projects, forever excluded from the light of
the Anannage’s great knowledge. Their secrets were not for sharing
with children. Inevitably, change had devastated their closed
world. Shemyaza and a number of his colleagues had scorned the laws
of their people, which forbade intimate interaction with the lesser
race and, having been bewitched by the beauty of human women, had
taken them as lovers, revealing to them the forbidden knowledge of
the Anannage. The fruit of this doomed union was a long and bloody
conflict between different factions of the Anannage. Shemyaza and
his co-conspirators had been captured and punished. Some had been
buried alive beneath the earth, while Shemyaza himself had been
burned, his soul cast into the constellation of Orion where it had
been imprisoned for millennia.

The time of the Anannage’s glory had
passed, and they disappeared from the world. Their great
achievements were forgotten, their superior knowledge remembered
only as myths. In their wake, they left the surviving members of a
hybrid race spawned from the union of Anannage and human: the
Grigori. Shunned as demons, the Grigori went into hiding, but
continued to govern human affairs from afar. Now, they wielded
enormous power in the world, having great influence over both
commerce and government.

The end of the millennium
approached, heralding a time of great changes. The soul of Shemyaza
had returned to the earth, his consciousness thrust into the body
of a Grigori maverick named Peverel Othman. Shemyaza could not
remember much of Othman’s life, but enough to know he had committed
atrocities against human beings and Grigori alike. He had wandered
into a village named Little Moor, and there had discovered the
hybrid Winter twins, in whose veins ran Grigori blood, although
they had not known it. Their father, Kashday Murkaster, had been
driven from Little Moor nearly twenty years previously by the
Parzupheim, who were the governing body of the Grigori. Kashday had
been a rebel, and had used a human woman — the twins’ mother Helen
— to enact forbidden rituals. Othman, discovering this rotting nest
of past Grigori activity in the village, had sought to reproduce
Kashday’s dark work. He had coerced the Winters into helping him
and had rejuvenated one of Kashday’s elderly, human helpers — Emma
Manden — so that she could assist him. Then there was Daniel, a boy
unaware of his psychic powers. Othman had been prepared to
sacrifice him to achieve his aims. Othman’s schemes, however, had
failed. The only result of his activities in Little Moor was that
he remembered who and what he really was. Shemyaza had awoken after
a sleep of millennia among the silence of the stars. Daniel had
become his vizier.

Daniel, where was Daniel?
Shemyaza blinked at the ceiling, watched a single fly circle the
electric light. What had happened after Little Moor? What was he
doing here in this house?

Reconstituting fragments of
memory, he recalled being discovered by the Grigori. He had been
taken to Cornwall. He remembered how resentful he’d been of the
role that had been thrust upon him there. The Grigori had wanted
him to be their Divine King, who would lead them into the new
millennium and help reclaim their lost heritage. In the distant
past, Shemyaza had dared to rebel against his superiors, had tried
to initiate change in the world. But it had been so long ago.
Shemyaza had no interest now in the power struggles of his people.
However, the events that had taken place in Cornwall had changed
him. Almost against his instincts, he had reclaimed his kingship,
if not his kingdom. He had entered the underworld of Albion’s soul,
and there had awoken a slumbering serpent power, emplaced thousands
of years before by the first Grigori who’d made land-fall in
England. Soon after he’d emerged from the underworld, his mind had
retreated in upon itself; perhaps to recuperate or else to forget.
Why had he slept for so long?

Salamiel’s return broke his
reverie. Shem studied him as he approached the bed, carrying a
tray. Salamiel too was a survivor of the ancient conflict. Like
Shem, he had transgressed the laws of his people and taken a human
lover. For thousands of years, he’d lain buried in a tomb, only to
be resuscitated the Grigori adept, Sofia, who had sought to gain
control of Shem’s power in Cornwall. Sofia’s plans had failed, but
her greed had reunited the erstwhile Watcher rebels. Shem knew that
others must also have survived, or still lay sleeping somewhere.
They must be found.

Shem’s mouth filled with saliva at the
sight of thick white sandwiches, heaped on a plate on Salamiel’s
tray. He realised how hungry he was.

Salamiel sat down on the bed
again to watch Shem eat. His dark orange eyes were shadowed with
concern, almost as if he feared Shemyaza might lapse back into a
waking sleep at any moment. ‘So, what exactly do you remember,
Shem?’

‘The beach,’ Shem said, biting
into the soft bread. ‘Cornwall.’ He looked up at Salamiel again.
‘Where are we?’

‘Nowhere very exotic, I’m
afraid. This is a house in the Midlands. A friend of Enniel
Prussoe’s owns it.’

Enniel Prussoe. The name
conjured more recollections. Enniel was a Grigori patriarch, a
member of the Parzupheim, an organisation that governed Grigori
affairs. The Prussoe house, High Crag, had been both Shem’s prison
and refuge during the time he’d been in Cornwall. He remembered the
wildness of the dark winter seascape of The Lizard: the cry of
buzzards, the lashing of raging waves against wet serpentine rock.
It had been so cold there. Now, it was summertime. ‘How long?’ Shem
repeated. ‘Months?’

Salamiel stood up. ‘You haven’t
been asleep exactly. You’ve been able to feed yourself, bathe
yourself, but…’ He turned to the window. ‘You haven’t been with us,
Shem. Not for a long time.’

‘Why?’

Salamiel shook his head. ‘We’re
not sure. Your experiences in Cornwall exhausted you, clearly.
Perhaps you needed time to recover, and to assimilate what happened
to you there.’

Shem swung his legs over the
side of the bed, wondering whether he’d feel dizzy, but it seemed
his body, if not his mind, was used to movement.

Salamiel handed him a towelling robe.
‘You haven’t been with us for over five years,’ he said.

Shem thrust his arms into the
robe. It took a few moments for the information to hit him. Then he
had to sit down again. ‘Five years? Unconscious?’

Salamiel nodded. ‘Well, in a
way.’

‘They did something to me.
Enniel and his cronies.’

‘No, Shem. Shortly after you
woke the Serpent, you became listless. Enniel had physicians look
you over, but there was no explanation. We came here, for you to
recuperate. We knew you would be back with us soon. It is nearly
time.’

‘For what?’

‘The new millennium. This is
August, Shem. August 1999.’

‘Where’s Daniel?’

‘In Cornwall with the Prussoes.
He’s gone to observe the solar eclipse with them.’ Salamiel glanced
out of the window. ‘It must have begun some minutes ago. The best
place to view it is The Lizard.’

‘Bring him back,’ Shem said. ‘I
need my vizier by me.’

Cornwall

Daniel Cranton had wandered away from
High Crag, seeking solitude. It had been five years since he’d
walked this cliff path, high above the beach. The last time he’d
been there had been as Shemyaza’s vizier, his eyes in the unseen,
spiritual world. It all seemed so unreal now. Since Shem’s
collapse, Daniel had lived a fairly mundane life with Salamiel up
in the Midlands, watching and waiting for Shemyaza to look at him
once more with intelligence in his eyes. A couple of times a year,
Daniel had come down to Cornwall, to stay with Lily and Owen
Winter, in the cottage that Enniel Prussoe had given to them, but
the holidays had not been easy. Too much had changed between them
all. Once, they’d been three teenagers leading aimless existences
in a small, English village. Then Peverel Othman had invaded their
lives, turned them upside down. The twins and Daniel had been
instrumental in awakening Shemyaza’s true being. Like many human
dependants of the Grigori, Daniel had been granted an extended
life-span, but that miraculous gift had not changed his essential
humanity. Lily and Owen had eagerly embraced the Grigori half of
their ancestry; a gulf had opened up between Daniel and the twins.
At one time, Daniel and Owen had been lovers, but now because of
past rancour, all engendered by Othman, they tended to avoid one
another. As for Lily, the carefree and rather wild young woman
Daniel had loved seemed to have vanished for ever. Since she’d
become a mother, she was too engrossed in her daughter to be much
of a confidante to Daniel.

All along the coast, people
were gathering to watch the impending solar eclipse, which had been
heralded madly in the press for months. The best place to view in
the UK would be The Lizard, so it seemed that every New Ager and
astronomy buff in the country had gathered there, as well as hordes
of ordinary people who just wanted to see an unusual astronomical
event. Throughout the county, hotels and guest-houses were charging
up to five times the normal rates for the week and some roads had
been closed off. Anticipation buzzed in the air. Sad that the sky
was so overcast. It was doubtful there’d be much to see.

Daniel had had to negotiate the
buzzing crowds to find an empty path. So far, among the ordinary
people, he had identified gatherings of UFO enthusiasts, Japanese
Shinto devotees, Wiccans and Christians, as well as more obscure
groups he could not name. Mixed in with the colourful clothes of
casual sight-seers were the saffron robes of the followers of
Krishna, who were handing out leaflets. Evangelist types in
semi-military uniforms sang bright, marching songs, eyeing the
other groups present with jittery distaste. It seemed every belief
system, religious and otherwise, was represented, all convinced the
eclipse was some kind of significant, if not spiritual, event. It
was a build up to the New Year. Some people believed that whatever
circumstances you were in this day would be fixed until 1999 rolled
over into 2000. For that reason, perhaps, the crowds were
determined to have a good time, whatever the weather. Daniel knew
this was an important event, but was cynically amused by the
millennium madness he sensed around him. This would be but a feeble
foretaste for the hysteria that would erupt on New Year’s Eve.

In a field, some yards back
from the cliff edge, a group of eminent astronomers had set up
complex equipment amid a sea of tents. The large outside broadcast
vans of TV companies clustered like beetles around them. Anchor men
and women were thrusting themselves upon anyone who was prepared to
talk about what the coming event meant to them, but not one of them
had approached Daniel. He had made sure he projected an aura that
would discourage forced introductions. A faint skirl of music
shivered through the air — violins and hand-drums — as New Agers
danced to greet the darkening of the sun. Daniel felt remote from
it all.

When Shem had awoken the
serpent, Daniel had been convinced the world as he knew it would
change. He’d expected new levels of tolerance and compassion, some
kind of human epiphany. Where was it? The news was still full of
the abominations of juvenile crime, international corruption,
senseless massacres and rising despair. Had Shem’s spiritual
journey been for nothing? Daniel felt depressed by the scene around
him. Who were these people kidding? Just themselves.

The Prussoes, and probably his
old friend, Emma Manden’s coven of Pelleth witches, would
undoubtedly already be gathering on the cliff above Mermaid’s Cove,
which was the private beach to High Crag, Enniel’s home. Daniel
knew he should try and muster some energy, plaster a smile across
his face and go back to the house. He should make an effort to
greet his friends and join in with the party spirit, but his mood
was too melancholy for festivities. Shem should be here. Things
should be different.

Daniel sat down on the grass
and closed his eyes. Do I really want him to come back? He shivered
in the humid air. Life was quiet now. Perhaps it would be better to
keep it that way.

A noise behind him made him
open his eyes and glance round in irritation. A new crowd of
sight-seers was strolling towards him, and he could see many more
approaching. Clearly, they’d spotted the unpopulated area of cliff
top and aimed to change the situation. The slam of car doors and
the shriek of children offended Daniel’s ears. Before anyone could
touch the periphery of his aura, he was on his feet and heading
back to High Crag.

The Prussoes, an extended
family in the literal sense of the word, were still wandering out
from the house to gather at the cliff edge, above their private
cove. High Crag loomed above them, its tall chimneys stark against
the summer sky. As well as the Prussoes, prominent members of other
Grigori families had gathered to watch the event. Quite a crowd
were milling around on the cliff top, sampling the refreshments
being handed out by Enniel’s household staff.

Daniel found Enniel, standing
apart from the main group, examining the sight-seers further down
the cliff through a pair of high power binoculars. Dark red hair
blew free around his head, and his clothes, for Enniel, were
casual. Somehow he didn’t look right in T-shirt and jeans. His
long, handsome face was set in a disapproving expression. Daniel
smiled privately as he approached.

‘Tch!’ Enniel complained. ‘Just
look at them. Sheep!’ Enniel was not known for his tolerance of
humankind.

‘The flotsam of humanity
gathers on your sacred ground,’ Daniel said, unable to keep a sharp
tone from his voice.

Enniel lowered the binoculars,
cast an unreadable eye over Daniel. ‘A predictable turn of
events.’

Daniel shrugged, hands in
pockets. He felt that Enniel still disapproved of his position as
Shemyaza’s vizier. Even though he had been granted the privilege of
an extended life-span, he was still, to most Grigori, an upstart
human aspiring above his station in life.

One of the Prussoe aunts was
distributing smoked glass screens to the family – obviously in the
hope that the sky would clear — and swooped up with a sycophantic
smile for Enniel. Her name was Kharael, a tall, spindly woman
dressed in the faded garments of an earlier age. She seemed to
notice Daniel as an afterthought. ‘You haven’t been down here for a
while, Daniel.’ She pushed a glass into his hands.

He smiled wanly. ‘No.’

‘Daniel’s kept busy up north,’
Enniel remarked dryly, a reference to Daniel’s day job in a
supermarket. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, very,’ Daniel answered.
To end the embarrassing discussion, he raised the glass to his
eyes. While they’d been talking the eclipse had begun. The thick
clouds had moved apart, to provide a brief glimpse of the
phenomenon. Already the sun was being eaten away, gobbled up by a
segment of dark. The sight conjured a roar from the crowd. Strange
feelings conflicted within Daniel’s heart. Would something unusual
happen? His body and mind felt taut, uneasy. The clouds slid back,
hiding everything, but it was getting colder wasn’t it?

A hand touched Daniel’s shoulder,
fingers curling around him. For a moment, his flesh crawled with
dread.

‘Daniel, hi! I didn’t know you
were here!’

He turned round to the smile of
a tall young woman, who wore a long ethnic-print dress. Her red
hair fell in thick waves over her shoulders. Relief. He had
expected it to be Owen. ‘Hello, Lily. How are you?’ He glanced over
her shoulder to see if her brother was around and was glad to see
he was not. She was accompanied by her young daughter, Helen.

‘We’re fine,’ Lily said. ‘Hel,
say hello to Daniel.’

The child murmured a greeting.
Daniel narrowed his eyes. Helen had grown up quite a lot since the
last time he’d seen her. She was very dark-skinned, a trait she had
inherited from her dead father, Israel. Her dark eyes fixed on
Daniel in a peculiarly adult expression. He did not warm to the
knowing slant of her smile. Mentally, he shook himself. This was a
Grigori child, and was bound to appear different from other
children he’d met.

‘So,’ Lily began in a firm yet
humorous tone, ‘why haven’t you come to the cottage?’

Daniel smiled uneasily. ‘Didn’t
get down till late last night.’

Lily wrinkled her nose. ‘I
suppose that will do as an excuse.’ She paused. ‘How’s Shem?’

‘The same.’

Lily pantomimed an exaggerated
grin. ‘I feel like I shouldn’t ask.’ Her brow creased. ‘Are you OK,
Dan?’

He forced a smile. ‘Sorry. I
feel a bit weird today. Not very sociable.’

Lily nodded. They both watched
Helen for a while, who had dropped her mother’s hand to squat down
on the grass. At first, it looked as if she was innocently picking
flowers, then Daniel noticed she was actually examining some kind
of beetle.

‘I suppose being here brings
back memories for you,’ Lily said. ‘And I doubt they’re good
ones.’

‘Well, a little.’

Lily squeezed his shoulder.
‘I’m sorry, Dan. Listen, you will come over later, won’t you?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. OK.’

The clouds had drawn back again
like theatre curtains to reveal another poignant image of the sun
being devoured by darkness. As far as Daniel could see, light
glimmered off the smoked glasses people held to their eyes. The
light around the cliff-tops was altogether surreal. It felt like
the end of the world. Daniel fought an urge to run back to High
Crag and seek sanctuary in the shadows of the house. It was almost
as if he might suddenly blip back in time and find himself waiting
to discover whether Shem had survived his ordeal in the underworld
or not: this time, the outcome might be different.

‘My God!’ Lily exclaimed beside
him. ‘What’s that?’

A corona had now appeared
around the sun, but something moved against it, a heaving, cloudy
tide. Daniel squinted through his glass. ‘It’s moving... looks
like...’

‘Birds!’ Lily cried. ‘Thousands
and thousands of little birds!’

They seemed to fly directly out
of the dark sun, billowing down towards the earth as if caught in a
solar wind. The air was filled with an eerie cheeping. ‘That’s
incredible!’ Lily said. ‘Has the eclipse attracted them or
something?’

Daniel shuddered. He could not
help but look for omens in the phenomenon. Perhaps only he and Lily
could see it. Then, shouts from further along cliff advertised that
at least some people in the waiting crowds of devotees and
sight-seers were also witnessing the event. Daniel turned his head
to observe their reaction. Even from here, he could see that
certain huddles of people were moving excitedly, pointing at the
sky. One group stood apart, in a circle. They all held up what
appeared to be short swords towards the eclipse. It was clear,
however, that not everyone could see the birds.

‘What is it, Daniel?’ Lily
asked. ‘What does it mean?’

The birds danced across the sky
before them. Daniel searched for patterns in their curling
formation, but saw none. ‘I don’t know. Could be a natural
phenomenon.’

‘But it’s so weird.’

Daniel shrugged. ‘Should be
just what people want, then.’ He didn’t want to look at the birds
now; their cheeping sounded cruel, hysterical, and echoed through
his head. Would they attack those who could see them on the
cliff-top? He thought of pecked eyes and raised, bleeding arms. He
felt sick, and had to drop the glass from his eyes, press the
fingers of one hand against them. The sky had gone black, and a
chill like that of the land of the dead gripped the world. Light
had died. It was terrible, all wrong. Daniel could not bear to look
up at the black disk, which would be like proof of the triumph of
death.

‘Daniel!’ Lily cried.

Daniel dropped his hand. ‘It’s
OK. I felt a bit…’ But Lily’s sharp word was not an indication of
concern. She was gazing through her smoked glass at the eastern
sky. ‘What the hell is that?’

A globe of radiant light had
lifted above the horizon.

‘A second sun…’ Daniel said
bleakly.

‘A UFO!’ Lily’s voice was more
excited.

At first, Daniel thought that
the great cry that emanated from the crowd along the cliff-top was
their response to this apparition. Everyone was cheering, clapping,
singing, weeping, hugging one another. The arms of the New-Agers
were raised to the sky in adoration, while other people reacted by
falling to their knees, hands clasped beneath their chins. From the
group of sword-wielders, a taller man stepped forth, holding a
black blade up to the sky.

This is their sign, Daniel
thought, the summons for their madness. Then he realised that again
only a select few could see the phenomenon in the east. Everyone
else reacted to the radiant diamond of light that had appeared at
the edge of the blackened sun high overhead. It presaged the return
of light. People’s spirits soared as any mood of depression was
lifted instantly. Daniel could sense this, but it did not affect
him.

Lily was still examining the
light in the east. ‘Daniel, it’s unreal!’ she breathed. ‘So
beautiful.’

‘It’s an earth-light,’ Daniel
said. He lowered his glass. ‘Truly a natural phenomenon, Lil. It’s
probably been triggered by the eclipse.’

Lily dropped her glass. ‘It’s
gone now. What’s an earth-light?’

‘A manifestation of natural
energy.’

She grinned. ‘Oh, did Shem
teach you that?’

He shook his head
uncomfortably. ‘No, but I haven’t been idle while I’ve been in the
Midlands. Let’s say I’ve been continuing my studies.’

Lily frowned. ‘No one else
seemed to be looking at it.’

‘No,’ Daniel said dryly.

‘But what does it matter?’ Lily
said. ‘The sun looks incredible. It’s like a cosmic birth or
something.’

Daniel noticed that Enniel was
loping towards them, grinning widely, his binoculars still in his
hands. ‘Well, isn’t this something!’ Enniel said, his voice full of
pleasure. ‘Just look at them! Fatima revisited! I wonder how many
of them are seeing the Virgin Mary floating in the sky?’

Daniel jerked his head in the
direction of the crowds. ‘Some are seeing something more than that,
I think. Have you noticed the group with the swords?’

Enniel trained his binoculars
on them, and uttered a sound of surprise. ‘Hmm. Perhaps I should
send someone to look into that.’

Daniel shook his head in
exasperation. ‘I suppose this has made a memorable day out. Did you
notice the other phenomenon, the earthlight?’

‘Yes. It was there for those
with eyes to see, which does not include the sheep, of course.’

Daniel put his head to one side
quizzically. ‘And what do you see in the sky, Enniel? Computer
print-outs?’

Enniel uttered a chuckle devoid
of amusement and lowered his binoculars. ‘I see the future, Daniel.
There’ll be more phenomena like that earth light as the year
progresses.’

‘You hope.’

‘Hope has nothing to do with
it. It’s fact.’

Daniel uttered a small sound of
annoyance and put the smoked glass to his eyes again. Enniel never
failed to irritate him in some way. He stared at the eclipse merely
to find an excuse not to talk or listen to Enniel, but the
gradually brightening sun seemed to draw his attention. He wanted
to tear his eyes away, but could not. Even as he looked at it,
three concentric rings of light appeared within it, and at their
centre a shape manifested; a cone of what looked like crystal that
emitted rays of multi-coloured light. A series of high-pitched
tones suddenly assaulted Daniel’s ears. He blinked, and felt a
constriction in his head.

The next moment he was lying on
the ground, looking up at Lily’s face. He could see Enniel behind
her, his expression that of interest rather than concern.

‘Dan!’ Lily cried. ‘What
happened? You fainted!’

Embarrassed, Daniel pushed her
hands away and started to get to his feet. ‘I’m fine. It’s OK.’ He
didn’t feel disorientated or muzzy-headed, as he’d expect to if
he’d simply passed out. It was almost as if someone, or something,
had punched him in the head and sent him flying. The weird tones
still rang in his ears. As he stood up, his eyes met Helen’s on the
same level.

‘He didn’t faint, Mummy,’ she
said. ‘He saw the light.’

‘What did you see?’ Lily asked
sharply.

Daniel pressed a hand to his
eyes, shook his head.

‘Daniel!’ Enniel snapped. ‘What
did you see?’

‘All right, all right. Rings in
the eclipse. A cone of light. That’s all.’

‘And that means?’

Daniel shrugged. ‘You tell me.
I just see the stuff. Other people can interpret it.’

Presently, warmth returned to
the land and the sun shone down benignly as normal. While parties
raged along the beach, the Grigori started drifting back towards
High Crag.

‘I’m coming back to High Crag
for a while,’ Lily said, and linked her free arm through Daniel’s.
‘Are you coming? I mean, yes, you are coming. I’m not leaving you
out here, moping.’

‘I’m not moping,’ Daniel said,
managing a smile. He let her begin to lead him back towards the
house, keeping half an eye on Helen, who was walking
straight-backed and sombre beside her mother. Lily chatted amiably
of inconsequential things and Daniel felt himself begin to relax.
Then, Helen pulled away sharply from Lily’s hand and ran backwards
in front of them, laughing. ‘He’s awake!’ she cried. ‘Awake!’

Daniel glanced at Lily, then
back at the child, who fixed him with bright eyes. She pointed at
him stiffly and, when she spoke, her voice sounded weirdly adult.
‘He wants you,’ she said. ‘He wants you now.’

Daniel pulled away from Lily’s
arm and began to run towards High Crag.

‘Daniel, wait!’ Lily cried, but
he ignored her.


Chapter Two


 The Children of Lamech

New York

Smoking was forbidden in the building,
which loomed high and shining behind her, its summit resplendent in
the afternoon sun, its side-walk root bathed in shadow. Hectic city
traffic surged past at street level, horns blared. The aromas of
coffee, cinnamon, fried dough and vanilla smoked from a nearby cafe
and hung on the hot, chemical-filled air like incense.

Melandra Maynard stood just
beyond the entrance to the building, smoking a final cigarette
before her meeting. She had been to Lamech House many times before,
even worked on some of the floors, which housed the offices of
various industries owned by the corporation. But today she would be
granted admission to the inner sanctum. Some part of her, childish
in its fears, worried that she might not come out again. She did
not fear death, but change. Melandra as she was now might cease to
exist.

She had lived a normal life in
New England until the age of five, brought up by god-fearing
parents who were members of a secretive Christian sect called the
Children of Lamech. Then, her cousin Isaac had died, carried off by
leukaemia at the age of ten. At the funeral, Melandra had noticed
how some people — who weren’t relatives — had looked at her
strangely. She could tell they were talking about her. At first,
she had thought she’d done something wrong. Then, one Sunday, soon
afterwards, a man and a woman whom she’d never met before came to
her parents’ house.

It had been an autumn day, the
air full of soft rain and smoke, the trees hanging onto the last of
their gaudy finery. Melandra had been playing on her bicycle in the
yard and had watched the big, black car slide up to the house, and
the strangers get out of it. The couple had been very tanned, full
of smiles, their smart, city clothes so stiff it seemed they would
creak. They had gone into the house, and after a while, Melandra
had been called indoors. The strangers sat with china teacups in
tooth-thin saucers resting on their laps. Their bright teeth were
like china. Melandra looked at her mother and father. They looked
odd, strained.

‘You’re going to school,’
Melandra’s mother had told her. ‘Away.’

‘Be a good girl, Melly,’ said
her father.

Melandra hadn’t wanted to go
with the strangers, but because she’d never been a troublesome
child, she had kept her bewilderment and shock to herself. It had
all happened so quickly. Her mother had packed a suit-case for her
daughter, and with suppressed emotion, kissed the child on her head
and offered her into the hands of the strangers. There had been no
explanations as to why this unexpected fate had fallen upon her.
Perhaps it had been planned for a long time. Melandra never saw her
parents again.

The child had sat in the back of the
big, black car and had watched her familiar life retreat through
the rear window. The strangers gave her sweets to suck, and a
colour comic of stories about Jesus. The leather smell of the car
had made her head ache. They had driven for a long time.

Melandra had been taken to a
big, grey house at the end of a gravel driveway surrounded by
trees. The house was a school, but there were no children there.
Just Melandra. She had six teachers, who were all mousy spinsters.
The head-mistress at least had the distinction of being widowed,
but seemed hardly marked by the past experience of marriage. It had
been a house of dry, genderless women, who smelled of moth-balls
and lavender, and who all wore cardigans of colourless wool.
Melandra had been absorbed into this cloister-like environment, and
it had seemed as if the gates to the outside world had sealed
behind her like flesh over a wound. Her teachers had been kind, and
because she was naturally an obedient child, rarely had to be
strict. Melandra had learned she was different from other children.
She had a purpose in life; a very special one. But no-one would
tell her what it was. Once, she had wondered whether the death of
her cousin had been instrumental in changing her life, but had
never voiced the thought. In her isolation, she learned to create a
secret life for herself. She was imaginative and naturally wild,
but no-one who met the demure, tidy child would ever have guessed
that.

Once she turned sixteen, she
had been removed to another grey house; this one a college rather
than a school. There had been other girls and boys there, which
made Melandra feel uneasy for she was unused to mixing with people
her own age. In this place, she had been told she was one of God’s
special warriors, and the skills she had learned there had no place
in the mind of a young girl.

Now, she was twenty-four years
old, living rent-free in an apartment owned by the Children of
Lamech. She did not work, but received a payment from the church
into her bank account every month. It was sufficient to live on.
She’d always been aware that her life had been on hold, and that
eventually it would be turned on by someone else’s finger on a
secret switch. Today it would happen.

Grinding out her stub on the
side-walk Melandra turned to the main entrance, caught sight of her
reflection in the eternally revolving doors, and paused for a
moment to inspect herself for flaws. Dark suit, severe in cut;
long, dark hair cut in a bob that was equally severe. A light
summer coat hung over her arm. She held a briefcase. Her make-up
was precise; pale foundation, dark eye-shadow, a perfect slash of
red lip-stick. Her perfume was salty-citric, a mere suggestion of a
scent. All was in order. She was ready. At last. She would learn
why she’d been trained to kill.

Inside, the lobby was spacious,
like a shopping mall. Enormous escalators swept up to and down from
a mezzanine floor above. Security guards, stationed behind a desk
by the door, equipped Melandra with an identification tag; then one
of them made a murmured call, not through the main switch-board but
from another, independent phone.

‘Go right on up, Ms Maynard.’
He spoke in a Brooklyn drawl.

She nodded curtly, did not
smile, and walked to the elevators. The guards did not know where
she was going. It was doubtful operatives employed on the ground
were even aware of the secret floor high above their heads. There
were so many storeys to the building, each a squirming hive of
labour and commerce, that one so near the clouds could easily be
missed.

There was a line of elevator
doors — like the portals to temples, vaguely art-deco — and
Melandra halted before the one farthest from the entrance. She did
not have to summon the elevator herself. Presently, its polished
doors slid open of their own accord and she entered it alone. The
doors whispered shut and encased her in a micro-world of darkened
mirrors, lustrous brass and soft, almost sinister, music. She
pressed the button for the top floor. Her mouth was dry. She wanted
to reach into her pocket for a mint candy, but felt it would not be
approved of if she arrived at her destination with something in her
mouth. Breathing shallow, she watched the indicator above the door
as the floor numbers lit up in succession. Twelfth: Lamech
Communications; fourteenth: Lamech Hydro-Power; twenty: Lamech
Investments. She had forgotten all but a few of the companies
housed within the building. They did not concern her.

Up, up and up. She felt as if
she was flying towards the stratosphere.

The intercom emitted a chime to
indicate she had reached the top floor. All was quiet for a moment,
but for the low intrusion of the piped music. Then, without a
shudder, and only the faintest of mechanical hums, the elevator
began to move again, obeying the injunctions of a primed
receptionist on the restricted floor above all the others.

The doors slid open onto muted
splendour. The light was greenish and people moved slowly within
it. Melandra stepped onto the thick teal carpet. It was as if she’d
entered the lobby of a high class hotel. The people around her did
not look like office personnel, but guests. They sat round low
tables, on plush sofas, reading sheaves of papers or talking softly
together, elegant coffee cups and cafetieres on designer trays
beside them. Others strolled languidly across the expanse of carpet
as if going nowhere. They inclined their heads politely to
Melandra, and she returned the gesture.

She approached the reception
desk — vast and greenish marble — behind which sat three women, all
of them groomed to perfection. They looked like models or actresses
and perhaps were. Behind them, on the wall, was a huge carved
banner in gold and green: it proclaimed ‘The Children of Lamech’.
This was the heart of the corporation; its ruling cabal was hidden
here. Melandra knew it must have little to do with commerce, for
all that was attended to lower down in the building. Lamech House
was like a representation of heaven; angels worked on the lower
levels; seraphim and thrones as the sidewalk diminished in
perspective; but here the splendour of God, incomprehensible and
remote, reigned supreme.

‘Good afternoon,’ Melandra
said, putting down her briefcase. ‘Melandra Maynard. I’m
expected.’

The nearest receptionist smiled
widely. She wore an identification tag that named her as Natasha.
‘Hi there. Good to see you.’ She stood up. ‘I’m to take you right
in. Just sign here first.’

She pushed a thick,
leather-bound book towards her.

Melandra was conscious of her
damp palms as she lifted the gold-nibbed fountain pen and signed
her name in the space on the creamy page next to where the
receptionist’s long, ochre-lacquered fingernail rested.

‘Great!’ said the receptionist
and came out from behind the desk. She indicated Melandra’s
briefcase. ‘Allow me?’

Melandra nodded. ‘Yes.
Thanks.’

The receptionist picked up the
brief-case, plucked Melandra’s coat from her arm and sashayed
across the room. ‘This way, ma’am.’

Melandra felt as if she’d
stepped into a different reality as she followed the receptionist
through gliding double doors into a vast room. A reception or party
was going on. The room was panelled in dark, lustrous wood and
ponderous classical music played, louder than in the elevator.
People milled around; some in evening dress, others in what
appeared to be traditional costume from far lands. Green-and-gold
liveried waiters hovered among them, bearing trays of drinks and
canapés. In a corner of the room, next to a palm tree, a
photographer was taking carefully posed pictures of some of the
participants. Surreal. Melandra wanted to smile, but she felt
unnerved. All through her childhood and her teenage years, even
beyond it during her training, she’d been unable to dismiss the
anxiety that her purpose in life would also be her curse. She did
not want to discover it, for then it might be that her remaining
life-time would be measurable, like visiting a fortune-teller and
learning the day of your death. Yet she’d been told how important
she was, how special and how needed.

She had never disobeyed anyone
openly, ever, but she had thought about doing so, and they had
known.

Now, she stood at the
threshold, fearing the unknown. The receptionist had glided over to
a tall, handsome man with steel grey hair, who looked to be in his
fifties. He stood within a group of people, all of whom were
smaller than him, and he held a glass in his hand. As he leaned
down to listen to the receptionist, his eyes flicked upwards in
their sockets and fixed upon Melandra. Grey eyes. Metal eyes.
Unyielding. Melandra did not smile. He would not approve of that.
Not yet.

She watched him excuse himself
from his companions and then saunter across the room towards her.
He wore an immaculate tuxedo and gold glinted at his wrist. ‘Hello,
Melandra Maynard,’ he said, and held out a large, tanned hand. ‘I’m
Nathaniel Fox. Pleased you could make it.’

She took the hand, felt its dry
heat engulf her. ‘Glad to be here.’ As if she’d had a choice.

‘Drink?’ He put proprietorial
fingers beneath her elbow and began to lead her into the crowd.

‘Yeah, thanks. The driest white
wine you have.’
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