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Prologue

	 

	Simon Gorey, newly appointed Bishop of Northumbria by Her Majesty the Queen, brushed a cobweb from the shoulder of his black robe. He then rubbed the remains of dusty spider silk from his fingers and offered a wry smile to the priest by his side.

	“I see evidence of decay and neglect is all around us, Michael,” said the bishop, gesturing up at the massive vaulted ceiling of the cathedral. “In the smallest things, as in the greatest.”

	“I’m sorry, Your Grace,” said the priest. “It is very difficult to retain cleaning staff. There are volunteers, good people, but few in number. Most people in Weyrmouth—”

	Reverend Michael Grayling made a gesture of helplessness.

	“I know,” said the bishop in a milder tone, “you do your best, but the locals simply don’t like this place. Centuries of prejudice, all founded on a foolish superstition.”

	The priest looked up at the tall, heavily-built bishop. Grayling was reluctant to contradict his superior, but this conversation seemed to be headed somewhere disturbing.

	“Your Grace,” said Grayling, “it is more than mere superstition. There have been so many terrible incidents—”

	Gorey raised a finger, and the priest fell silent.

	“I know I am new to this post,” the bishop said, still gazing around the vast building. “And I am aware that new bosses can be awkward, even downright unreasonable, to long-serving staff, like yourself.”

	Here it comes, thought Grayling. The new broom stuff.

	“But,” the bishop continued, “things really do need to change. Apart from anything else, the tower is in clear need of repair. And I understand no local firm will touch it, am I right?”

	Grayling nodded.

	“There have been, as I said on the phone, incidents—” he began.

	“Quite so,” the bishop cut in. He began to walk briskly down the center aisle towards the heart of Weyrmouth Cathedral, the area under the great tower. Grayling scurried along in his boss’ wake.

	“The tower has not been adequately surveyed by architectural experts since Victorian times,” Gorey said. “Astonishing oversight, don’t you think? Up-to-date information on other cathedrals is available online. Here, what resources do potential visitors have? A few old photographs on an ill-maintained website.”

	“Ah, well, again there is the problem of finding someone,” replied the priest. “And the cost of hiring someone qualified is rather high, so it seems.”

	“Fortunately, I have obtained National Lottery funding for such a survey,” the bishop interrupted. “More than enough for a comprehensive job, so that obstacle is gone. A team from London will be arriving shortly. Tomorrow afternoon, in fact. I trust you will make them welcome—tea, biscuits, little courtesies, you know.”

	“Oh.” Grayling’s heart sank. A team of visiting experts would require his presence, and that meant spending much more time in the vicinity of the tower. During his three years in the parish, Grayling had spent as little as possible in or near the cathedral.

	“You have been promoted,” the bishop pointed out, stopping to look closely at Grayling. “From humble parish priest to custodian of one of the finest church buildings in England. And yet you act as if you’re being victimized. Why?”

	“Your Grace,” Grayling said, summoning up his courage. “It is because of the curse. It’s impossible to spend any time in Weyrmouth without hearing about it. The stories. All focused on that tower. It is not a holy edifice. It is something—something else.”

	The bishop snorted, resumed his brisk walk towards the area under the tower.

	“I have been here many times, attended services, even climbed the tower,” said Gorey. “Oh yes, I climbed it! In my days as a divinity student we had a wager, of sorts, as to who could ascend the so-called Cursed Tower at midnight. I did it. And you may be surprised to learn that I encountered no devils, no ghosts. Nothing more disturbing than a somewhat timid rat.”

	“You were fortunate,” murmured Grayling. “Others have not been so lucky.”

	“I was devoid of primitive superstition,” returned the bishop, in a firm tone. “We believe in religion, not magic. And yet have allowed silly stories about this place to proliferate for far too long. I intend to purge this cathedral of its so-called ghosts.”

	The two men had reached the base of the tower. Despite the huge stained glass windows at the south end of the cathedral, the area in which they stood was deep in shadow. Grayling shuddered, and saw the bishop smiling down at him again.

	Big, earthy sort of man, thought the priest. Keen rugger player, common sense, practical. Just the wrong sort to handle this situation.

	“It is a strange sort of priest who shivers in the house of God,” observed Gorey. He put a hefty hand on Grayling’s shoulder. “Your predecessor’s disappearance was just that—he vanished. For all we know he is on some tropical beach with an exotic lovely lady by his side, a cool drink in his hand.”

	Grayling tried to smile at the thought, but barely managed to twitch the sides of his mouth.

	Vanished without trace, he thought. He booked no tickets, his suitcases were left in his apartment, and his bank account was untouched. They never even found the clothes he was wearing that night.

	The bishop was walking around the base of the tower now, scrutinizing the thick stone pillars that held up the enormous structure. Occasionally, Gorey put out a hand to probe one of the many fissures that had opened up recently. Each time his superior did this, Grayling flinched. But nothing happened.

	“If the interior damage is this bad,” said the bishop, “one can only imagine how bad the exterior of the tower must be. I thought the local legend was that it can’t be damaged, that this curse of Weyrmouth somehow repairs it in exchange for human lives?”

	“That is the commonly held belief,” admitted Grayling, in a low voice, glancing around as if the stones themselves could overhear him. “That if the tower is wounded it seeks a sacrifice to heal itself.”

	“Preposterous!”

	Gorey produced his cell phone and started taking pictures of the damaged pillars.

	“You intend to send these to your experts in London?” asked Grayling.

	The bishop gave an affirmative grunt, continued to operate his cell for a few minutes, then put the phone away. Afterwards, he took the diminutive priest by the arm and began to lead him back along the great central aisle, towards the cathedral’s main doors. As they walked the way, the bishop resumed his lecture on superstition.

	“A few violent deaths do not make a curse,” said Gorey. “A building that is over seven hundred years old is bound to see a great deal of unpleasantness. There will be mishaps, yes, and even some mysteries. If people insist on seeing patterns in mere happenstance, it is up to more sober, balanced people to correct—”

	The bishop was interrupted by an upbeat, electronic version of All Things Bright and Beautiful. Pausing, Gorey took out his cell again and examined the screen.

	“Well, that was a quick response,” he said. “Let’s see what our experts have to say.”

	Let’s hope they’ve given up on the contract, thought Grayling. With luck, they will leave that damned tower alone. Better to let it fall than risk more lives to preserve it.

	“No, this is not right,” muttered Gorey, evidently scrolling through some document on his phone.

	“A technical problem, Your Grace?” asked Grayling, trying not to sound hopeful.

	“What? Oh, some bit of nonsense,” replied the bishop. “Perhaps an attempt at humor.”

	The bishop held out his phone to Grayling, who squinted at the bright screen. It was an email headed “Ghosts or Gargoyles?!?” evidently sent in reply to the bishop’s pictures of the tower’s stonework.

	The message contained several images. They were so small that Grayling could not make out much detail. But the priest could see that they all had one thing in common. In every picture, the random patterns of shadow falling on decayed stonework had somehow produced the crude semblance of a face.

	“Now this,” said the bishop, in a slightly less confident voice, “is precisely the sort of thing that we don’t want getting out. Imagine what irresponsible journalists would make of this—this coincidence!”

	“You—you don’t think, Your Grace,” stammered Grayling, “that this is the sort of thing we ought to be taking notice of?”

	“Pareidolia!” exclaimed Gorey.

	“I beg your pardon?” asked the priest.

	“Pareidolia! Of course,” said the bishop, regaining his former confidence. “It’s a tendency to see significant patterns in random masses of data. Like those clods who see Our Lord in a piece of toast. Or Elvis in a muffin. That’s what this must be!”

	Gorey held up his phone while grinning fixedly.

	He’s willing me to agree with him, thought Grayling. He simply can’t accept that the supernatural might be real. But isn’t this how spiritual evil might triumph, if people like us refuse to accept its power?

	Grayling cleared his throat, looked up at his boss’ glazed expression.

	“Of course, Your Grace,” he said. “Now that you’ve explained it, it all makes perfect sense.”

	Gorey frowned down at the priest, clearly sensing sarcasm. Then the bishop sighed, patted Grayling on the shoulder in a fatherly way.

	“Don’t over-think the problem, Michael,” he said. “In the end, it’s a just a big pile of stones. Stones can’t feel, or plan, or act against us. To believe otherwise is pagan foolishness.”

	Grayling agreed politely with the bishop. But for the rest of his superior’s visit, and in his dreams that night, he kept seeing the pictures. In each case, the face consisted of roughly sketched eyes and mouth. The eyes were all black pits, and all the mouths were open wide, as if screaming.

	 

	***

	 

	“Yeah, I reckon it was the Hound of the Baskervilles!” said the barman, as Derek Fowler entered the bar of the Crown and Anchor. Gales of laughter greeted this apparent witticism. The usual evening crowd of villagers was present. A few, like Derek, were sheep farmers, the only kind of farming that could endure in the stark hills inland of Weyrmouth.

	“I’ll have a pint of the usual, Jim,” said Derek, shouldering his way through the throng. “What’s all this confab about, anyway?”

	“Evening, Derek,” said Jim, as he began working the beer pump. “Old Arnold Pertwee’s been seeing things again.”

	“Oh, him,” grunted Derek. Arnold was a notorious boozer and famed for telling tall tales. Some of them—about one in twenty—turned out to be loosely based on fact. “What’s the old twit been saying now?”

	“He was in last night saying how he’d seen Black Shuck,” explained another drinker. “More likely he just saw a cow looking at him over a fence in the dark. Arnold can hardly see straight even when he’s sober!”

	There was another burst of laughter, but quieter than before. Black Shuck was, according to local folklore, a spectral hound that sometimes waylaid travelers. The creature was deemed by some to be dangerous in and of itself; by others to be a harbinger of doom. Most country folk played up the legend for the tourists, which was why the pub had a picture of the huge phantom dog.

	People were clearly tiring of the subject already, and soon conversation turned to other matters. As in all rural pubs, the weather was a perennial topic. Derek gave his opinion of the strange storms that had been battering Weyrmouth, the city that lay a few miles to the east.

	“It’s not this global warming,” Derek said. “It’s all them new wind farms. Stands to reason, stopping the wind blowing in one place only makes it blow more somewhere else. It all balances out.”

	There were sage nods of agreement to this, then they moved on to football. Derek ordered some food and another pint. It was then—as he wolfed down his pie and chips, still standing at the bar—that his attention wandered to an old, smoke-browned picture over the fireplace.

	“Aye, that’s the same dog,” said Jim. “Found that in the attic a while back. Thought about getting it cleaned, then thought nah, bugger it. Just put it up as it is. Townies like the authentic tat, don’t they?”

	“That they do,” replied Derek, distractedly. The picture was oddly absorbing. It showed a familiar scene, the valley in which he had lived and worked all his life. To one side of the picture was a shepherd in old-time costume, complete with crooked stick. On the other was a huge black dog, eyes blazing, bounding towards the hapless shepherd. Not surprisingly, the man looked terrified.

	“Bloody daft,” grunted Derek, returning to his simple fare. But he found his attention drawn back to the old picture several times. There was something about it that bothered him. After he’d finished eating, he gulped down what remained of his pint, then went over to look more closely. There were ill-defined forms in shadow behind the presumed Black Shuck.

	Not just one hound, he thought. But several. That’s not the way the story of Black Shuck goes. Not the way I heard it.

	Shrugging, Derek said his goodbyes then left the pub to return to his cottage. He had to put out fodder for his flock. A light dusting of snow had fallen while he had been inside, and his boots crunched on the frozen crust. As soon as he left the small village, he was in pitch darkness. Derek did not give much thought to the night. He had made the journey home thousands of times, drunk or sober. The cold was another matter, and he turned his collar up against the bitter chill.

	Derek’s cottage lay up in the hills, a mile or so outside the village. He was about a hundred yards from home when he heard a familiar, unwelcoming sound. It was a sheep in distress. At almost the same moment there was a snarl, vicious and low. He looked out across the nearby fields, knowing it was pointless. Without artificial light, he could see nothing but a slightly less profound darkness above him that must have been the cloudy winter sky.

	A dog, he thought. A stray or a family pet that’s got out, worrying the flock. Or worse, rustlers rounding them up.

	Sheep stealing was an ever-present worry. Gangs used dogs, he knew, and were sometimes armed. It was known that there were vicious big city criminals looking to make easy money. Derek picked up his pace, almost running. The low bulk of his home was just discernible ahead. He fumbled for his keys as the sound of plaintive bleating came again, and was then cut off with sickening abruptness.

	“Bastards!” he swore, crashing into his kitchen and going straight to the cupboard where he kept his twelve-gauge shotgun. He had been lucky until now, and had not had to shoot a dog—or a man, for that matter. But now his luck had run out. Derek got his shotgun and taped a large flashlight to it, struggling slightly as the effects of the beer hampered precision. He filled his pockets with shotgun shells, loaded both barrels, but kept the safety on.

	Outside, the beam of the flashlight illuminated frosted grass and heather. Derek headed for the place where he had heard the presumed dog attack, feeling himself growing stone-cold sober as he inhaled a lungful of freezing night air. Apart from the crunching of his boots on the grass, there was dead silence. He paused, turned off the torch.

	No need to give my position away, he thought. I know this hillside like the back of my hand, anyway.

	A sudden bleating broke the silence, the sound of sheep in panic. Again came vicious snarling, deep, clearly from a big animal. Derek turned and started to walk fast towards the sounds, ears straining to detect human voices. There were none. He took the safety off his shotgun. If it was just a dog he would not hesitate to shoot without warning.

	The bleating was cut off, just like before. After a brief pause, the snarling came again, lower this time, more menacing. Derek guessed that the animal had detected him. He flicked on the flashlight, leveled his gun. The piercing blue light picked out huge jaws gaping wide, a dark bounding form just a few yards away. Derek pulled both triggers and was sent reeling by the recoil. The shotgun blast was deafening and the torch broke free of the barrels, falling to the ground. The snarling turned to a shrill yelping that Derek heard with grim satisfaction. The sound dwindled, faded to nothing.

	Got the evil bugger!

	The farmer retrieved the flashlight, fanned the beam around and ahead of him. Sure enough, there was a dark patch on the frosty ground. Blood had splashed in wide arcs as the beast had fled. Derek hoped it was mortally wounded. He emptied the gun of the spent cartridges, and fumbled in his coat pocket for reloads. As he closed the gun again, he heard the low growling begin. This time, it was to one side.

	Wounded animals can be the worst, he thought, as he pivoted, holding the torch clumsily under the shotgun barrels. The beam fell onto a mess of white and red, steam rising from slick, coiled guts. The flashlight was reflected in a lifeless eye. A dead sheep, torn apart, but not eaten.

	Precious livestock, killed for the hell of it.

	He raised the torch, and at the very edge of visibility, he made out a low, dark form moving quickly. It was circling him at extreme range, so far that the chances of a good hit from the old shotgun were minimal. He fired one barrel anyway, but there was no response.

	Then the growling began behind him.

	Derek turned, puzzled. The thought of the old picture in the pub came to him. Was he dealing with a pack of wild dogs? He recalled press reports of the incident in the cathedral the previous year. That had been blamed on wild dogs. He hadn’t believed it at the time, but now, he wasn’t so sure.

	“Gah, rubbish!” he said.

	He took another shot at a fleet shadow, began to reload with trembling hands. Now the snarling was all around him, and he set the torch down to handle the shells. As if that were a signal for the black shapes, they moved closer. More clearly defined now, Derek saw that the dogs were huge, far bigger than any normal pet. He dropped a cartridge, stooped to pick it up, and a heavy weight landed on his back, driving him into the dirt. He tried to roll over and wield the shotgun as a club, but razor-sharp teeth tore the weapon from his fingers along with most of the flesh.

	Derek howled in pain and despair, hoping against hope that help might come. But his voice was drowned out by the louder howling of the pack as the huge, dark beasts closed in.


Chapter 1: The Language in Our Blood

	 

	In her dream, Erin Cale was driving on the interstate through the desert. She was in a beat-up, old Ford pickup with her dad sitting beside her. She knew it was a dream. Erin had never owned a Ford pickup, had never driven through the desert, and her father left her when she was just a little girl. Yet she would happily trade her real life, messy and dangerous, for this dream world.

	Just driving and being with dad, she thought. We could drive forever, together.

	“Nothing lasts forever,” said her father. “You know that, Erin. Life is change, flux, transformation. Everything evolves.”

	“Don’t spoil it dad,” she urged him. “Let’s just keep going.”

	She took a hand off the wheel, held it out of the window of the pickup. The airflow seemed to cool her flesh. She looked at the hand, saw no scars. She knew, without looking, that her body bore no sign of the damage she had incurred in real life since coming to Weyrmouth and encountering its ghosts, and worse.

	“Can’t do that,” said her father, gently. He removed his shades, ran a hand through a mop of dark hair, then gestured ahead. “Not far to go now. You’ll see it in just a moment.”

	Erin looked at the perfectly straight road unfolding ahead of the Ford. There was nothing. Outcrops of rock, cactus, isolated boulders, a dead Joshua tree. In the far distance, off to one side, loomed a tall mesa. Then something hovered into view, a flat-roofed building with some trucks parked in front.

	“Aw, it’s just some hick diner,” Erin protested. “We don’t have to stop there.”

	“Up to you,” her father said, noncommittally. “But it might be good to have a rest stop, before the big event.”

	Puzzled, Erin slowed the pickup and stared at the shabby building. It was close enough now to read the sign.

	LAST CHANCE DINER. ABANDON HOPE ALL YE WHO DON’T TRY OUR DELICIOUS WAFFLES.

	“Aw, come on!” she protested.

	Her father laughed.

	“Well, there’s subtle, there’s obvious, and then there’s this,” he conceded. “But if you thought that was clunky, just wait. The next part is a doozy.”

	Erin looked ahead again and saw that what she had assumed was a mesa seemed to be growing. The flat-topped shape rose up, growing thinner as it grew taller. As it changed, its color darkened from reddish to gray, then black. Above the growing tower, what had been a cloudless desert sky darkened with unnatural speed. Clouds swirled above the tower, which was now all too familiar to Erin.

	“Goddamn it!” she cursed. “I can’t escape that cathedral, even in my dreams.”

	The tower had expanded to a far greater size than the real thing. Its base, now hundreds of feet across, had spread to block the road. Erin stopped, sat for a moment contemplating the nightmarish edifice. Lightning flashed above the mile-high structure, and blood ran in torrents down the pitted stonework. Flying creatures appeared, moving too fast to make out clearly. But Erin could see that they were man-sized, or bigger, with vast glowing wings. On the ground, too, dozens of dark forms rushed towards the tower. They looked something like dogs.

	“The Yell-Hounds,” said Erin, alarmed. “It’s the pack that nearly killed me last year, dad.”

	“Never mind the floor show,” said her father. “Listen. Can you hear it?”

	She became aware of a vibration, so deep that it was not so much sound as movement, like an earth tremor. Erin looked at her father, who tilted his head and smiled.

	“Can you make it out?” asked her father, insistently.

	“How can I make it out, dad, it’s just—” Erin began, then stopped.

	The seismic sound was not mere noise after all. It rose and fell, had a kind of cadence. It was a voice speaking in tones so deep that they ought to defy understanding. Yet Erin grasped its meaning. The voice conveyed a truth that was portentous, immense, the most important truth ever spoken. It was a truth that was both beautiful and terrible, something that would not merely change Erin’s life but remake the world. She turned to her father to ask if he, too, could understand the words.

	The dramatic dream-vista became Erin’s bedroom. A figure, just discernible in the darkness, was sitting on the end of her bed.

	“Dad?” she asked, trying to sit up.
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