
Jack Callaghan is in darkness so black that the world seems 
brighter when he closes his eyes.
There are voices here, and deeper in the darkness, the sounds 

of battle.
The words are unfamiliar…wrong…but the screams and cries 

of the dying and the smells of death are not. They’re very familiar. 
Intimately. They are all around him. Jack has no idea what this 
place is, where it is—or was—and yet there is something nag-
gingly familiar about it. It is as though he has been here before, 
but now it feels like a long-forgotten dream.

And a bad one at that.
There is heat in the air, and the unmistakeable odor of sulfur.
Jack is torn. He wants to call out to whoever is lurking out 

there in the darkness, but he doesn’t dare to draw attention to 
himself. Fear knots itself in the pit of his stomach, screaming for 
him to make himself small.

The afterimage of a face drifts in and out of focus, like a ghost 
slipping across his mind. It’s not just a face…it’s a head. There 
are ragged wounds of blood and gristle around its neck where it 
has been hacked clear of its body. Its wild eyes stare at him. Into 
him. Its mouth moves, sounds bellowing out. They’re words he 
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can’t understand and yet, they exhort him to rise up, to battle, to 
fight, to rage… The words don’t matter, it’s what they do to him 
that does. They banish the fear that had wrapped itself around his 
soul. Even though he cannot understand a single word, they give 
him courage. They set his pulse to racing. They drive his blood 
pounding through his veins and drumming against his ears until 
that maddening dub-dub dub-dub is all that he can hear.

He longs to scream a battle cry and charge into the fray. Battle 
is calling him. But this can’t be real. It has to be a dream.

But he can’t remember what real life is.
The head moves again, swinging against the blackness, twist-

ing as though some giant hand has tangled in the matted curls of 
black hair and is raising it aloft… The madness of it all makes 
itself known to Jack Callaghan, a rational man, a policeman, he 
remembers, who has no time for the impossible in his life. The 
mouth moves, lips twitching around the voice that pours forth. 
White bone shines through ragged flesh and sinew hanging from 
where it has been severed at the neck. Jack isn’t afraid of the 
ghostly head…why should he be? This is just a dream…

The eyes rove, rage burning behind them. They bulge in their 
sockets. The voice roars. Jack can feel the voice resonating with 
the blood as it roars through his body. And slowly, one by one, 
each unknown syllable starts to fall in time with his heartbeat.

There is heat, but this time it is inside him. It feels as though his 
blood is coming to a boil in his veins.

Fire threatens to consume him.
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Curzon Street was deserted when Alice Ho stepped out into 
the brisk morning air. She’d slept in the townhouse rather 

than her work place out on the Isle of Dogs. The townhouse was 
an indulgence from a rich ex. Rich men liked to shower her with 
trinkets and toys, and the richer the man, the more extravagant his 
gifts became. It was as though they were trying to disprove the old 
adage money can’t buy love. Alice didn’t love them, but she was 
rather partial to their generosity, so she smiled and pretended when 
it suited her. It was just another form of theft, really. A long grift. 
And like any theft, there was an art to it. And Alice was good at 
what she did.

The street was strewn with litter. Not so long ago this had been 
one of the most prized addresses in the city, home to the rich and 
famous, the richer and the even more famous. Times had changed. 
Now they couldn’t even get a street cleaner to work at night 
around here. There were too many terrors lurking in the shadows, 
too many strange things stalking the side streets and alleyways 
for anyone to put themselves in harm’s way. It was all primal, in-
stinctual. They didn’t know what was happening around them, but 
some long-buried danger-sense flared up and they had to listen to 
it. Street cleaners worked from sunrise to sunset and not a minute 
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longer. If the clean up couldn’t be finished before sundown, the 
garbage sacks could stack up, the cardboard burger boxes and the 
sheets of yesterday’s news could line the gutter.

The last orange glow of streetlights would soon fade away as the 
sky gradually grew lighter, heralding the relative safety of dawn.

Alice was not afraid of the dark; if anything she welcomed it as 
part of her natural habitat. She was a night walker. A creature of 
the moon. She rarely needed sleep, and when she did, she was just 
as happy to close her eyes when the sun was at its highest and the 
streets crowded. Crowded was a relative term. It was a long time 
since London had genuinely been choked with people. The dark 
skies had put an end to that.

Still, for all that, the houses along the old curved street almost 
smelled of wealth. The richest and safest homes were still to be 
found in this part of London, replete with their high security pro-
tection, surveillance cameras, and guards. Some of the more re-
gal old buildings still had doormen standing like sentries in their 
crisply ironed red uniforms. The only difference was that now 
they carried concealed weapons to give the residents the peace of 
mind they paid so richly for.

Alice saw changes everywhere she went. The sad thing was 
that she’d long since stopped paying attention to them; plus ça 
change, plus c’est la même chose, as the saying went. The world 
had changed, and she had changed with it. That was just the way 
it had to be. It was either a case of becoming part of the new order 
or becoming a relic of the old. She was no one’s relic. What she 
was was a thief, and a damned good one at that.

She closed the red door behind her. She didn’t need to lock it. 
She had all sorts of security in place that made something as banal 
as keys redundant. No one would break in to the townhouse. She 
started to walk. She needed to clear her head. The last dregs of 
adrenaline still buzzed through her system, though the high that 
had got her through the night was long since gone. Now she was 
itchy. She needed to be moving. Doing something.

She ended up going to the café on the corner. It was bliss-
fully quiet. No one had slumped down into the deep faux-leather 
seats for hours. She loved those chairs, with their foam poking 
through to offer a lesson in the secret anatomy of upholstery. And 
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she loved this time of day. The coffee shop was quiet apart from 
the gentle rattle and clatter as Franco set up for the day, the oc-
casional gurgle of the espresso machine, the tamping of the cof-
fee press, the slice of the carving knife on the breadboard—all of 
those small comforting sounds that said she wasn’t alone in the 
world after all. 

Alice had been coming into Franco’s for coffee since she had 
moved into the townhouse. The café wasn’t actually called Fran-
co’s, it was called Brasco’s, after an old movie mob character, 
but it would always be Franco’s to her. Franco was well into his 
fifties, with that olive skin and dark stubble of a second genera-
tion Italian, and dark, smoldering eyes that could have melt the 
panties off an unsuspecting woman at one hundred paces. He was 
ruthlessly charming, and an incorrigible flirt. They had a good 
thing going on; he smiled and tried out his lines on her, and in 
return she got the best coffee in the city. She never felt dirty or 
threatened by anything he said, unlike some of the jokers she met 
on the underground club scene. With Franco the “Hey, pretty lady, 
you’re looking especially lovely this morning” always felt like an 
honest compliment, and that made her feel good. It never came 
across as a prelude to something more, which made a pleasant 
change of pace.

Franco brought over her espresso and a plate of biscotti.
Alice liked to imagine that he had an elderly mother who got up 

at the crack of dawn to make them especially for her. She didn’t 
need to know about the wholesaler who lurked behind the curtain 
or the factory conveyor belt of sugar rush he presided over. Real-
ity was always so much more boring than the fantasy. Besides, 
thinking there was a secret family recipe and a little old lady slav-
ing over them made the biscotti taste so much better.

“So, tell me again how it can be that a pretty girl like you is 
in here drinking coffee on her own at this godforsaken hour? I’m 
beginning to think you’ve got a thing for me,” Franco said, offer-
ing her a cheeky grin. That was the way it was.

“I want you for your caffeine, darling, what can I say?”
He went back to the counter and changed the music. A moment 

later a rich, sad-voiced man started singing about Lips Like Ether. 
Alice listened to the lyrics. She was never one for the melody; 
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the real beauty was always in the words. She sipped at her coffee. 
This had to be one of the saddest songs she’d ever heard. The man 
was obviously in pain, singing about the kind of lost love only the 
luckiest ever really knew. The song changed after a few minutes, 
the same sad voice saying he prayed for love to the martyr in his 
blood. “And they say women are the soppy ones,” Alice said, but 
Franco didn’t hear her.

Through the window she could see the line of tall trees that 
screened the residents’ garden. The gates were locked, but the 
iron railings were no more than waist high, so it wasn’t like they 
were really serious about keeping people out. Alice liked to sit in 
the garden and watch the people. She loved that London was still 
so full of green places.

A row of street-side tables stood empty outside. It was too ear-
ly in the morning for people to want to take the weight off their 
feet and refuel on caffeine. The morning chill lingered in the air. 
Give it an hour or so and it would be different.

In the height of summer this was one of her favorite spots from 
which to watch the world go by.

A shadow passed across the tables for a moment, like a ghostly 
walker, and then they were bathing in sunlight once more.

Those same base instincts she relied upon when she went to 
work bristled now: something was wrong. Unnatural. She had no 
idea what or why. That didn’t matter. She’d learned to trust her 
instincts.

Alice got up from her seat, catching the edge of the table with 
her hip and sending a splash of coffee across the pristine white 
tablecloth like arterial spray. Franco looked up from his work as 
her chair scraped on the wooden floor and smiled without a word. 
She shrugged an apology and moved to the window. Alice looked 
out through the glass as a great black mass moved across the sky. 
She peered up at it as its shape shifted, constantly changing as 
it moved over the houses until it finally became a great bird—a 
great black bird. Its shadowy wings beat in a slow, fluid motion 
as it stretched and swelled, growing until it utterly blotted out 
what little sun the pall allowed through, and plunged the city into 
darkness. She pressed her hands flat against the glass, looking up, 
and counted two full minutes of pitch black before the shadow-
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bird shrank back. It circled behind the Hilton Tower hotel, out of 
view for a moment, before reappearing. This time she could see 
it for what it really was: a murmuration of starlings. Their flock-
ing pattern was both perfectly coordinated and an amazing thing 
to behold.

“Hey, Franco, have you seen anything like that before?” she 
asked, even though he couldn’t possibly have seen the birds 
within the shadow-bird from where he was standing. He was al-
ready walking toward her, tea towel in one hand, coffee mug in 
the other.

“Too late,” she said. “It’s gone.”
“What was it?”
“Birds. Starlings. Flying in formation.”
“Was it a face?”
“No,” Alice said. “A bird. A huge bird. Have you seen them 

make a face?”
“A couple of times,” he told her. “And you know the weird 

thing?”
“What, weirder than birds making faces in the sky?”
He chuckled at that. “I’m sure that it was the same face both 

times.”
“Okay, I’ll give you that. On a one-to-ten scale of weird, that’s 

weird factor seven.”
“A bird is not good,” Franco said. “Birds are creatures of omen.”
“Omens? What of?” She knew the answer before she’d finished 

asking the question. She didn’t wait for the reply. Alice gathered 
up her coat.

“Death,” he said as she closed the door.

* * *

The sky was clear when she stepped out of the café. 
That in itself was a surprise. It wasn’t blue. It had been a long 

time since it had been blue. But there wasn’t a single bird up there 
despite the mass that had banked and rolled across the clouds only 
a few moments before.

Alice slipped her jacket on as she walked. She had no idea 
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where she was heading. It was purely about movement. The streets 
were still quiet, but the first few signs of life had begun to stir in 
some of the glass buildings and concrete towers—people leaving 
for work, people arriving at work. At night they hid behind locked 
doors and barred windows, but in daylight they found short-lived 
courage. Alice couldn’t imagine living her life like that; she need-
ed the danger, the adrenaline rush that came with being in places 
that she had no right to be. She lived by defying convention and 
ignoring the risk. Only then was she truly alive.

There were times when her mind wandered, when her thoughts 
left her and her body moved of its own volition. She became a 
living ghost. The sight of the great bird had sent her mind reel-
ing so much so that the previous night’s activities had slipped 
into the status of half-forgotten dream. She replayed the flight 
of the bird over and over again, picturing it in her head until it 
was burned there. She would never forget it, not how it looked, 
or how it moved. 

It wasn’t some miraculous sight or some incredible sound 
that dragged her back to the here-and-now; it wasn’t even some-
thing strange that intruded on her thoughts. It was one of the few 
things that had remained constant despite the flood of changes 
and the uncertainty that had enveloped London. She had walked 
past this point so many times, once or twice a day at least, but she 
had never stopped to listen before. She did today. It was almost 
hypnotic.

Speaker’s Corner was one of those weird places that exists in 
various shapes or forms in just about every city across the world; 
a place where anyone can stand and address whatever crowd will 
gather and is prepared to listen, or heckle. The patch of ground 
in the northeast corner of Hyde Park had always been held in 
special regard even though there had never been any laws passed 
to protect it; it was a place where anyone could stand and speak 
out about injustice, justice, burning needs, pressing problems, or 
even just The Lord. Few bothered to stop and listen anymore. 
Fewer still wanted to stand on their soapbox and speak. It was 
just one more sign that the old days were slipping away. Marx 
and Lenin had both spoken here in their time. She realized, some-
what sadly, that if they’d stood there today no one would be there 
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to listen to their call for change, and what a sorry state of affairs 
that was.

Today a single man had stopped to listen to the current speak-
er—an elderly man in a long raincoat. His small dog tugged on 
its lead impatiently.

Alice stopped for a moment and listened, doubling the size of 
his audience.

“Listen to me, London! You need to hear me! The day is com-
ing. Soon the last of the ravens will leave the Tower. You know 
what that means, don’t you?”

At least it made a change from the usual array of religious fun-
damentalists and nut-jobs of all persuasions that predicted the end 
of the world on a daily basis, even if it wasn’t a pleasant one. 
There was something about this shabbily dressed man that kept 
her listening, though. Actually, she realized, looking at him prop-
erly, the speaker was well-dressed, though it looked as though he 
had been sleeping in the suit for several days. His face had not 
seen a razor for a month or more, which added to the wild-eyed 
effect of his rant.

“You!” he said, pointing straight at Alice. “You know what it 
means when the last raven leaves, don’t you? You know what will 
happen to this once great country of ours, don’t you, my friend?” 
She found herself nodding without thinking about it. “I don’t 
know what’s going on in there. You don’t. None of us know. We 
don’t know what abominations lurk in there now, but you must 
believe me, you must… I’ve seen things. Bad things. It won’t be 
long before the last of the birds is dead and gone.”

Ravens. That was what the great bird had been; all those hun-
dreds, maybe even thousands of starlings had taken the shape 
of a raven, not just any old black bird. Alice suppressed a shud-
der. What would Franco have made of an omen like that, she 
wondered.

The man became more agitated, his gaze constantly flicking up 
to the sky as though he expected to see the great raven of birds 
return. There was nothing to see but the high-lying smog.

Nothing to be afraid of.
A couple of passersby barely gave him a second glance. A few 

moments later the dog pulled its master away in the search of 
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something more interesting and she was the only one left to listen 
to his rambling imprecations.

She didn’t have to believe what he was saying; it was abun-
dantly clear that he believed enough for both of them.

He believed enough for the whole city.
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