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ARTEMIS FOWL is a child prodigy from Ireland who has dedicated his brilliant mind to criminal activities. When Artemis discovers that there is a fairy civilization below ground, he sees it as a golden opportunity. Now there is a whole new species to exploit with his ingenious schemes. But Artemis doesn’t know as much as he thinks about the fairy People. And what he doesn’t know could hurt him …
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Chapter 1

Blast to the Past

BARCELONA, SPAIN
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HAPPY was not a word often used to describe Artemis Fowl’s bodyguard. Jolly and contented were also words that were rarely applied to him or to people in his immediate vicinity. Butler did not get to be one of the most dangerous men in the world by chatting with anyone who happened to stroll past, unless the chat concerned exit routes and concealed weapons.

On this particular afternoon Butler and Artemis were in Spain, and the bodyguard’s Eurasian features were even more taciturn than normal. His young charge was, as usual, making Butler’s job more complicated than it needed to be. Artemis had insisted that they stand on the pavement of Barcelona’s Passeig de Gràcia for over an hour in the afternoon sun with only a few slender trees to provide them with cover from the heat or possible enemies.

This was the fourth unexplained trip to foreign locations in as many months. First Edinburgh, then Death Valley in the American West, followed by an extremely arduous trek to doubly landlocked Uzbekistan. And now Barcelona. All to wait for a mysterious visitor, who had not as yet made an appearance.

They made an odd couple on the busy pathway. A huge, muscular man: forties, Hugo Boss suit, shaven head. And a slight teenager:
 pale, raven-haired with large, piercing blue-black eyes.

‘Why must you circle so, Butler?’ asked Artemis, irritated. He knew the answer to his own question, but according to his calculations, the expected visitor to Barcelona was a minute late, and he allowed his annoyance to transfer to the bodyguard.

‘You know perfectly well why, Artemis,’ replied Butler.
 ‘In case there is a sniper or an audio-tech on one of the rooftops. I am circling to provide the maximum cover.’

Artemis was in the mood to demonstrate his genius. This was a mood in which he frequently found himself. And as satisfying as these demonstrations were for the fourteen-year-old Irish boy, they could be intensely irritating for anyone on the receiving end.

‘Firstly, it is hardly likely that there is a sniper gunning for me,’ he said. ‘I have liquidated eighty per cent of my illegal ventures and spread the capital across an extremely lucrative portfolio. Secondly, any audio-tech trying to eavesdrop on us may as well pack up and go home as the third button on your jacket is emitting a Solinium pulse that whites out any surveillance tape, human or fairy.’

Butler glanced at a passing couple, who were bewitched by Spain and young love. The man had a camcorder slung round his neck. Butler fingered his third button guiltily.

‘We may have ruined a few honeymoon videos,’ he noted.

Artemis shrugged. ‘A small price to pay for my privacy.’

‘Was there a third point?’ asked Butler innocently.

‘Yes,’ said Artemis, a touch testily. Still no sign of the individual he was expecting. ‘I was about to say that if there is a gunman on one of these buildings, it’s that one directly to the rear. So you should stay behind me.’

Butler was the best bodyguard in the business, and even he couldn’t be a hundred per cent sure which rooftop a potential gunman would be on.

‘Go on. Tell me how you know. I know you’re dying to.’

‘Very well, since you ask. No sniper would position himself on the rooftop of Casa Milà, directly across the street, because it is open to the public and so his access and escape would probably be recorded.’

‘His or her,’ corrected Butler. ‘Most metal men are women these days.’

‘His or her,’ amended Artemis. ‘The two buildings on the right are somewhat screened by foliage, so why handicap yourself?’

‘Very good. Go on.’

‘The cluster behind us to the left is a group of financial buildings with private security stickers on the windows. A professional will avoid any confrontation he is not being paid for.’

Butler nodded. It was true.

‘And so, I logically conclude that your imaginary sniper would pick the four-storey construction to our rear. It is residential, so access is easy. The roof affords him or her a direct line of fire, and the security is possibly dismal and more than likely non-existent.’

Butler snorted. Artemis was probably right. But in the protection game, probably wasn’t nearly as comforting as a Kevlar vest.

‘You’re probably
 right,’ admitted the bodyguard. ‘But only if the sniper is as smart as you are.’

‘Good point,’ said Artemis.

‘And I imagine you could put together a convincing argument for any one of these buildings. You just picked that one to keep me out of your line of vision, which leads me to believe that whoever you’re expecting will turn up outside Casa Milà.’

Artemis smiled. ‘Well done, old friend.’

Casa Milà was an early twentieth-century dwelling designed by the Spanish art nouveau architect Antonio Gaudí. The facade consisted of curved walls and balconies topped by twisted ironworks. The walkway outside the building was thronged with tourists, lining up for the afternoon tour of the spectacular house.

‘Will we recognize our visitor among all these people? Are you sure that he is not already here? Watching us?’

Artemis smiled and his eyes glittered. ‘Believe me, he is not here. If he were, there would be a lot more screaming.’

Butler scowled. Once, just once, he would like to get all the facts before they boarded the jet. But that wasn’t the way Artemis worked. To the young Irish genius, the reveal was the most important part of his schemes.

‘At least tell me if our contact will be armed.’

‘I doubt it,’ said Artemis. ‘And even if he is, he won’t be with us for more than a second.’

‘A second? Just beaming down through outer space, is he?’

‘Not space, old friend,’ said Artemis, checking his wristwatch. ‘Time.’ The boy sighed. ‘Anyway, the moment has passed. It seems as though I have brought us here for nothing. Our visitor has not materialized. The chances were slim. Obviously, there was nobody at the other end of the rift.’

Butler didn’t know what rift Artemis was referring to;
 he was simply relieved to be leaving this insecure location. The sooner they could get back to Barcelona Airport the better.

The bodyguard pulled a mobile phone from his pocket and hit a number on the speed dial. The person on the other end picked up on the first ring.

‘Maria,’ said Butler. ‘Collection, pronto.’

‘Si,’ replied Maria tersely. Maria worked for an exclusive Spanish limousine company. She was extremely pretty and could break a breeze block with her forehead.

‘Was that Maria?’ said Artemis, mimicking casual conversation perfectly.

Butler was not fooled. Artemis Fowl rarely asked casual questions.

‘Yes, that was Maria. You could tell because I used her name when I spoke to her. You don’t usually ask so many questions about the limo driver. That’s four in the past fifteen minutes. Will Maria be picking us up? Where do you think
 Maria is right now? How old do you think Maria is?’

Artemis rubbed his temples. ‘It’s this blasted puberty, Butler. Every time I see a pretty girl, I waste valuable mind space thinking about her. That girl at the restaurant for instance. I’ve glanced in her direction a dozen times in the past few minutes.’

Butler gave the pretty girl in question an automatic bodyguard’s once-over.

She was twelve or thirteen, did not appear to be armed and had a mane of tight blonde curls.
 The girl was studiously working her way through a selection of tapas while a male guardian, perhaps her father, read the paper. There was another man at the table who was struggling to stow a set of crutches under his chair. Butler judged that the girl was not a direct threat to their safety, though indirectly she could cause trouble if Artemis was unable to concentrate on his plan.

Butler patted his young charge on the shoulder. ‘It’s normal to be distracted by girls. Natural. If you hadn’t been so busy saving the world these past few years, it would have happened sooner.’

‘Nevertheless, I have to control it, Butler. I have things to do.’

‘Control puberty?’ snorted the bodyguard. ‘If you manage that, you’ll be the first.’

‘I generally am,’ said Artemis.

And it was true. No other teenager had kidnapped a fairy, rescued their father from the Russian Mafiya and helped put down a goblin revolution by the tender age of fourteen.

A horn honked twice. From across the intersection, a young lady gestured through an open limousine window.

‘It’s Maria,’ said Artemis, then caught himself. ‘I mean, let us go. Maybe we’ll have better luck at the next site.’

Butler took the lead, stopping the traffic with a wave of one massive palm. ‘Maybe we should take Maria with us.
 A full-time driver would make my job a lot easier.’

It took Artemis a moment to realize that he was being ribbed. ‘Very funny, Butler. You were joking, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, I was.’

‘I thought so, but I don’t have a lot of experience with humour. Apart from Mulch Diggums.’

Mulch was a kleptomaniac dwarf who had stolen from, and for, Artemis on previous occasions. Diggums liked to think of himself as a funny fairy, and his main sources of humour were his own bodily functions.

‘If you can call that humour,’ said Butler, smiling, in spite of himself, at his own memories of the pungent dwarf.

And suddenly Artemis froze. In the middle of a heaving intersection.

Butler glowered at the three lanes of city traffic, a hundred impatient drivers leaning on their horns.

‘I feel something,’ breathed Artemis.
 ‘Electricity.’

‘Could you feel it on the other side of the road?’ asked Butler.

Artemis stretched out his arms, feeling a tingle on his palms.

‘He’s coming after all, but several metres off target.
 Somewhere there is a constant that is not constant.’

A shape formed in the air. From nothing came a cluster of sparks and the smell of sulphur. Inside the cluster a grey-green thing appeared, with golden eyes, chunky scales and great horned ears. It stepped out of nowhere and on to the road. It stood erect, five feet high, humanoid, but there was no mistaking this creature for human. It sniffed the air through slitted nostrils, opened a snake’s mouth and spoke.

‘Felicitations to Lady Heatherington Smythe,’ it said in a voice of crushed glass and grating steel. The creature grasped Artemis’s outstretched palm with a four-fingered hand.

‘Curious,’ said the Irish boy.

Butler wasn’t interested in curious. He was interested in getting Artemis away from this creature as quickly as possible.

‘Let’s go,’ he said brusquely, laying a hand on Artemis’s shoulder.

But Artemis was already gone. The creature had disappeared as quickly as it had come, taking the teenager with him. The incident would make the news later that day, but strangely enough, in spite of the hundreds of tourists armed with cameras, there would be no pictures.

The creature was insubstantial, as though it did not have a proper hold on this world. Its grip on Artemis’s hand was soft with a hard core, like bone wrapped in foam rubber. Artemis did not try to pull away; he was fascinated.

‘Lady Heatherington Smythe?’ repeated the creature, and Artemis could hear that it was scared. ‘Dost this be her estate?’

Hardly modern syntax, thought Artemis. But definitely English. Now how does a demon exiled in Limbo learn to speak English?

The air buzzed with power and white electrical bolts crackled around the creature, slicing holes in space.

A temporal rent. A hole in time.

Artemis was not overly awed by this — after all, he had seen the Lower Elements Police actually stop time during the Fowl Manor siege. What did concern him was that he was likely to be whisked away with the creature, in which case the chances of him being returned to his own dimension were small. The chances of him being returned to his own time were minuscule.

He tried to call out to Butler, but it was too late. If the word late can be used in a place where time does not exist. The rent had expanded to envelop both him and the demon. The architecture and population of Barcelona faded slowly like spirits to be replaced first by a purple fog, then a galaxy of stars.
 Artemis experienced feverish heat, then bitter cold. He felt sure that if he materialized fully he would be scorched to cinders, then his ashes would freeze and scatter across space.

Their surroundings changed in a flash, or maybe a year; it was impossible to tell. The stars were replaced by an ocean, and they were underneath it. Strange deep-sea creatures loomed from the depths, luminous tentacles scything the water all around them. Then there was a field of ice, then a red landscape, the air filled with fine dust. Finally, they were looking at Barcelona again. But different. The city was younger.

The demon howled and gnashed its pointed teeth, abandoning all attempts to speak English. Luckily, Artemis was one of two humans in any dimension who spoke Gnommish, the fairy language.

‘Calm yourself, friend,’ he said. ‘Our fate is sealed.
 Enjoy these wondrous sights.’

The demon’s howl ceased abruptly, and he dropped Artemis’s hand.

‘Speak you fairy tongue?’

‘Gnommish,’ corrected Artemis. ‘And better than you, I might add.’

The demon fell silent, regarding Artemis as though he was some kind of fantastic creature. Which, of course, he was. Artemis, for his part, spent what could possibly be the last few moments of his life observing the scene before him. They were materializing at a building site.
 It was the Casa Milà, but not yet completed. Workmen swarmed across scaffolding erected at the front of the building and a swarthy, bearded man stood scowling at a sheet of architectural drawings.

Artemis smiled. It was Gaudí himself. How amazing.

The scene solidified, colours painting themselves brighter. Artemis could smell the dry Spanish air now, and the heavy tangs of sweat and paint.

‘Excuse me?’ said Artemis in Spanish.

Gaudí looked up from the drawings, and his scowl was replaced with a look of utter disbelief. There was a boy stepping from thin air. Beside him a cowering demon.

The brilliant architect absorbed every detail of the tableau, committing it to his memory forever.

‘Si?’ he said hesitantly.

Artemis pointed to the top of the building. ‘You’ve got some mosaics planned for the roof. You might want to rethink those. Very derivative.’

Then boy and demon disappeared.

Butler did not panic when a creature stepped out of the hole in time. Then again, he was trained not to panic, no matter how extreme the situation. Unfortunately, nobody else at the Passeig de Gràcia intersection had attended Madame Ko’s Personal Protection Academy and so they proceeded to panic just as loudly and quickly as they could. All except the curly-haired girl and the two men with her.

When the demon appeared, the public froze. When the creature disappeared they unfroze explosively. The air was rent with the sounds of shouting and screaming. Drivers abandoned their cars, or simply drove them into store windows to escape. A wave of humans withdrew from the point of materialization as though repelled by an invisible force. Again, the girl and her companions bucked the trend, actually running towards the spot where the demon had shown up. The man with the crutches displayed remarkable agility for one who was supposedly injured.

Butler ignored the pandemonium, concentrating on his right hand. Or rather where his right hand had been a second earlier. Just before Artemis fizzled into another dimension, Butler had managed to get a grip on his shoulder. Now the disappearing virus had claimed his own hand. He was going wherever Artemis had gone. He could still feel his young charge’s bony shoulder in his grip.

Butler fully expected his arm to vanish, but it didn’t.
 Just the hand. He could still feel it in an underwater-pins-and-needles kind of way. And he could still feel Artemis.

‘No, you don’t,’ he grunted, tightening his invisible grip. ‘I’ve put up with too much hardship over the years for you to disappear on me now.’

And so Butler reached down through the decades and yanked his young charge back from the past.

Artemis didn’t come easy. It was like dragging a boulder through a sea of mud, but Butler was not the kind of person that gave up easily. He planted his feet and put his back into it. Artemis popped out of the twentieth century and landed sprawling in the twenty-first.

‘I’m back,’ said the Irish boy, as if he had simply returned from an everyday errand. ‘How unexpected.’

Butler picked his principal up and gave him a perfunctory examination.

‘Everything is in the right place. Nothing broken. Now, Artemis, tell me, what is twenty-seven multiplied by eighteen point five?’

Artemis straightened his suit jacket. ‘Oh, I see, you’re checking my mental faculties. Very good. I suppose it’s conceivable that time travel could affect the mind.’

‘Just answer the question!’ insisted Butler.

‘Four hundred and ninety-nine point five, if you must know.’

‘I’ll take your word for it.’

The giant bodyguard cocked his head to one side. ‘Sirens.
 We need to get out of this area, Artemis, before I’m forced to cause an international incident.’

He hustled Artemis to the other side of the road, to the only car still idling there. Maria looked a little pale, but at least she had not abandoned her clients.

‘Well done,’ said Butler, flinging open the rear door.
 ‘Airport. Stay off the motorway as much as possible.’

Maria barely waited until Butler and Artemis were belted, before burning rubber down the street, ignoring the traffic lights. The blonde girl and her companions were left on the roadside behind them.

Maria glanced at Artemis in the mirror. ‘What happened out there?’

‘No questions,’ said Butler curtly. ‘Eyes on the road.
 Drive.’

He knew better than to ask questions himself. Artemis would explain all about the strange creature and the shining rift when he was ready.

Artemis remained silent as the limousine swung down towards Las Ramblas and from there into the labyrinthine backstreets of downtown Barcelona.

‘How did I get here?’ he said eventually. Musing aloud.
 ‘Or rather why aren’t we there? Or why aren’t we then? What anchored us to this time?’ He looked at Butler. ‘Are you wearing any silver?’

Butler grimaced sheepishly. ‘You know I never usually wear jewellery, but there is this.’ He shot one cuff. There was a leather bracelet on his wrist, with a silver nugget in the centre. ‘Juliet sent it to me. From Mexico. It’s to ward off evil spirits apparently. She made me promise to wear it.’

Artemis smiled broadly. ‘It was Juliet. She anchored us.’
 He tapped the silver nugget on Butler’s wrist. ‘You should give your sister a call. She saved our lives.’

As Artemis tapped his bodyguard’s wristband, he noticed something about his own fingers. They were his fingers, no doubt about it. But different somehow. It took him a moment to realize what had happened.

He had, of course, done some theorizing on the hypothetical results of interdimensional travel, and concluded that there could possibly be some deterioration of the original, as with a computer program that has been copied once too often. Streams of information could be lost in the ether.

As far as Artemis could tell, nothing had been lost, but now the index finger on his left hand was longer than the second finger. Or more accurately, the index finger had swapped places with the second finger.

He flexed the fingers experimentally.

‘Hmm,’ noted Artemis Fowl. ‘I am unique.’

Butler grunted. ‘Tell me about it,’ he said.







Chapter 2

Doodah Day

HAVEN CITY, THE LOWER ELEMENTS
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HOLLY Short’s career as an elfin private investigator was not working out as well as she’d hoped. This was mainly because the Lower Elements’ most popular current events show had run not one, but two specials on her over the past few months. It was difficult to go undercover when her face was forever popping up on cable reruns.

‘Surgery?’ suggested a voice in her head.

This voice was not the first sign of madness; it was her partner, Mulch Diggums, communicating from his mike to her earpiece.

‘What?’ she said, her voice carrying to her own microphone, a tiny flesh-coloured chip glued to her throat.

‘I’m looking at a poster of your famous face, and I’m thinking that you should have some cosmetic surgery if we want to stay in business. And I mean real business, not this bounty-hunting game. Bounty hunters are the lowest of the low.’

Holly sighed. Her dwarf partner was right. Even criminals were considered more trustworthy than bounty hunters.

‘A few implants and a reshaped nose and even your best friend wouldn’t recognize you,’ continued Mulch Diggums. ‘It’s not as if you’re a beauty queen.’

‘Forget it,’ said Holly. She was fond of the face she had.
 It reminded her of her mother’s.

‘What about a skin spray? You could go green, disguise yourself as a sprite.’

‘Mulch? Are you in position?’ snapped Holly.

‘Yep,’ came the dwarf’s reply. ‘Any sign of the pixie?’

‘No, he’s not up and about yet, but he will be soon. So stop the chatter and just get ready.’

‘Hey, we’re partners now. No more criminal and police officer. I don’t have to take orders from you.’

‘Get ready, please.’

‘No problem. Mulch Diggums, lowlife bounty hunter, signing off.’

Holly sighed. Sometimes she missed the discipline of the Lower Elements Police Reconnaissance Division. When an order was given, it was followed. Although if she was honest, Holly had to admit she had got herself into trouble more than once for disobeying a direct command.

She had only survived in LEPrecon for as long as she had because of a few high-profile arrests. And because of her mentor, Commander Julius Root.

Holly felt her heart lurch as she remembered, for the thousandth time, that Julius was dead. She could go for hours without thinking about it, then it would hit her. Every time like the first time.

She had quit the LEP because Julius’s replacement had actually accused her of murdering the Commander. Holly figured with a boss like that, she could do the fairy People more good outside the system. It was starting to look like she had been dead wrong. In her time as LEPrecon Captain she had been involved in putting down a goblin revolution, thwarting a plan to expose the subterranean fairy culture to the humans and reclaiming stolen fairy technology from a Mud Man in Chicago. Now she was tracking a fish smuggler who had skipped out on his bail. Not exactly national security stuff.

‘What about shin extensions?’ said Mulch, interrupting her thoughts. ‘You could be taller in hours.’

Holly smiled. As irritating as her partner was, he could always cheer her up. Also, as a dwarf, Mulch had special talents which came in very handy in their new line of business. Until recently, he had used these skills to break into houses and
 out of prisons, but now he was on the side of the angels, or so he swore. Unfortunately, all fairies knew that a dwarf’s vow to a non-dwarf wasn’t worth the spit-sodden handshake that sealed the deal.

‘Maybe you could get a brain extension,’ Holly retorted.

Mulch chortled. ‘Oh, brilliant. I must write that one down in my witty retorts book.’

Holly was trying to come up with an actual witty retort when their target appeared at the motel-room door. He was a harmless-looking pixie, barely half a metre high, but you didn’t have to be tall to drive a lorry of fish. The smuggling bosses hired pixies as drivers and couriers because they looked so innocent and childlike. Holly had read this pixie’s jacket, and she knew that he was anything but innocent.

Doodah Day had been smuggling livestock to illegal restaurants for over a century. In smuggling circles he was something of a legend. As an ex-criminal, Mulch was privy to criminal folklore and was able to supply Holly with all kinds of useful information that wouldn’t find its way into an LEP report. For instance, Doodah had once made the heavily patrolled Atlantis—Haven run in under six hours without losing a fish from the tank.

Doodah had been arrested in the Atlantis Trench by a squad of LEP water sprites. He had skipped out en route from a holding cell to the courthouse, and now Holly had tracked him here. The bounty on Doodah Day was enough to pay six months’ rent on their office. The plaque on the door read:
 Short and Diggums. Private Investigators.

Doodah Day stepped out of his room, scowling at the world in general. He zipped his jacket then headed south towards the shopping district. Holly stayed twenty steps back, hiding her face underneath a hood. This street had traditionally been a rough spot, but the Council were putting millions of ingots into a major revamp. In five years, there would be no more goblin ghetto. Huge yellow multi-mixers were chewing up old pavement and laying down brand-new paths behind them. Overhead, public service sprites unhooked burned-out sunstrips from the tunnel ceiling and replaced them with new molecule models.

The pixie followed the same route that he had for the past three days. He strolled down the road to the nearest plaza, picked up a carton of vole curry at a kiosk, then bought a ticket to the twenty-four-hour movie theatre. If he stayed true to form, then Doodah would be in there for at least eight hours.

Not if I can help it, thought Holly. She was determined to get this case wrapped by close of business. It wouldn’t be easy. Doodah was small, but he was fast. Without weapons or restraints, it would be almost impossible to contain him.
 Almost impossible, but there was a way.

Holly bought a ticket from the gnome attendant, then settled into a seat two rows behind the target. The theatre was pretty quiet at this time of day. There were maybe fifty patrons besides themselves. Most of them weren’t even wearing theatre goggles. This was just somewhere to put in a few hours between meals.

The theatre was running The Hill of Taillte trilogy nonstop. The trilogy told a cinematic version of the events surrounding the Hill of Taillte battle, where the humans had finally forced the fairies underground. The final part of the trilogy had cleaned up at the AMP awards a couple of years ago. The effects were splendid and there was even a special edition interactive version, where the player could become one of the minor characters.

Looking at the movie now, Holly felt the same pang of loss as she always did. The People should be living above ground; instead, they were stuck in this technologically advanced cave.

Holly watched the sweeping aerial views and slow-motion battles for forty minutes, then she moved into the aisle and threw off her hood. In her LEP days she would simply have come up behind the pixie and stuck her Neutrino 3000 in his back, but civilians were not allowed to carry weapons of any kind, and so a more subtle strategy would have to be employed.

She called the pixie from the aisle.

‘Hey, you. Aren’t you Doodah Day?’

The pixie jumped from his seat, which did not make him any taller. He fixed his fiercest scowl on his features and threw it Holly’s way. ‘Who wants to know?’

‘The LEP,’ replied Holly. Technically, she had not identified herself as a member of the LEP, which would be impersonating a police officer.

Doodah squinted at her. ‘I know you. You’re that female elf. The one who tackled the goblins. I’ve seen you on digital. You’re not LEP any more.’

Holly felt her heartbeat speed up. It was good to be back in action. Any kind of action.

‘Maybe not, Doodah, but I’m still here to bring you in.
 Are you going to come quietly?’

‘And spend a few centuries in the Atlantis pen? What do you think?’ said Doodah Day, dropping to his knees.

The little pixie was gone like a stone from a sling, crawling under the seats, jinking left and right.

Holly pulled up her hood and ran towards the fire exit.
 That’s where Doodah would be going. He went this way every day. Every good criminal checks the exit routes in whatever building he visits.

Doodah was at the exit before her, crashing through the door like a dog through a hatch. All Holly could see was the blue blur of his jumpsuit.

‘Target on the move,’ she said, knowing her throat mike would pick up whatever she said. ‘Coming your way.’

I hope, thought Holly, but she didn’t say it.

In theory Doodah would make for his bolt-hole, a small storage unit over on Crystal, which was kitted out with a small cot and air-conditioning unit. When the pixie got there, Mulch would be waiting. It was a classic human hunting technique. Beat the grass and be ready when the bird flies. Of course, if you were human, you shot the bird then ate it. Mulch’s method of capture was less terminal, but equally revolting.

Holly stuck close, but not too close. She could hear the pitter-patter of the pixie’s tiny feet scurrying along the theatre’s carpet, but she couldn’t see the little fellow. She didn’t want to see him. It was vital that Doodah believed he had got away, otherwise he wouldn’t make for his bolt-hole. In her LEP days there would have been no need for this kind of close-up pursuit. She would have had complete access to five thousand surveillance cameras dotted throughout Haven, not to mention a hundred other gadgets and gimmicks from the LEP surveillance arsenal. Now there was just her and Mulch. Four eyes and some special dwarf talents.

The main door was still flapping when Holly reached it.
 Just inside, an outraged gnome was flat on his behind, covered with nettle smoothie.

‘A little kid,’ he complained to an usher. ‘Or a pixie. It had a big head, I know that much. Hit me right in the gut.’

Holly skirted the pair, shouldering her way on to the plaza outside. Outside, relatively speaking. Everything was inside when you lived in a tunnel. Overhead, the sunstrips were set to mid-morning. She could trace Doodah’s progress by the trail of chaos in his wake. The vole kiosk was overturned. Lumpy grey-green curry congealed on the flagstones.
 And lumpy grey-green footsteps led to the plaza’s northern corner. So far, Doodah was behaving very predictably.

Holly shouldered through the ragged line of curry customers, keeping her eyes on the pixie’s footsteps.

‘Two minutes,’ she said, for Mulch’s benefit.

There was no reply, but there shouldn’t be, not if the dwarf was in position.

Doodah should take the next service alley and cut across to Crystal. Next time they were going after a gnome. Pixies were too fast.
 The fairy Council did not really like bounty hunters and tried to make life as difficult for them as possible. There was no such thing as a licensed firearm outside the LEP. Anyone with a weapon, without a badge, was going to prison.

Holly rounded the corner expecting to see the tail end of a pixie blur. Instead, she saw a ten-tonne yellow multi-mixer bearing down on her. Obviously, Doodah Day had finished being predictable.

‘D’Arvit!’ swore Holly, diving to one side. The multi-mixer’s front rotor chewed through the plaza’s paving, spitting it out at the rear in centimetre-perfect slabs.

She rolled into a crouch, reaching for the Neutrino blaster, which had been on her hip until recently. All she found was air.

The multimixer was swinging round for a second run, bucking and hissing like a mechanical Jurassic carnivore. Giant pistons thumped, and rotor blades carved scythe-like through whatever surface fell beneath their blades. Debris was shovelled into the machine’s belly, to be processed and shaped by heated plates.

It reminds me a bit of Mulch, thought Holly. Funny what crosses your mind when your life is in danger.

She back-pedalled away from the mixer. Yes, it was big, but it was slow and unwieldy. Holly glanced upwards to the cab, and there was Doodah, expertly manipulating the gears. His hands flashed across the knobs and levers, dragging the metal behemoth towards Holly.

All around was pandemonium. Shoppers howling, emergency klaxons sounding. But Holly couldn’t worry about that now. Priority one:
 stay alive. Terrifying as this situation might be to the general public, Holly had years of LEP training and experience. She’d escaped the grasp of far quicker enemies than this multimixer.

As it turned out, Holly was mistaken. The multimixer was slow as a whole, but some of its parts were lightning fast. For example, the containment paddles, two three-metre high walls of steel that slotted out on either side of the front rotor to contain any debris that might be thrown up by the rotor blades.

Doodah Day, an instinctive driver of any vehicle, saw his opportunity and took it. He overrode the safety and deployed the paddles.
 Four pneumatic pumps instantly pressurized and literally blew the paddles into the wall on both sides of Holly. They bit deep, sinking fifteen centimetres into the stone.

Holly’s confidence drained down into her boots. She was trapped with a hundred curved strip blades tearing up the ground before her.

‘Wings,’ said Holly, but only her LEP suit had wings, and she had given up the right to wear that.

The paddles contained the vortex created by the blades and turned it back on itself. The vibration was terrific. Holly felt her teeth shake in her gums. She could see ten of everything. Her whole world was bad reception. Beneath her feet the blades greedily chewed the pavement. Holly jumped at the left-hand paddle, but it was well lubricated and afforded her no purchase. Her luck was equally bad with the other paddle. The only other possible avenue was straight ahead, and that wasn’t really an option, not with the deadly rotor waiting.

Holly shouted at Doodah, maybe her mouth formed actual words. She couldn’t be certain, not with the shaking and the noise. Blades snicked through the air, grabbing for her. With each pass they tore strips from the ground beneath her feet. There wasn’t much ground left. Soon she would be feeding the multimixer. She would be shredded, passed through the machine’s innards and finally laid as a paving slab. Holly Short would literally be part of the city.

There was nothing to do. Nothing. Mulch was too far away to be of any assistance, and it wasn’t likely that any civilian would attempt to mount a rogue mixer, even if they had known she was trapped between the paddles.

As the blades closed in, Holly gazed towards the computer-generated sky. It would have been nice to die on the surface.
 Feeling the heat of the real sun warming her brow. It would have been nice.

Then the rotor stopped. Holly was sprayed with a shower of half-digested debris from the mixer’s stomach. A few stone slivers scratched her skin, but that was the extent of her injury.

Holly wiped the grime from her face and looked up. Her ears rang with the engine’s aftershock, and her eyes watered from the dust that settled on her like dirty snow.

Doodah peered down at her from the cab. His face was pale but fierce.

‘Leave me alone!’ he shouted. His voice seemed weak and tinny to Holly’s damaged eardrums.

‘Just leave me alone!’

And he was gone, scurrying down the access ladder, maybe heading for his bolt-hole.

Holly leaned against one of the paddles, allowing herself a moment to recover. Tiny sparks of magic blossomed on her many cuts, sealing them. Her ears popped, whined and flexed as the magic automatically targeted her eardrums. In seconds, Holly’s hearing was back to normal.

She had to get out of here. And there was only one way.
 Over the rotor. Past the blades. Holly tipped one gingerly with a finger. A droplet of blood oozed from a tiny cut, only to be sucked back in by a blue spark of magic. Those blades would cut her to ribbons if she slipped, and there wouldn’t be enough magic under the world to stitch her back together again. But the rotor was her only way out, otherwise she would have to sit it out here until LEP traffic arrived.
 It would be bad enough causing this kind of damage with the weight of LEP public liability insurance behind her, but as a freelancer she’d probably be thrown in jail for a couple of months while the courts decided what to charge her with.

Holly threaded her fingers between the blades, gripping the first bar on the rotor. It would be just like climbing a ladder. A very sharp, potentially fatal ladder. She stepped on a lower bar and boosted herself up. The rotor groaned and dropped fifteen centimetres. Holly held on, because it was safer than letting go. Blades quivered two centimetres from her limbs. Slow and steady. No false moves.

One bar at a time, Holly climbed the rotor. Twice a blade nicked her flesh, but the wounds were not serious and were quickly sealed by blue sparks. After a brief eternity of utter concentration, Holly pulled herself on to the hood. The bonnet was filthy and hot, but at least it wasn’t sharper than a centaur’s tongue.

‘He went that way,’ said a voice from ground level.

Holly looked down to see a large frowning gnome in a city services uniform pointing towards Crystal.

‘He went that way,’ repeated the gnome. ‘The pixie who threw me out of my mixer.’

Holly stared at the burly public services guy. ‘That tiny pixie threw you out?’

The gnome almost blushed. ‘I was getting out anyway; he just tipped me over.’ He suddenly forgot all about his embarrassment. ‘Hey, aren’t you Polly something? Polly Little? That’s it. The LEP hero.’

Holly climbed down the cab ladder. ‘Polly Little. That’s me.’

Holly landed running, her boots crunching on pebbles of crushed pavement.

‘Mulch,’ she said. ‘Doodah is coming your way. Be careful.
 He’s a lot more dangerous than we thought.’

Dangerous? Maybe, maybe not. He hadn’t killed her when he’d had the chance. It would seem that the pixie had no stomach for murder.

Doodah’s stunt with the multimixer had caused chaos in the plaza. Traffic police, nicknamed Wheelies, were pouring in and civilians were pouring out. Holly counted at least six LEPtraffic magna-bikes and two cruisers. She was keeping her head down, when one of the traffic officers hopped off his bike and grabbed her shoulder.

‘Did you see what happened, missy?’

Missy? Holly was tempted to twist the hand on her shoulder and flip the officer into a nearby recycler. But this was not the time for outrage — she needed to redirect his attention.

‘Why, thank goodness you’re here, Officer,’ she twittered in a voice at least an octave higher than her normal tones. ‘Over there, by the multimixer. There’s blood everywhere.’

‘Blood!’ exclaimed the Wheelie, delighted to hear it.
 ‘Everywhere?’

‘Absolutely everywhere.’

The traffic cop dropped Holly’s shoulder. ‘Thank you, missy. I’ll handle it from here.’

He strode purposefully towards the multimixer, then turned back.

‘Excuse me, missy,’ he said, recognition glimmering in his eye, just out of reach. ‘Don’t I know you?’

But the hooded elf had disappeared.

Ah well, thought the Wheelie. I should probably go and look at the blood everywhere.

Holly ran towards Crystal Street, though she felt sure there was no need for haste. Doodah had either decided that there was too much heat on him to reveal his bolt-hole, or Mulch had him. Either way it was out of her control. Once again, she lamented the loss of LEP backup. In her Recon days, all it would have taken was a quick order into her helmet microphone, and every street in the area would be cordoned off.

She skirted a street-cleaning robot, turning on to Crystal. The narrow street was a service lane for the main shopping plaza, and consisted mostly of delivery bays. The rest of the units were rented out for storage. Holly was surprised to find Doodah directly in front of her, rummaging in his pocket, presumably for the access chip to his unit. Something must have held him up for a minute. Maybe he had ducked behind a crate to avoid the Wheelies. Whatever.
 She had another shot at him.

Doodah looked up, and all Holly could do was wave.

‘Morning,’ she said.

Doodah shook a tiny fist at her. ‘Don’t you have better things to do, elf? All I do is smuggle a few fish.’

The question cut Holly deeply. Was this really the best way to help the People? Surely Commander Root had wanted more from her? In the past few months she had gone from top priority surface operations, to chasing down fish smugglers in a back alley. That was quite a drop.

She showed Doodah her hands. ‘I don’t want you to get hurt, so stand perfectly still.’

Doodah chuckled. ‘Hurt? By you? Not likely.’

‘No,’ said Holly. ‘Not by me. By him.’ She pointed at the patch of mud under Doodah’s feet.

‘Him?’ Doodah looked down suspiciously, suspecting a trap.
 His suspicions were absolutely correct. The ground beneath his feet fizzled slightly as the surface earth shivered and bounced.

‘What?’ said Doodah, lifting one foot. He would doubtless have stepped off the patch, if he’d had time. But what happened next, happened very quickly.

The ground did more than just collapse; it was sucked from below Doodah with a sickening slurping sound. A hoop of teeth cut through the earth, followed by a huge mouth. There was a dwarf on the other end of the mouth, and he breached the ground like a dolphin jumping, driven apparently by gas from his rear end.
 The ring of teeth closed round Doodah, swallowing him to the neck.

Mulch Diggums, for of course it was he, settled back into his tunnel, taking the unfortunate pixie with him. Doodah, it has to be said, did not look quite so cocky as he had a second ago.

‘A d-dwarf,’ he stammered. ‘I thought your People didn’t like the law.’

‘Generally, they don’t. But Mulch is an exception. You don’t mind if he doesn’t answer you himself; he might accidentally bite your head off.’

Doodah squirmed suddenly. ‘What’s he doing?’

‘I imagine he’s licking you. Dwarf spittle hardens on contact with air. As soon as he opens his mouth, you’ll be locked up tight as a chick in an egg.’

Mulch winked at Holly. It was about as much as he could gloat at the moment, but Holly knew that he would spend the next several days boasting about his skills.

Dwarfs can tunnel through kilometres of earth. Dwarfs have jet-powered rear ends. Dwarfs can produce two litres of rock spittle every hour. What have you got?
 Besides a famous face that keeps blowing our cover?

Holly peered into the hole, the toe of one boot hooked over the edge. ‘OK, partner. Good job. Now, can you please spit out the fugitive.’

Mulch was happy to oblige. He hawked Doodah on to the lane’s surface, then clambered up himself, rehingeing his jaw.

‘This is disgusting,’ moaned Doodah, as the viscous spittle solidified on his limbs. ‘It stinks too.’

‘Hey,’ said Mulch, injured. ‘The smell is not my fault. If you rented storage in a cleaner lane…’

‘Oh yeah, stinky? Well, this is what I think of you.’
 Doodah attempted a pixie hex gesture, but fortunately the rock spittle froze his arm before he could complete it.

‘OK, you two. Cut it out,’ said Holly. ‘We have thirty minutes to get this little guy to the LEP before the spittle loosens up.’

Mulch peered over her shoulder towards the mouth of the lane. He turned suddenly pale underneath his coating of wet earth, and his beard hair bristled nervously.

‘You know something, partner,’ he said. ‘I don't think we're going to need thirty minutes.’

Holly turned away from her prisoner. There were half a dozen elves blocking the entrance to the lane. They were LEP, or something very like it. They wore plain clothes with no markings or insignia of any kind. They were official, though. The heavy artillery cradled in their elbows attested to that. Holly noticed with some relief that none of the guns were pointed at her or Mulch.

One of the elves stepped forward, popping the visor on her helmet.

‘Hello, Holly,’ she said. ‘We’ve been looking for you all morning. How’ve you been?’

Holly swallowed a relieved sigh. It was Wing Commander Vinyàya, a long-time supporter of Holly and Julius Root. Vinyàya had blazed the trail for all females in the forces. In a five-hundred-year career she had done everything from leading a Retrieval team to the dark side of the moon, to heading up the liberal vote on the fairy Council. In addition to this, she had been Holly’s flight instructor in the Academy.

‘Fine, Commander,’ said Holly.

Vinyàya nodded at the solidifying mass of rock spittle.

‘Keeping busy, I see.’

‘Yes. That’s Doodah Day. The fish smuggler. Quite a catch.’

The commander frowned. ‘You’re going to have to cut him loose, Holly. We have bigger snails to pop.’

Holly placed her boot on Doodah’s midriff. She was reluctant to jump through LEP hoops, even for an undercover wing commander.

‘What kind of snails?’

Vinyàya’s frown deepened, cutting a slash between her brows.

‘Can we talk in the car, Captain? The regulars are on the way.’

Captain? Vinyàya had referred to her by her old rank. What was going on here? If the regulars were LEP, who were these fairies?

‘I don’t trust the force as much as I used to, Commander.
 You need to give me something before we go anywhere.’

Vinyàya sighed. ‘Firstly, Captain, we’re not the force.
 Not the one you think, anyway. Secondly, you want me to give you something?
 I’ll give you two words. Care to hazard a guess what they are?’

Holly knew at once. She felt it.

‘Artemis Fowl,’ she whispered.

‘That’s right,’ confirmed Vinyàya. ‘Artemis Fowl. Now, are you and your partner prepared to come with us?’

‘Where are you parked?’ asked Holly.

Vinyàya and her mysterious unit obviously had a serious budget. Not only were their weapons state of the art, but their transportation was way out of the usual LEP league. Within seconds of scraping Doodah Day and slipping a tracker into his boot, Holly and Mulch were strapped into lounger seats in the back of a stretch armoured vehicle.
 They weren’t prisoners exactly, but Holly couldn’t help feeling that she wasn’t in control of her destiny any more.

Vinyàya took off her helmet, shaking out long silver hair.
 Holly was surprised.

The commander smiled. ‘You like the colour? I got fed up dyeing it.’

‘Yes. It suits you.’

Mulch raised a finger. ‘Sorry to interrupt the salon chat, but who are you people? You’re not LEP; I’ll bet my bum-flap on it.’

Vinyàya swivelled to face the dwarf. ‘How much do you know about demons?’

Mulch checked the vehicle’s cooler and was delighted to find sim-chicken and nettle beer. He liberated both.

‘Demons. Not a lot. Never seen one myself.’

‘What about you, Holly? Remember anything from school?’

Holly was intrigued. Where could this conversation be going? Was this a test of some kind? She thought back to her history classes in Police Academy.

‘Demons. The eighth family of the fairy People. Ten thousand years ago, after the Battle of Taillte, they refused to move underground, opting instead to lift their island out of time and live there in isolation.’

Vinyàya nodded. ‘Very good. So they assembled their circle of warlocks and cast a time spell over the island of Hybras.’

‘They disappeared off the face of the Earth,’ recited Mulch. ‘And no one’s seen a demon since.’

‘Not quite true. A few have popped up over the centuries.
 One quite recently in fact. And guess who was there to meet him?’

‘Artemis,’ said Holly and Mulch simultaneously.

‘Exactly. Somehow he was able to predict what we couldn’t.
 We knew when, but our where was off by several metres.’

Holly sat forward. Interested. Back in the game.

‘Did we get Artemis on film?’

‘Not exactly,’ replied Vinyàya cryptically. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll leave the explaining to someone more qualified than me. He’s back at base.’ And she would say no more on the subject. Most infuriating.

Mulch wasn’t one for patience.

‘What? You’re just going to take a nap? Come on, Vinyàya, tell us what little Arty is up to.’

Vinyàya would not be drawn. ‘Relax, Mister Diggums. Have another nettle beer, or some spring water.’ The commander took two bottles from the cooler, offering one to Mulch.

Mulch studied the label. ‘Derrier? No thanks. You know how they put the bubbles in this stuff?’

Vinyàya’s mouth twitched with the ghost of a smile. ‘I thought it was naturally carbonated.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought until I got a prison job at the Derrier plant. They employ every dwarf in the Deeps. They made us sign confidentiality contracts.’

Vinyàya was hooked. ‘So go on, tell me. How do they get the bubbles in?’

Mulch tapped his nose. ‘Can’t say. Breach of contract. All I can say is it involves a huge vat of water and several dwarfs using our…
 er,’ Mulch pointed to his rear end ‘… natural talents.’

Vinyàya replaced her bottle gingerly.

As Holly sat back in her comfortable gel chair, enjoying yet another of Mulch’s tall tales, a niggling thought nudged through. She realized that Commander Vinyàya had avoided answering the dwarf’s initial question. Who are these people?

Ten minutes later, that question was answered.

‘Welcome to Section Eight Headquarters,’ said Vinyàya.
 ‘Forgive my theatrics; it’s not often we get to wow people.’

Holly didn’t feel very wowed. They had pulled into a multi-storey car park several blocks down from Police Plaza. The stretch armoured vehicle followed the curved arrows up to the seventh floor, which was stuffed below the craggy roof ceiling. The driver parked in the least accessible, darkest space, then switched off the engine.

They sat for several seconds in the damp darkness, listening to rock-water drip from stalactites on to the roof.

‘Wow,’ said Mulch.
 ‘This is something. I guess you people spent all your money on the car.’

Vinyàya smiled. ‘Just wait.’

The driver ran a quick proximity scan on the dashboard scanner and came up clean. He then took an infrared remote from the dash and clicked it through the transparent plastic roof at the rock face overhead.

‘Remote-controlled rocks,’ said Mulch drily, delighted at the opportunity to exercise his sarcasm muscle.

Vinyàya did not respond — she didn’t have to. What happened next shut Mulch up all on its own. The parking space rose hydraulically, sending the car catapulting towards the rock face above. The rocks did not move out of the way. There was no doubt in Holly’s mind that when rock went up against metal, the rock would win. It made no sense, of course, that Vinyàya would bring them here only to crush the entire party.
 But there was no time to consider this in the half a second that it took the stretch vehicle to reach the hard, unforgiving rock.

In truth, the rock wasn’t hard or unforgiving. It was digital. They passed right through to a smaller carport, built into the rock.

‘Hologram,’ breathed Holly.

Vinyàya winked at Mulch. ‘Remote-controlled rocks,’ she said. She flipped open the rear door, stepping out into an air-conditioned corridor.

‘The entire headquarters has been hewn from the rock.
 Actually, most of the cave was already here. We just lasered off a corner here and there. Forgive all the cloak-and-dagger, but it’s vital that what we do here at Section Eight remains secret.’

Holly followed the commander through a set of automatic doors and down a slick corridor. There were sensors and cameras every few paces and Holly knew that her identity had been verified at least a dozen times before they reached the steel door at the end of the corridor.

Vinyàya plunged her hand into a plate of liquid metal at the door’s centre.

‘Flux metal,’ she explained, pulling her hand out. ‘The metal is saturated with nano-sensors. There’s no way to fake your way through this door. The nano-sensors read everything from my handprint to my DNA. Even if someone cut off my hand and stuck it in here, the sensors would read a lack of pulse.’

Holly folded her arms. ‘All this paranoia in one place. I think I can guess who your technical consultant is.’

The door whooshed back, and standing on the other side was exactly the person Holly had expected to see.

‘Foaly,’ she said fondly, stepping through to embrace the centaur.

Foaly hugged her warmly, stamping his rear hooves with delight.

‘Holly,’ he said, holding her at arm’s length. ‘How have you been?’

‘Busy,’ replied Holly.

Foaly frowned. ‘You look a little skinny.’

‘Amazingly, so do you,’ laughed Holly.

Foaly had lost a little weight since she had last seen him. And his coat was glossy and groomed.

Holly patted his flank. ‘Hmm,’ she mused. ‘You’re using conditioner, and you’re not wearing the brain-probe-proof tinfoil hat. Don’t tell me you have a little lady centaur tucked away somewhere.’

Foaly actually blushed. ‘It’s early days yet, but I’m hopeful.’

The room was packed from floor to ceiling with state-of-the-art electronics. In fact, some of it was in the floor and ceiling, including wall-sized gas view screens, and an incredibly realistic sim-sky overhead.

Foaly was obviously proud of what he had put together.
 ‘Section Eight has the budget. I get the very best of everything.’

‘What about your old job?’

The centaur scowled. ‘I tried working for Sool, but it didn’t work out. He’s destroying everything Commander Root built. Section Eight headhunted me discreetly at a speed-dating weekend. They made me an offer and I accepted. I get plenty of fawning adoration here, not to mention a huge salary hike.’

Mulch had a quick nosey around and was irritated to find that there wasn’t a single crumb of food in the room.

‘None of that salary went on vole curry, I suppose?’

Foaly raised an eyebrow at the dwarf, who was still coated with tunnel dirt.

‘No. But we do have a shower room. You do know what a shower is, don’t you, Diggums?’

Mulch’s beard hair bristled. ‘Yes, I do. And I know a donkey when I see one too.’

Holly stepped between them. ‘OK, you two. No need to take up where you left off. Let’s hold off on the traditional insults until we find out where we are, and why we’re here.’

Mulch lowered himself gleefully on to a cream couch, fully aware that some of his mucky coating would rub into the furniture. Holly sat beside him, but not too close.

Foaly activated a wall screen, then touched it gently to navigate to the program he wanted.

‘I love these new gas screens,’ he snickered. ‘Electric pulses heat the particles to different temperatures, causing the gas to turn different colours, forming pictures. Of course, it’s a lot more complicated than that, but I’m dumbing it down for the convict.’

‘I was completely exonerated,’ objected Mulch. ‘As you well know.’

‘The charges were dropped,’ Foaly pointed out. ‘You were not exonerated. It’s a different thing. Slightly.’

‘Yes, like a centaur and a donkey are different things.
 Slightly.’

Holly sighed. It was almost like old times. Foaly was the LEP technical consultant who had steered her through many operations, and Mulch was their reluctant helper. It would be difficult for a stranger to believe that the dwarf and the centaur were actually good friends. She supposed this irritating bickering was how the males of every species showed affection.

A life-size picture of a demon flashed up on the screen.
 Its eyes were slitted, and its ears were crowned with spikes.

Mulch jumped. ‘D’Arvit!’

‘Relax,’ said Foaly. ‘It’s computer-generated. Amazing picture quality though, I grant you.’ The centaur enlarged the face until it filled the screen.

‘Full-grown buck demon. Post warp.’

‘Post warp?’

‘Yes, Holly. Demons do not grow like other fairies. They are quite cuddly until they hit puberty, then their bodies undergo a violent and painful spasm, or warp. After eight to ten hours they emerge from a cocoon of nutrient slime as demons. Before that, they are simply imps. Not the warlocks though, they never warp. Instead, their magic blossoms. I don’t envy them. Instead of acne and mood swings, a pubescent warlock demon gets lightning bolts shooting out of his fingers. If he’s lucky.’

‘Where do they shoot out of if he’s unlucky? And why do we care about any of this?’ asked Mulch, cutting to the chase.

‘We care because a demon popped up recently in Europe and we didn’t get to him first.’

‘So we heard. Demons are coming back from Hybras now?’

‘Maybe, Holly.’ Foaly tapped the screen, splitting it into smaller sections. Demon pictures appeared in each one. ‘These demons have materialized momentarily over the past five centuries. Luckily, none of them have stayed around long enough to be captured by the Mud Men.’ Foaly highlighted the fourth picture. ‘My predecessor managed to hold on to this one for twelve hours. He got a silver medallion on to him, and there was a full moon.’

‘That must’ve been a special moment,’ said Mulch.

Foaly sighed. ‘Didn’t you learn anything in school? Demons are unique among all the creatures of the Earth. Their island, Hybras, is actually an enormous moonrock that came down in the Triassic period when the moon was hit by a meteorite. From what we can glean from fairy cave paintings and virtual models, this moonrock punched into a magma stream and more or less got itself welded to the surface. Demons are descended from lunar microorganisms that lived inside the rock. They are subject to a strong physical and mental lunar attraction — they even levitate during the full moon. And it is this attraction which pulls them back into our dimension. They have to wear silver to repel the lunar pull. Silver is the most effective dimensional anchor. Gold works too, but sometimes you leave bits of yourself behind.’

‘So let’s say we believe all this interdimensional lunar attraction baloney,’ said Mulch, doing his utmost to wind Foaly up. ‘What has that got to do with us?’

‘It has everything to do with us,’ snapped Foaly. ‘If the humans capture a demon, who do you think will be next under their microscope?’

Vinyàya took up the backstory. ‘That is why, five hundred years ago, Council Chairman Nan Burdeh set up Section Eight to monitor demon activity. Luckily, Burdeh was a billionaire, and when she died, she left her entire fortune to Section Eight. Hence the rather impressive set-up. We are a very small, covert Council division of the LEP, but everything we have is the best. Over the years our brief has expanded to include secret missions that are too sensitive to entrust to regular LEP. But demonology is still our priority. For five centuries our finest minds have been studying the ancient demon texts, trying to predict where the next demon will pop up.
 Generally, our calculations are correct and we can contain the situation.
 But twelve hours ago something happened in Barcelona.’

‘What happened?’ asked Mulch, a reasonable question for once.

Foaly opened another box on the screen. Most of the picture was white. ‘This happened.’

Mulch peered at the box. ‘A very small snowstorm?’

Foaly wagged a finger at him. ‘I swear, if I wasn’t such a fan of mockery myself, I would have you tossed out of here on your combustible behind.’

Mulch accepted the compliment with a gracious nod.

‘No, this is not a small snowstorm. This is white-out.
 Someone was blocking our Scopes.’

Holly nodded. Scopes was the shop name for the shrouded trackers attached to human communications satellites.

‘You can see that whatever happened in our little snowstorm must have been pretty unusual, because the Mud Men are very eager to get away from it.’

On screen, humans outside the white-out zone ran away wildly or drove their cars into walls.

‘Human news programmes report several sightings of a lizard-like creature appearing out of thin air for several seconds. Of course, there are no photographs. I had calculated that there would be an appearance, but more than three metres to the left, and we had set up an Elldee, sorry, Light Distortion projector accordingly. Unfortunately, although we got the time right, the exact location was wrong. Somehow, whoever was inside that ball of interference got the location exactly right.’

‘So Artemis saved us,’ noted Holly.

Vinyàya was puzzled. ‘Saved us? How?’

‘Well, if it hadn’t been for that interference, our demon friend would have been all over the Internet by now. And you think that Artemis was inside the ball of interference.’

Foaly grinned, obviously delighted with his own cunning.
 ‘Little Arty thought he could outwit me. He knows the LEP keep him under constant surveillance.’

‘Even though they promised not to,’ interjected Holly.

Foaly ignored this technicality, ploughing on. ‘So Artemis sent out decoys to Brazil and Finland, but we put a satellite on all three.
 Took a big chunk out of my budget, I can tell you.’

Mulch groaned. ‘I am either going to barf, or fall asleep, or both.’

Vinyàya slammed a fist into her palm. ‘Right. I’ve had enough of the dwarf. Let’s just toss him in a holding cell for a few days.’

‘You can’t do that,’ objected Mulch.

Vinyàya grinned nastily at him. ‘Oh yes I can. You wouldn’t believe the powers Section Eight has. So shut up, or listen to your own voice bouncing back at you from steel walls.’

Mulch locked his mouth and threw away the key.

‘So we know Artemis was in Barcelona,’ continued Foaly.
 ‘And we know a demon appeared. He was at several other possible materialization sites too, but no demons showed up. He’s involved somehow.’

‘How do we know that for sure?’ asked Holly.

‘Here’s how,’ said Foaly. He tapped the screen, enlarging a section of the Casa Milà’s roof.

Holly stared at the picture for several seconds, looking for whatever it was she was supposed to see.

Foaly gave her a hint. ‘This is a GaudÍ building. You like GaudÍ? He designed some lovely mosaics.’

Holly looked harder. ‘Oh my God,’ she said suddenly. ‘It can’t be.’

‘Oh, but it is,’ laughed Foaly, enlarging a particular rooftop mosaic until it filled the entire wall screen. There were two figures in the picture, stepping from a hole in the sky. One was obviously a demon, and the other was clearly Artemis Fowl.

‘But that’s impossible. That building must be a hundred years old.’

‘Time is the key to this whole thing,’ said Foaly. ‘Hybras has been lifted out of time. A demon who gets sucked off the island drifts through the centuries like a temporal nomad. This demon obviously got hold of Artemis and took him along for the ride. They must have appeared to one of Gaudí’s artists, or maybe even the man himself.’

Holly paled. ‘You mean Artemis is…’

‘No, no. Artemis is home in bed. We’ve pulled a satellite out of orbit to keep twenty-four-seven watch on him.’

‘How is this possible?’

Foaly said nothing, so Vinyàya answered the question.
 ‘I’ll take this one, because Foaly doesn’t like saying the words. We don’t know, Holly. This affair leaves a lot of important questions unanswered.
 That’s where you come in.’

‘How? I don’t know anything about demons.’

Vinyàya nodded craftily. ‘Yes, but you know a lot about Artemis Fowl. I believe you keep in touch.’

Holly shrugged. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say we really…’

Foaly cleared his throat, then called up an audio file on the system.

‘Hey, Artemis,’ said a recording of Holly’s voice. ‘I’ve got a little problem you might be able to help me with.’

‘Happy to help, Holly,’ said Artemis’s voice. ‘Something difficult, I hope.’

‘Well, there’s this pixie I’m after, but he’s a fast one.’

Foaly switched off the file. ‘I think we can say you’re in contact.’

Holly smiled sheepishly, hoping nobody would ask who gave Artemis a fairy communicator.

‘OK. I call from time to time. Just to keep an eye on him.
 For the greater good.’

‘Whatever your reasons,’ said Vinyàya, ‘we need you to contact him again. Go to the surface and find out how he can predict demon appearances so accurately. According to Foaly’s calculations, there isn’t a demon appearance due for six weeks, but we would like to know where exactly it’s going to be.’

Holly took her time to think about this.

‘In what capacity would I be contacting Artemis?’

‘Full Captain, your old rank. Of course, now you’d be working for Section Eight. Everything you do for us would be hush-hush.’

‘A spy?’

‘A spy, but with excellent overtime and medical insurance.’

Holly jerked a thumb at Mulch. ‘What about my partner?’

The dwarf jumped to his feet. ‘I don’t want to be a spy.
 Far too dangerous.’ He winked slyly at Foaly. ‘But I could be a consultant, for a fee.’

Vinyàya scowled. ‘We’re not prepared to grant Diggums a surface visa.’

Mulch shrugged. ‘Good. I don’t like the surface. It’s too close to the sun and I have sensitive skin.’

‘But we are prepared to compensate him for loss of earnings.’

‘I don’t know if I’m ready to put on the uniform again,’
 said Holly. ‘I like working with Mulch.’

‘Let’s call this mission a probationary term. Do this one for us. See if you like the way we operate.’

Holly mulled it over. ‘What colour is the uniform?’

Vinyàya smiled. ‘Matte black.’

‘OK,’ said Holly. ‘I’m in.’

Foaly hugged her again. ‘I knew you’d do it. I knew it.
 Holly Short cannot resist adventure. I told them.’

Vinyàya saluted stiffly. ‘Welcome on board, Captain Short.
 Foaly will complete your briefing and get you kitted out. I expect you to make contact with the subject as soon as possible.’

Holly returned the salute. ‘Yes, Commander. Thank you, Commander.’

‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a debriefing with a pixie we’ve managed to place inside the goblin triads. He has been wearing a scale suit for six months and he’s having a bit of an identity crisis.’

Vinyàya left, her silver mane rippling behind her. The automatic doors closed with barely a whisper.

Foaly dragged Holly from her seat.

‘I have so much to show you,’ he babbled excitedly. ‘The fairies here are nice, but a bit on the square side. Sure they ooh and aah, but no one appreciates me like you do. We have our own shuttle port, you know. And field equipment! You are not going to believe the spec. Wait until you see the new Shimmer Suit. And the helmet! Holly, this thing comes home on its own. I built a series of mini-thrusters into the skin. It can’t fly, but it can bounce wherever you want it to. The thing is beyond genius.’

Mulch covered his ears. ‘Same old Foaly. Modest to a fault.’

Foaly aimed a kick at Mulch, pulling it at the last second.

‘Keep it up, Diggums. I could snap at any moment. I am half beast, remember.’

Mulch moved the hoof away from his face with a finger. ‘I can’t help it,’ he whined. ‘All this melodrama. Someone has to poke fun.’

Foaly turned once more to his precious wall screen. He selected and enlarged an artist’s impression of the island of Hybras.

‘I know this all sounds very cloak-and-dagger, and I know you think I’m making an anaconda out of a stinkworm. But believe me, somewhere on that island there is an unsuspecting demon who is about to make a reluctant visit to Earth and make life very difficult for us.’

Holly stepped close to the screen. Where was that reluctant demon? she wondered. And did he have any idea that he was about to be snatched from his own dimension and propelled into another?

As it happened, Holly’s questions were inaccurate on two counts. Firstly, the demon in question was not actually a demon, he was just an imp. And secondly, the imp in question was anything but reluctant. In fact, visiting Earth was his dearest wish.







Chapter 3

First Impression

THE ISLAND OF HYBRAS, LIMBO

[image: image]
 ONE night, Imp No1 dreamed he was a demon. He dreamed his horns were curved and pointed. His hide was coarse and armoured, and his talons were sharp enough to rip the hide from a wild boar’s back. He dreamed the other demons cowered before him, then scurried away lest he injure them while in the throes of his battle spasms.

That night he dreamed this magnificent dream, then awoke to find he was still merely an imp. Of course, technically, he did not have this dream at night. The sky over Hybras is forever tinged with the red glow of dawn. But No1 thought of his rest period as night, even though he’d never seen one.

Imp No1 dressed quickly, rushing into the hallway to check his reflection in the lodge mirror, just in case he
 had
 warped in his sleep. But there was no change. Still the same unimpressive figure as usual.
 One hundred per cent imp.

‘Grrr,’ he said to his image. And even the No1 in the mirror was unconvinced. And if he couldn’t scare himself, then he was not a scary creature and might as well get a job changing baby imps.

There was some
 potential in the mirror. Imp No1 had the general skeletal structure of a proper demon. He was about the same height as a sheep sitting on its rear. His skin was grey as moon dust and pebbled with armoured plating. Spiralling red runes wound their way round his chest, up along his neck and across his forehead. His eyes had striking orange irises, and his jaw had a noble jut about it, or so he liked to think, though others had called it protruding. He had two arms, slightly longer than an average human ten-year-old, and two legs, slightly shorter. Fingers and toes: eight of each. So nothing weird there. One tail, more of a stump, actually, but excellent for burrowing holes if you’re hunting for grubs. All in all, your typical imp. But at fourteen years old, the oldest imp in Hybras. Roughly fourteen years old, that is. It was hard to be exact when it was always dawn. The hour of power as the warlocks used to call it, before they got sucked into the depths of cold space.
 The hour of power. Very catchy.

Hadley Shrivelington Basset, a demon who was actually six months No1’s junior, but already fully fledged, strolled down the tiled corridor on his way to the bathroom. His horns corkscrewed impressively and his ears had at least four points. Hadley enjoyed parading his new demon self in front of the imps. Generally, demons shouldn’t even bunk in the imp lodge, but Basset seemed in no hurry to move out.

‘Hey, imp,’ he said, snapping his towel at No1’s behind. It connected with a sharp crack. ‘Are you going to warp any time soon? Maybe if I get you angry enough.’

The towel stung, but No1 didn’t get angry. Just nervous. Everything made him nervous. That was his problem.

Time for a quick subject change. ‘Morning, Basset.
 Nice ears.’

‘I know,’ said Hadley, tipping the points one after another. ‘Four points already and I think there’s a fifth coming up. Abbot himself only has six points.’

Leon Abbot, the hero of Hybras. The demons’
 self-proclaimed saviour.

Hadley snapped No1 again with the towel.

‘Don’t you get a pain in your face, looking in the mirror, imp? Because you’re giving me a pain in mine.’

He put his hands on his hips, threw back his head and laughed. It was all very dramatic. You’d think there was an artist in the wings doing sketches.

‘Eh, Basset. You’re not wearing any silver.’

The laughing stopped, to be replaced by a froglike gurgle. Shrivelington Basset bolted down the lodge corridor without pause for more bullying. No1 knew scaring people half to death shouldn’t give him any satisfaction, and generally it wouldn’t. But for Basset, he’d make an exception. Not wearing silver on your person is much more than a fashion disaster for a demon or imp. For them it can be fatal, or worse. Painful for all eternity. This rule usually only applied by the volcano crater, but luckily Basset was too scared to remember that.

No1 ducked back into the senior imp dorm, hoping his room-mates were still snoring. No such luck. They were knuckling the sleep from their eyes and already searching for the target of their daily ribbing, which was of course him. He was by far the oldest in the senior dorm — no one else had made it to fourteen without warping. It was getting to the point where he was a permanent fixture. Each night his legs protruded from the foot of the bed, and his blanket barely covered the swirling moon markings on his chest.

‘Hey, Runt,’ called one. ‘Are you going to warp today, do you think? Or will flowers grow out of my armpits?’

‘I’ll check your armpits tomorrow,’ sniggered another.

More abuse. This time from a couple of twelve-year-old imps who were so pumped up that they were likely to warp before class. But they were right. He would have gone for the flowers option too.

Runt was his imp nickname. They didn’t have real names, not until after they warped. Then they would be given a name from the sacred text. Until that moment, he was stuck with No1 or Runt.

He smiled good-naturedly. It didn’t pay to antagonize his dorm-mates. Even though they were smaller than him today, they could be a lot bigger tomorrow.

‘I’m feeling pumped,’ he said, flexing his biceps.
 ‘Today is going to be my day.’

Everyone in the dorm was excited. Tomorrow they could be out of this room for good. Once they warped they were transferred to decent accommodation and nothing in Hybras was off-limits.

‘Who do we hate?’ shouted one.

‘Humans!’ came the reply.

The next minute or so was spent howling at the ceiling. Imp No1 joined in, but he wasn’t really feeling it.

It shouldn’t be‘ who do we hate’, he thought. It really should be ‘whom’.

But this probably wasn’t a good time to bring that up.

Imp School

Sometimes No1 wished he had known his mother. This was not a very demonlike desire, so he kept it to himself. Demons were born equal, and whatever they made of themselves, they did with their claws and teeth. As soon as the female laid an egg, it was tossed in a bucket of mineral-enriched mud and left to hatch. Imps never knew who their families were, and therefore everyone was their family.

But still, some days, when his self-esteem had taken a bit of a pounding, No1 couldn’t help gazing wistfully across at the female compound on his way to school and wondering which one was his mother.

There was one demoness with red markings like his own and a kind face. Often she smiled across the wall at him. She was looking for her son, No1 suddenly realized. And from that day he smiled back. They could both pretend to have found each other.

No1 had never experienced a feeling of belonging.
 He ached for the time when he could wake up and look forward to what lay ahead. That day hadn’t come yet, and it wasn’t likely to, not for as long as they lived in Limbo. Nothing would change. Nothing
 could change. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. Things could get worse.

Imp School was a low stone building with little ventilation and hardly any light. Perfect for most imps. The stench and the smoky fire made them feel hard done by and warlike.

No1 longed for light and fresh air. He was uniquely different, a brand-new point on the compass. Or maybe an old one. No1 often thought that perhaps he could be a warlock. True, there hadn’t been a warlock in the demon pride since they lifted out of time, but maybe he was the first, and that was why he felt so differently about almost everything. No1 had raised his theory with Master Rawley, but the teacher had cuffed his earhole and sent him digging grubs for the other imps.

There was another thing. Why couldn’t they, just once, have a cooked meal? What would be so horrible about a soft stew and maybe even a few spices? Why did imps delight in chomping their food down before it stopped wriggling?

As usual, No1 was the last to school. The other dozen or so imps were already in the hall, revelling in the thoughts of another day spent hunting, skinning, butchering and possibly even warping. No1 wasn’t feeling particularly hopeful. Maybe today would be his day, but he doubted it. The warp spasm was brought on by bloodlust, and No1 had never felt the slightest urge to hurt any other creature. He even felt bad for the rabbits he ate and sometimes dreamed that their little spirits were haunting him.

Master Rawley sat at his bench sharpening a curved sword. Every now and then he would hack a chunk from the bench and grunt with satisfaction. The desk’s surface was littered with various weapons for hacking, sawing and cutting. And, of course, one book. A copy of Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow. The book Leon Abbot had brought back from the old world. The book that would save them all, according to Abbot himself.

When Rawley had sharpened the blade to a silver crescent, he banged the hilt of the weapon on his bench.

‘Sit down,’ he roared at the imps. ‘And make it fast, you shower of stinking rabbit droppings. I’ve got a fresh blade here that I’m just itching to test.’

The imps hurried to their places. Rawley would not cut them, but he was certainly not above strapping their backs with the flat of his sword. And then again, maybe he would cut them.

No1 squashed in on the end of the fourth row.
 Look tough, he told himself. Sneer a bit. You’re an imp!

Rawley sank his blade into the wood, leaving it there quivering. The other imps grunted. Impressed. All No1 could think was: Show off. And:
 He’s ruined that bench.

‘So, pig slime,’ said Rawley. ‘You want to be demons, do you?’

‘Yes, Master Rawley!’ roared the imps.

‘You think you have what it takes?’

‘Yes, Master Rawley!’

Rawley spread his muscled arms wide. He threw back a green head and roared. ‘Well then, let me hear it!’

The imps screamed and stomped, bashed their desks with weapons and clattered each other on the shoulders. No1 avoided as much of the consternation as possible while doing his best to seem involved. Not an easy trick.

Finally, Rawley settled them down. ‘Well, we’ll see. This morning is a big morning for some of you, but for others it will be just one more day of dishonour, grub-hunting with the females.’ He stared pointedly at No1. ‘But before we get to oozing, we have to do some snoozing.’

Much groaning from the imps.

‘That’s right, girls. History time. Nothing to kill and nothing to eat, just knowledge for the sake of it.’ Rawley shrugged his giant knotted shoulders. ‘It’s a waste of time, if you ask me. But I’m under orders here.’

‘That’s right, Master Rawley,’ said a voice from the doorway. ‘You’re under orders.’

The voice belonged to Leon Abbot himself, paying one of his surprise visits to the school. Abbot was immediately surrounded by adoring imps, clamouring to receive a friendly cuff on the ear, or to touch his sword.

Abbot endured this adoration for a moment, then brushed the imps aside. He elbowed Rawley out of the prime spot at the head of the class, then waited for silence. He didn’t have to wait long. Abbot was an impressive specimen, even if you didn’t know a thing about his past. He was almost five feet tall, with curved ram horns that jutted from his forehead. His armoured scales were deep red and covered his entire torso and forehead. Very impressive, and of course difficult to penetrate. You could bash away with an axe all day at Abbot’s chest and get nowhere. Indeed, one of his party tricks was to challenge anyone in the room to hurt him.

Abbot threw back his rawhide cloak and slapped his chest.

‘Right, who wants to have a go?’

Several imps nearly warped right then and there.

‘Make a line, ladies,’ said Rawley, as if he was still in control.

The imps piled to the head of the class, hammering Abbot with fist, foot and forehead. They bounced off, every one. Much to Abbot’s amusement.

Idiots, thought No1. As if they could possibly succeed.

Actually, No1 had a theory about armoured scales.
 A few years ago he had been toying with a discarded baby armoured scale and he’d noticed that they were made of dozens of layers, which made them almost impossible to breach head on, whereas if you went at them at an angle with something hot…

‘What about you, Runt?’

The raucous laughter of his classmates stomped all over No1’s thoughts.

No1 physically twitched with shock as he realized that not only had Leon Abbot spoken to him, he had actually used his dormitory nickname.

‘Yessir, pardon me? What?’

Abbot thumped his own chest. ‘You think you can get through the thickest plates on Hybras?’

‘I doubt they’re the thickest,’ said No1’s mouth, before his brain had a chance to catch up.

‘Raahhr!’ roared Abbot, or something similar. ‘Are you insulting me, impling?’

Being called impling was even worse than being called Runt.
 The term ‘impling’ was generally reserved for the recently hatched.

‘No, no, of course not, Master Abbot. I just thought that, naturally, some of the older demons would have more layers on their scales. But yours are probably tougher — no dead layers on the inside.’

Abbot’s slitted eyes squinted at No1. ‘You seem to know a lot about scales. Why don’t you try to get through these?’

No1 tried to laugh it off. ‘Oh, I really don’t think…’

But Abbot wasn’t even smiling. ‘I really do think, Runt. Get your stumpy tail up here before I give Master Rawley licence to do what he has wanted to do for a long time.’

Rawley pulled his blade from the bench and winked at No1. This was not a friendly you-and-I-share-a-secret wink; it was a let’s-see-what-colour-your-insides-are wink.

No1 sloped reluctantly to the head of the class, passing the smouldering embers of last night’s fire. Wooden meat skewers jutted from the coals. No1 paused for a beat, gazing at the sharp skewers. Thinking that if he had the guts, one of those would probably do the trick.

Abbot followed his gaze. ‘What? You think a meat skewer is going to help you?’ The demon snorted. ‘I was buried in molten lava once, Runt, and I’m still here. Bring one up. Do your worst.’

‘Do your worst,’ echoed several of No1’s classmates, their loyalties obvious.

No1 reluctantly selected a wooden needle from the fire. The handle was solid enough, but the tip was black and flaky.
 No1 tapped the skewer against his leg to dislodge loose ash.

Abbot grabbed the meat skewer from No1’s hand, holding it aloft.

‘This is your chosen weapon,’ he said mockingly.
 ‘The Runt thinks he’s hunting rabbits.’

The jeers and hoots broke over No1’s furrowed brow like a wave. He could feel one of his headaches coming on. He could always count on one to show up just when it was least wanted.

‘This is probably a bad idea,’ he admitted. ‘I should just pound on your armoured plates like those other morons… I mean, my classmates.’

‘No, no,’ said Abbot, handing back the skewer.
 ‘You go ahead, little bee, prick me with your sting.’

Prick me with your sting, warbled No1 in a highly insulting imitation of the pride leader. Of course, he didn’t warble this aloud. No1 was rarely confrontational outside his head.

Aloud he said, ‘I’ll do my best, Master Abbot.’

‘I’ll do my best, Master Abbot,’ warbled Abbot in a highly insulting imitation of Imp No1, as loudly as he could.

No1 felt beads of sweat spiral down his stumpy tail. There really was no good way out of this situation. If he failed, then he was in for another bout of jeering and mild personal injury. But if he won, then he really lost.

Abbot knocked on the crown of his head. ‘Hello, Runt. Let’s get moving. There are imps here waiting to warp.’

No1 stared at the tip of the skewer and allowed the problem to take over. He placed the flat of his right hand on Abbot’s chest. Then, wrapping his fingers tightly round the thick end, he twisted the skewer upwards into one of Abbot’s armoured scales.

He twisted slowly, concentrating on the point of contact. The scale greyed slightly with ash, but no penetration.
 Acrid smoke twirled round the skewer.

Abbot chuckled, delighted. ‘Trying to start a fire there, Runt? Should I summon the water brigade?’

One of the imps threw his lunch at No1. It slid down the back of his head. A lump of fat, bone and gristle.

No1 persisted, rolling the skewer between thumb and forefinger. He rolled faster now, feeling the skewer take hold, burning a slight indent.

No1 felt an excitement build in him. He tried to contain it, think about consequences, but he couldn’t. He was on the point of success here. He was just about to accomplish with brains something all these other idiots couldn’t do with brawn. Of course, they would pummel him, and Abbot would invent some excuse to undermine his achievement, but No1 would know. And so would Abbot.

The skewer penetrated, just a fraction. No1 felt the plate give way, perhaps a single layer. The little imp felt something he had never felt before. Triumph. The feeling built inside him, irresistible, unquenchable. It became more than a feeling. It transformed into a force, rebuilding some forgotten neural pathways, releasing an ancient energy inside No1.

What’s happening? wondered No1. Should I stop? Can I stop?

Yes and
 no were the answers to those questions. Yes, he should stop, but no, he couldn’t. The force flowed through his limbs, raising his temperature. He heard voices chanting inside his mind. No1 realized that he was chanting with them. Chanting what? He had no idea, but somehow his memory knew.

The strange force throbbed in No1’s fingers, in time with his heartbeat, then pulsed out of his body into the skewer. The pin turned to stone. Wood morphed to granite before his eyes. The rock virus spread along the shaft, rippling like water. In the flash of a spark, the skewer was completely made of stone. It expanded slightly into the breach in Abbot’s armoured plate.

The expansion cracked the plate open a couple of centimetres. Abbot heard the noise; so did everybody else. The demon pride leader flicked his eyes downwards and realized instantly what was going on.

‘Magic,’ he hissed. The word was out before he could stop it. With a vicious swipe, he swatted the skewer away from his torso, into the fire.

No1 stared at his throbbing hand. Power still shimmered around his fingertips, a tiny heat haze.

‘Magic?’ he repeated. ‘That means I must be a…’

‘Shut your stupid mouth,’ snapped Abbot, covering the cracked scale with his cloak. ‘Obviously, I don’t mean actual magic. I mean trickery. You twist the handle on that skewer to make it crack, then you ooh and aah as though you have actually achieved something.’

No1 pulled at Abbot’s cloak. ‘But your scale?’

Abbot drew the cloak tighter. ‘What about my scale? There’s not a mark on it. Not so much as a smear. You believe me, don’t you?’

No1 sighed. This was Leon Abbot; the truth meant nothing. ‘Yes, Master Abbot. I believe you.’

‘I can tell by your insolent tone that you do not.
 Very well, proof then.’ Abbot whipped back his cloak, revealing an unblemished scale. For a moment, No1 thought he saw a blue spark playing about where the mark had definitely been, but then the spark winked itself out. Blue sparks. Could it be magic?

Abbot jabbed the imp’s chest with a rigid finger.
 ‘We’ve talked about this, Number One. I know you think you’re a warlock. But there are no warlocks; there haven’t been since we lifted out of time. You are not a warlock. Forget that idiotic notion and concentrate on warping. You’re a disgrace to your race.’

No1 was about to risk a protest, when he was grabbed roughly by the arm.

‘You slippery little snail,’ shouted Rawley, spittle spattering No1’s face. ‘Trying to trick the pride leader.
 Get back to your place. I’ll deal with you later.’

No1 could do nothing but return to the bench and bear the insults of his classmates. And there were plenty of those, usually accompanied by a missile or blow. But somehow No1 ignored these latest humiliations, staring instead at his own hand. The one that had turned wood to stone. Could it be true? Could he actually be a warlock? And if he was, would that make him feel better, or worse?

A toothpick bounced off his forehead on to the bench. There was a sliver of grey meat stuck to the end. No1 glanced up to find Rawley grinning at him.

‘Been trying to get that out for weeks. Wild boar, I think. Now, pay attention, Runt; Master Abbot is trying to educate you.’

Oh yes, the history lesson. It was amazing how much Leon Abbot managed to insert himself into demon history. To hear him tell it, you would think that he had single-handedly saved the eighth family, in spite of the meddling warlocks.

Abbot studied the hooked talons on his fingertips.
 Each one could gut a large pig. If Abbot’s own stories were true, he had warped at age eight while wrestling one of the island’s wild dogs. His fingernails had actually changed into talons during the fight, lacerating the dog’s side.

No1 found this story highly unlikely. It took hours to warp fully, sometimes days, but Abbot expected them to believe that his warp was instantaneous. Hogwash. And yet all the other imps lapped up these self-glorifying legends.

‘Of all the demons who fought in the last battle at Taillte,’ droned Abbot, in what he probably thought was a good voice for history lessons, but in what No1 thought was a boring enough voice to turn soft cheese hard, ‘I, Leon Abbot, am the last.’

Convenient, thought No1. Nobody left around to argue. He also thought: You look your age, Leon. Too many barrels of pork fat.

No1 was an uncharitable imp when in a bad mood.

It is the nature of out of time spells that the ageing process is drastically slowed. Abbot had been a young buck when the warlocks lifted Hybras out of time, and so the spell, combined with good genes, had kept him and his huge ego alive ever since. Possibly a thousand years. Of course, that was a thousand years’ normal time.
 In Hybras time, a millennium meant very little. A couple of centuries could skip by in the blink of an eye on the island. An imp could wake up one morning to find that he’d evolved. A while back, every demon and imp in Hybras got up one morning with a stubby tail where his magnificent long one used to be. For a considerable time after that, the most common noises on the island were the sounds of demons falling down, or swearing as they got up again.

‘After that great battle, in which the demon battalions were the bravest and fiercest in the People’s army,’
 continued Abbot, to hoots of approval from the imps, ‘we were defeated by treachery and cowardice. The elves would not fight, and the dwarfs would not dig traps. We had no choice but to cast our spell and regroup until the time was right to return.’

More hooting, plus stamping of feet.

Every time, thought No1. Do we have to go through this every time? These imps act like they never heard this story before. When is someone going to stand up and say: ‘Excuse me. Old news. Move on.’

‘And so we breed. We breed and grow strong. Now our army has over five thousand warriors — surely enough to defeat the humans. I know this because I, Leon Abbot, have been to the world and returned to Hybras alive.’

This was Abbot’s golden nugget. This was where anyone who stood against him withered and blew away. Abbot had not come directly to Limbo with the rest of Hybras. For some reason he had been diverted to the human future, then sucked across to Hybras.
 He had seen the human camps and actually brought his knowledge home.
 How all this happened was a bit hazy. According to Abbot there had been a great battle, he’d defeated fifty or so men, then a mysterious warlock had lifted him out of time again. But not before he’d grabbed a couple of things to bring back.

Since the warlocks had been explosively removed from the eighth family, nobody had much of a clue about magic any more. Normal demons had no magic of their own. It had been thought that all the warlocks had been sucked into space during the transferral of Hybras from Earth to Limbo, but according to Abbot, one had survived. This warlock was in league with the humans and had only helped the demon leader under threat of grievous injury.

No1 was highly sceptical of this version of events. First of all because it came from Abbot, and secondly because warlocks were being cast, once more, in a bad light. Demons seemed to forget that if it wasn’t for the warlocks, Hybras would have been overrun by humans.

On this particular day, No1 was feeling a special attachment to the warlocks, and he did not appreciate their memory being sullied by this loudmouth braggart. Hardly a day went past where No1 did not spend a moment praying for the return of the mysterious warlock who had helped Abbot. And now that he was certain of magic in his own blood, No1 would pray all the harder.

‘The moon separated me from the rest of the island during the great journey,’ continued Abbot, his eyes half closed as if the memory had him in a swoon. ‘I was powerless to resist her charms. And so I travelled through space and time until I came to rest in the new world. Which is now the world of men. The humans clamped silver on my ankles, tried to make me submit, but I would not.’ Abbot hunched his massive shoulders and roared at the roof.
 ‘For I am demonkind! And we will never submit!’

Needless to say the imps went into overdrive. The entire room heaved with their exertions. In No1’s opinion, Abbot’s entire performance was wooden, to say the least. The we will never submit speech was the oldest page in Abbot’s book.
 No1 rubbed his temples, trying to ease the headache. There was worse to come, he knew. First the book, then the crossbow, if Abbot didn’t deviate from the script. And why would he? He hadn’t in all the years since his return from the new world.

‘And so I fought!’ shouted Abbot. ‘I kicked off their shackles and Hybras called me home; but before I took my leave of the hated humans, I fought my way to their altar and stole away with two of their blessed objects.’

‘The book and the bow,’ muttered No1, rolling his orange eyes.

‘Tell us what you stole,’ begged the others on cue, as if they didn’t know.

‘The book and the bow!’ proclaimed Leon Abbot, pulling the objects from beneath his robe, as if by magic.

As if by magic, thought No1. But not actual magic, because then Abbot would be a warlock, and he couldn’t possibly be a warlock as he had already warped and warlocks did not warp.

‘Now we know how the humans think,’ said Abbot, waving the book. ‘And how they fight,’ he proclaimed, brandishing the crossbow.

I don’t believe any of this for a minute, thought No1. Or I wouldn’t, if we had ‘minutes’ in Limbo.
 Oh, how I wish I was on Earth, with the last warlock. Then there would be two of us, and I would find out what really happened when Leon Abbot came calling.

‘And armed with this knowledge, we can return when the time spell fades and retake the old country.’

‘When?’ cried the imps. ‘When?’

‘Soon,’ replied Abbot. ‘Soon. And there will be humans enough for us all. They will be crushed like the grass beneath our boots. We will tear their heads off like dandelion flowers.’

Oh, please, thought No1. Enough plant similes.

It was quite possible that No1 was the only creature on Hybras who ever even thought the human word ‘simile’.
 Saying it aloud would have certainly earned him a thrashing. If the other imps knew that his human vocabulary also included words like
 ‘grooming’ and ‘decoration’ they would string him up for sure.
 Ironically, he had learned these words from Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow, which was supposed to be a school text.

‘Tear their heads off,’ shouted one imp, and it quickly became a chant, taken up by everyone in the room.

‘Yes, tear their heads off,’ said No1, trying it out, but there was no feeling in his voice.

What’s my motivation? he wondered. I’ve never even met a human.

The imps climbed on their benches, bobbing in primal rhythm.

‘Tear their heads off! Tear their heads off!’

Abbot and Rawley urged them on. Flexing their claws and howling. A sickly sweet smell clogged the air. Warp muck.
 Someone was entering the warp spasm phase. The excitement was bringing on the change.

No1 felt nothing. Not so much as a twinge. He tried his best, squeezing his eyelids together, letting the pressure build in his head, thinking bloody thoughts. But his true feelings shattered the false visions of bloodlust and carnage.

It’s no use, he thought. I am not that kind of demon.

No1 stopped chanting and sat, head in hands. No point in pretending — another change cycle was passing him by.

Not so the other imps. Abbot’s theatrics had opened a natural well of testosterone, bloodlust and bodily fluid.
 One by one, they succumbed to the warp spasm. Green gunge flowed from their pores, slowly at first, then in bubbling gushes. They all went under, every one of them. It must be some kind of record, so many imps warping simultaneously. Of course, Abbot would take the credit.

The sight of the fluid brought on fresh rounds of howling. And the more the imps howled, the faster the gunge spurted.
 No1 had heard it said that humans took several years to make the transition from childhood to adulthood. Imps did it in a few hours.
 And a change like that is going to hurt.

The howls of exultation changed to grunts of pain, as bones stretched and horns curled, the gunge-coated limbs already lengthening. The smell was sweet enough to make No1 gag.

Imps toppled to the floor all around. They thrashed for a few seconds, then their own fluids mummified them.
 They were cocooned like enormous green bugs, strapped tight by the hardening gunge. The schoolroom was suddenly silent, except for the crack of drying nutrient fluid and a rustle of flames from the stone fireplace.

Abbot beamed, a toothy smile that seemed to split his head in half.

‘A good morning’s work, wouldn’t you say, Rawley?
 I got them all warping.’

Rawley grunted his agreement, then noticed No1.
 ‘Except the Runt.’

‘Well, of course not,’ began Abbot, then caught himself. ‘Yes. Absolutely, except the Runt.’

No1’s forehead burned under Rawley and Abbot’s scrutiny.

‘I want to warp,’ he said, looking at his fingers.
 ‘I really do. But it’s the hating thing. I just can’t manage it. And all that slime. Even the thought of that stuff all over me makes me feel a bit nauseous.’

‘A bit what?’ said Rawley suspiciously.

No1 realized that he needed to dumb it down for his teacher.

‘Sick. A bit sick.’

‘Oh.’ Rawley shook his head in disgust. ‘Slime makes you sick? What kind of imp are you? The others live for slime.’

No1 took a deep breath and said something aloud that he had known for a long time.

‘I’m not like the others.’ No1’s voice trembled.
 He was on the verge of tears.

‘Are you going to cry?’ asked Rawley, his eyes bugging. ‘This is too much, Leon. He’s going to cry now, just like a female. I give up.’

Abbot scratched his chin. ‘Let me try something.’

He rummaged in a cape pocket, surreptitiously fixing something over his hand.

Oh no, thought No1. Please no. Not Stony.

Abbot raised a forearm, his cloak draped over it.
 A mini-stage. A puppet human poked his head over the leather cape.
 The puppet’s head was a grotesque ball of painted clay, with a heavy forehead and clumsy features. No1 doubted that humans were this ugly in real life, but demons were not known for their artistic skills.
 Abbot often produced Stony as a visual incentive for those imps who were having difficulty warping. Needless to say, No1 had been introduced to the puppet before.

‘Grrr,’ said the puppet, or rather Abbot said, as he waggled the puppet. ‘Grrr, my name is Stony the Mud Man.’

‘Hello, Stony,’ said No1 weakly. ‘How’ve you been?’

The puppet held a tiny wooden sword in its hand.

‘Never mind how I’ve been. I don’t care how you’ve been, because I hate all fairies,’ said Abbot in a squeaky voice. ‘I drove them from their homes. And if they ever try to come back, I will kill them all.’

Abbot lowered the puppet. ‘Now, how does that make you feel?’

It makes me feel that the wrong demon is in charge of the pride, thought No1, but aloud he said, ‘Eh, angry?’

Abbot blinked. ‘Angry? Really?’

‘No,’ confessed No1, wringing his hands. ‘I don’t feel anything. It’s a puppet. I can see your fingers through the material.’

Abbot stuffed Stony back in his pocket.

‘That’s it. I’ve had it with you, Number One. You will never earn a name from the book.’

Once demons warped, they were given a human name from Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow. The logic being that learning the human language and possessing a human name would help the demon army think like humans and therefore defeat them. Abbot may have hated the Mud Men, but that wasn’t to say he didn’t admire them. Also, politically, it was a good idea to have every demon on Hybras calling each other by names that Leon Abbot had procured for them.

Rawley grabbed No1’s ear, dragging him from his seat to the rear of the classroom. A metal grille on the floor covered a shallow, pungent dung pit.

‘Get to work, Runt,’ he said gruffly. ‘You know what to do.’

No1 sighed. He knew only too well. This wasn’t the first or second time he’d had to endure this odious task. He hefted a long-handled gaff from a peg on the wall, pulling the heavy grille from its groove. The smell was rank but not unbearable, as a crust had formed on the dung’s surface. Beetles crawled across the craggy skin, their legs clicking like claws on wood.

No1 uncovered the pit completely, then selected his nearest classmate. There was no way of telling which classmate it actually was because of the slime cocoon. The only movements were small air bubbles around the mouth and nose. At least he hoped it was the mouth and nose.

No1 bent low, rolling the cocoon along the floor and into the dung pit. The warping imp crashed through the crust, taking a dozen beetles with him into the muck below. A gush of dung stink washed over No1, and he knew his skin would smell for days.
 The others would wear their pit stink proudly, but for No1 it was just another badge of shame.

It was arduous work. Not all the warping imps were still. Several struggled inside their cocoons, and twice demon claws punctured the green chrysalis centimetres from No1’s skin.

He persisted, groaning loudly, in the hope that Rawley or Leon Abbot would lend a hand. It was a vain hope. The two demons were huddled at the head of the classroom, poring over
 Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow.

Eventually, No1 rolled his last classmate into the dung pit. They were piled in there like meat in a thick stew. The nutrient-rich dung would accelerate their warp, ensuring they reached full potential. No1 sat on the stone floor, catching his breath.

Lucky you, thought No1. Dunked in dung.

No1 tried to feel envious. But even being near the pit made him gag; the thought of being immersed in it, surrounded by cocooned imps, made his stomach churn.

A shadow fell across the flagstones before him, flickering in the firelight.

‘Ah, Number One,’ said Abbot. ‘Always an imp, never a demon, eh? What am I going to do with you?’

No1 stared at his own feet, clicking baby talons on the floor.

‘Master Abbot, sir. Don’t you think? Isn’t there the tiniest chance?’ He took a deep breath and raised his eyes to meet Abbot’s. ‘Couldn’t I be a warlock? You saw what happened with the skewer. I don’t want to embarrass you, but you saw it.’

Abbot’s expression changed instantly. One second he was playing the genial master, the next his true colours shone through.

‘I saw nothing,’ he hissed, heaving No1 to his feet. ‘Nothing happened, you odious little freak of nature. The skewer was coated with ash, nothing more. There was no transformation. No magic.’

Abbot drew No1 close enough to see the slivers of trapped meat between his yellowed teeth. The next time he spoke, his voice seemed different somehow. Layered. As though an entire choir was singing in harmony. It was a voice that could not be ignored.
 Magical?

‘If you are a warlock, then you should really be on the other side, with your relative. Wouldn’t that be for the best? One quick leap, that’s all it would take. Do you understand what I am saying to you, Runt?’

No1 nodded, dazed. What a lovely voice. Where had that come from? The other side, of course; that’s where he should go. One small step for an imp.

‘I understand, sir.’

‘Good. The subject is closed. As Lady Heatherington Smythe would say, “Best foot forward, young sir, the world awaits.” ’

No1 nodded, just as he knew Abbot wanted him to, but inside his brain churned along with his stomach. Was this to be the whole extent of his life? Forever mocked, forever different.
 Never a moment of light or hope. Unless he crossed over.

Abbot’s suggestion was his only hope. Cross over. No1 had never seen the appeal of jumping into a crater before, but now the notion seemed nigh on irresistible. He was a warlock; there couldn’t be any doubt.
 And somewhere out there, in the human world, there was another like him. An ancient brother who could teach him the ways of his kind.

No1 watched Abbot stride away from him. Off to exercise his power on some other part of the island, possibly by belittling the females in the compound — another of his favourite pastimes. Then again, how bad could Abbot be? After all, he had given No1 this wonderful idea.

I cannot stay here, thought No1. I must go to the volcano.

The notion took firm hold of his brain. And in minutes it had drowned out all the other notions in his head.

Go to the volcano.

It pounded inside his skull, like waves breaking on the shore.

Obey Abbot. Go to the volcano.

No1 brushed the dust from his knees.

‘You know what,’ he muttered to himself in case Rawley could hear, ‘I think I’m going to the volcano.’







Chapter 4

Mission Impossible

The Massimo Bellini Theatre, Catania, Eastern Sicily

[image: image]

ARTEMIS Fowl and his bodyguard, Butler, relaxed in a private box at the stage-left side of Sicily’s world-famous Massimo Bellini Theatre. Perhaps it is not altogether accurate to say Butler relaxed.
 Rather he appeared to relax, as a tiger appears to relax in the moment before it strikes.

Butler was even less happy here than he had been in Barcelona. At least for the Spain trip he’d had a few days to prepare, but for this jaunt he barely had time to catch up on his martial arts routines.

As soon as the Fowl Bentley had pulled up at Fowl Manor, Artemis had disappeared into his study, firing up his computers. Butler took the opportunity to work out, freshen up and prepare dinner: onion marmalade tartlets, rack of lamb with garlic gratin and a red berries crêpe to finish.

Artemis broke the news over coffee.

‘We need to go to Sicily,’ he said, toying with the biscotti on his saucer. ‘I made a breakthrough on the time spell figures.’

‘How soon?’ asked the bodyguard, mentally listing his contacts on the Mediterranean island.

Artemis looked at his Rado watch and Butler moaned.

‘Don’t check your watch, Artemis. Check the calendar.’

‘Sorry, old friend. But you know time is limited.
 I can’t risk missing a materialization.’

‘But on the jet you said that there wasn’t another materialization due for six weeks.’

‘I was wrong, or rather, Foaly was wrong. He missed a few new factors in the temporal equation.’

Artemis had filled Butler in on the eighth family details as the jet soared over the English Channel.

‘Allow me to demonstrate,’ said Artemis. He put a silver salt cellar on his plate, ‘Let us say that this salt cellar is Hybras. My plate is where it is: our dimension. And your plate is where it wants to go: Limbo. With me so far?’

Butler nodded reluctantly. He knew that the more he understood, the more Artemis would tell him, and there wasn’t much space in a bodyguard’s head for quantum physics.

‘So, the demon warlocks wanted to move the island from plate A to plate B, but not through space, through time.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘It’s all in the fairy Book,’ replied the Irish teenager. ‘Quite a detailed description, if a bit flowery.’

The Book was the fairy Bible, containing their history and commandments. Artemis had managed to obtain a copy from a drunken sprite in Ho Chi Minh City years earlier. It was proving to be an invaluable source of information.

‘I doubt the Book has too many charts and graphs,’
 noted Butler.

Artemis smiled. ‘No, I got the specifics from Foaly, not that he knows he’s sharing information.’

Butler rubbed his temples. ‘Artemis. I warned you not to mess with Foaly. The decoy thing is bad enough.’

Artemis was fully aware that Foaly was tracking him and any decoys he sent out. In fact, he only sent out the decoys to make Foaly dip into his funds. It was his idea of a joke.

‘I didn’t initiate the surveillance,’ objected Artemis. ‘Foaly did. I found over a dozen devices on my computers alone. All I did was reverse the spike to get into some of his shared files. Nothing classified. Well, maybe a few. Foaly’s been busy since he left the LEP.’

‘So, what did Foaly’s files tell you?’ said Butler resignedly.

‘They told me about magic. Basically, magic is energy and the ability to manipulate energy. To move Hybras from A to B, the demon warlocks harnessed the power of their volcano to create a time rent or tunnel.’ Artemis rolled his napkin into a tube, popped the salt cellar into it and deposited the cellar on Butler’s plate.

‘Simple as that?’ said Butler doubtfully.

‘Not really,’ said Artemis. ‘In fact, the warlocks did an exceptional job, considering the instruments available to them at the time. They had to calculate the power of the volcano, the size of the island, the energy of each individual demon on the island, not to mention the reverse pull of lunar attraction. It’s amazing the spell worked as well as it did.’

‘There was a glitch?’

‘Yes. According to the Book, the warlocks induced the volcano, but the force was too strong. They couldn’t control it and the magic circle was broken. Hybras and the demons were transported, but the warlocks were blasted into space.’

Butler whistled. ‘That’s quite a glitch.’

‘It’s more than a glitch. The demon warlocks were all killed, so now the rest of the pride are stuck in Limbo, held by a magical spell that was never meant to be permanent, without a warlock to bring them back.’

‘Couldn’t Foaly go and get them?’

‘No. It would be an impossible mission to recreate the same circumstances. Imagine trying to steer a feather in a sandstorm, then land the feather on a particular grain of sand, except you don’t know where the grain is. And even if you did know where the grain was, demon magic can only be controlled by a demon. They are by far the most powerful of warlocks.’

‘Tricky,’ admitted Butler. ‘So, tell me why these demons are popping up here, now?’

Artemis corrected him with a wagging finger. ‘Not just here, and not just now. The demons have always felt an attraction to their home world, a combination of lunar and terrestrial radiations. But a demon could only be pulled back if he was at his end of the time-tunnel mouth, the crater, and not wearing a dimensional anchor.’

Butler fingered his wristband. ‘Silver.’

‘That’s right. Now, because of massively increased radiation levels worldwide, the pull on demons is much stronger and reaches critical level with greater frequency.’

Butler was struggling to keep up. Sometimes it was not easy being a genius’s bodyguard.

‘Artemis, I thought we weren’t going into specifics.’

Artemis continued regardless. He was hardly going to stop now, in mid-lecture.

‘Bear with me, old friend. Nearly there. So now, energy spikes occur more often than Foaly thinks.’

Butler raised a finger. ‘Ah yes, but the demons are OK as long as they stay away from the crater.’

Artemis raised a triumphant finger. ‘Yes!’ he crowed. ‘That’s what you would think. That’s what Foaly thinks. But when our last demon was off course, I ran the equation from back to front. My conclusion is that the time spell is decaying. The tunnel is unravelling.’

Artemis allowed the napkin tube to widen in his hand. ‘Now the catchment area is bigger, as is the deposit area.
 Pretty soon, demons won’t be safe anywhere on Hybras.’

Butler asked the obvious question. ‘What happens when the tunnel decays altogether?’

‘Just before that happens, demons all over Hybras will be plucked off the island, silver or no silver. When the tunnel collapses, some will be deposited on earth, more on the moon and the rest scattered through space and time. One thing is for sure, not many of them will survive, and those that do will be locked up in laboratories and zoos.’

Butler frowned. ‘We need to tell Holly about this.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Artemis. ‘But not just yet. I need one more day to confirm my figures. I’m not going to Foaly with nothing but theory.’

‘Don’t tell me,’ said Butler. ‘Sicily, right?’

So now they were in the Massimo Bellini Theatre, and Butler had barely half an idea why they were there. If a demon materialized on that stage, then Artemis was right and the fairy People were in major trouble. And if the fairies were in trouble, then it was up to Artemis to help them. Butler was actually quite proud that his young charge was doing something for somebody else for a change. Even so, they had only a week to complete their task and return to Fowl Manor, because in seven days Artemis’s parents returned from Rhode Island where Artemis Fowl Senior had finally taken possession of an artificial bio-hybrid leg, to replace the one he had lost when the Russian Mafiya blew up his ship.

Butler peered out of the box at the hundreds of golden arches and the thirteen hundred-odd people enjoying the evening’s performance of Bellini’s Norma.

‘First a Gaudí building, now this theatre,’
 commented the bodyguard, his words audible only to Artemis, thanks to their box’s isolation and the booming volume of the opera. ‘Don’t these demons ever materialize somewhere quiet?’

Artemis replied in a whisper. ‘Just let the sublime music flow over you; enjoy the show. Don’t you know how difficult it is to get a box for a Vincenzo Bellini opera?
 Especially Norma. Norma combines the requirements of both a coloratura and a dramatic soprano. And the soprano is excellent, comparable to Callas herself.’

Butler grunted. Perhaps it was difficult for
 ordinary people to get a box in the theatre, but Artemis had simply called his billionaire environmentalist friend Giovanni Zito. The Sicilian had gladly surrendered his own box, in exchange for two cases of the finest Bordeaux. Hardly surprising since Artemis had recently invested over ten million euros in Zito’s water purification research.

A Sicilian drinking Bordeaux? Artemis had chuckled down the phone.
 You should be ashamed of yourself.

‘Keep your watch pointed at the stage,’ directed Artemis, interrupting Butler’s thoughts. ‘The chances are minuscule that a demon will be caught without silver, even away from the crater, but if one does show up, I want it on film to prove to Foaly that my theory is correct. If we don’t have incontrovertible proof, the fairy Council will never take action.’

Butler checked that his watch crystal that doubled as a camera lens was angled towards the stage. ‘The camera is fine, but if you don’t mind I won’t be letting the sublime music flow over me. I have enough to do keeping you safe.’

The Bellini Theatre was a bodyguard’s nightmare.
 Multiple entrances and exits, over a thousand patrons that refused to be frisked, hundreds of golden arches that could conceal a gunman and countless nooks, crannies and corridors that probably didn’t appear on the theatre plan. Nevertheless, Butler was reasonably confident that he had done all he could to protect Artemis.

Of course, there were certain things that bodyguards could not guard against, as Butler was about to find out.
 Invisible things.

Artemis’s phone vibrated gently. Usually, Artemis deplored the kind of person who kept their phone on during a performance, but this phone was special and he never turned it off.
 It was the fairy communicator given to him by Holly Short, plus a few modifications and add-ons made by Artemis himself.

The phone was the size and shape of a two-euro coin, with a pulsing red crystal at its centre. This was a fairy omni-sensor, which could interface with any communications system, including the human body. The phone was disguised as a rather ostentatious ring on Artemis’s middle finger. Artemis twisted the ring so that the phone sat on his palm, then closed his middle fingers, extending his thumb and little finger. The sensor would decode vibrations in his little finger and send them as voice patterns. It would also use the bones in his hand to transmit the caller’s voice to the tip of his thumb.

Artemis looked for all the world like a young boy talking on an imaginary phone.

‘Holly?’ he said.

Butler watched as Artemis listened for a few moments, then hung up, twisting the phone back into ring position.

He looked steadily at Butler. ‘Don’t draw your weapon,’ he said.

Which of course had Butler reaching for the butt of his Sig Sauer.

‘It’s fine,’ said Artemis reassuringly. ‘Someone is here. A friend.’

Butler’s hand dropped to his side. He knew who it was.

Holly Short materialized in the velvet-covered seat beside Artemis. Her knees were drawn to her chin and her pointed ears were covered by a black helmet. As she fizzled into the visible spectrum, a full-face visor collapsed into sections and stored itself in her helmet. Her arrival among the humans was covered by the theatre’s darkness.

‘Afternoon, Mud Boys,’ she said, smiling. Her hazel eyes sparkled impishly, or more accurately, elfishly.

‘Thanks for calling ahead,’ said Butler sarcastically. ‘Wouldn’t want to spook anyone. No shimmer?’

Usually, when fairies used their magic to shield, the only thing visible was a slight shimmer, like a heat haze.
 Holly’s entrance had been completely undetectable.

Holly patted her own shoulder. ‘New suit. Made entirely from smart wafers. It vibrates with me.’

Artemis studied one of the wafers, noting the microfilaments in the material. ‘Foaly’s work? Section Eight issue.’

Holly could not hide her surprise. She punched Artemis playfully on the shoulder. ‘How do you know about Section Eight? Aren’t we allowed any secrets?’

‘Foaly shouldn’t spy on me,’ said Artemis. ‘Where there’s a way in, there’s a way back. I suppose I should congratulate you on the new job. And Foaly too.’ He nodded at the tiny lens over Holly’s right eye. ‘Is he watching us now?’

‘No. He’s trying to figure out how you know what he doesn’t. We’re taping, though.’

‘I presume you’re talking about demons.’

‘I might be.’

Butler stepped between them, interrupting the verbal sparring that was bound to follow.

‘Before you two get into negotiations, how about a real hello?’

Holly smiled fondly at the huge bodyguard. She activated the electronic wings built into her suit and hovered to his eye level. Holly kissed his cheek, then wrapped her arms all the way round his head. They barely made it.

Butler rapped her helmet. ‘Nice equipment. Not run-of-the-mill Lower Elements Police.’

‘No,’ agreed Holly, removing the helmet. ‘This Section Eight stuff is years ahead of standard LEP. You get what you pay for, I suppose.’

Butler plucked the helmet from her hands.
 ‘Anything an old soldier would be interested in?’

Holly pressed a button on her wrist computer.
 ‘Check out the night vision. It’s as clear as… well… day. And the clever thing is that the filter reacts to light as it passes through, so no more being blinded by camera flashes.’

Butler nodded appreciatively. Night vision’s major drawback had historically been that it left the soldier vulnerable to sudden flashes of light. Even a candle flame could blind the wearer momentarily.

Artemis cleared his throat. ‘Excuse me, Captain.
 Are you two going to weep salty tears of admiration over a helmet all night, or do we have matters to discuss?’

Holly winked at Butler. ‘Your master calls. I’d better see what he wants.’

Holly deactivated her wings, settling into the chair. She folded her arms, looking Artemis straight in the eyes.

‘OK, Mud Boy. I’m all yours.’

‘Demons. We need to talk about demons.’

Holly’s eyes lost their playful twinkle. ‘And why
 are you so interested in demons, Artemis?’

Artemis opened two shirt buttons and pulled out a gold coin on a thong. The coin had a circular hole in the centre.
 Put there by a blast from Holly’s laser.

‘You gave this to me after you saved my father’s life. I owe you. I owe the People. So now, I’m doing something for them.’

Holly wasn’t entirely convinced. ‘Usually, before you do anything for the People, you negotiate a fee.’

Artemis accepted the accusation with a slight nod.
 ‘It’s true. It was true, but I have changed.’

Holly folded her arms. ‘And?’

‘And it’s nice to find something Foaly missed, even if I did stumble on to it by accident.’

‘And?’

Artemis sighed. ‘Very well. There is another factor.’

‘I thought so. What do you want? Gold?
 Technology?’

‘No. Nothing like that.’

Artemis sat forward in his seat. ‘Have you any idea how difficult it is to have had all those thrilling adventures with the LEP and suddenly not be a part of that world any more?’

‘Yes,’ replied Holly. ‘Actually, I do.’

‘I went from saving the world to geometry in a week. I’m bored, Holly. My intellect is not being challenged, so when I came across the demon gospel in the Book, I realized that here was a way to be involved without affecting things. I could simply observe, and perhaps refine, Foaly’s calculations.’

‘Which are not actually in the Book,’ Holly pointed out. ‘Simply observe, my foot.’

Artemis waved Holly’s point away. ‘Some harmless hacking. The centaur started it. So, I began travelling to materialization sites, but nothing happened until Barcelona. A demon showed up all right, except he showed up in the wrong place, and late. I simply stumbled across him. I would be floating in prehistoric space right now if Butler hadn’t anchored me to this dimension with silver.’

Holly stifled a laugh. ‘So it was luck. The great Artemis Fowl trumps the mighty Foaly thanks to dumb luck.’

Artemis was miffed. ‘Informed luck, I think, is a better description. Anyway, that is unimportant. I have recalculated with the new figures, and my conclusions, if borne out, could be calamitous for the People.’

‘Go on, tell me. In short words, though. You wouldn’t believe the amount of science I had to listen to today.’

‘This is serious, Holly,’ snapped Artemis. His outburst was followed by a chorus of shushes from the audience.

‘This is serious,’ he repeated in hushed tones.

‘Why?’ asked Holly. ‘Surely it’s just a matter of sharing your new figures and letting Foaly take care of the rest with light-distortion projectors?’

‘Not quite,’ said Artemis, settling back in his chair. ‘If a demon appears on that stage in the next four minutes, then soon there won’t be enough projectors to go round. If I’m right and the time spell is unravelling, then Hybras and everyone on it will soon be dragged back into this dimension. Most of the demons won’t make it alive, but those who do could pop up anywhere and at any time.’

Holly switched her gaze to the stage. A raven-haired woman was holding ridiculously high notes for a ridiculously long time. Holly wondered if the woman would even notice a demon popping out of the air for a second or two. There wasn’t supposed to be a materialization today. If there was, then that would mean Artemis was right, as usual, and a lot more demons were on the way. If that happened, then Artemis Fowl and Holly Short would be up to their necks in the whole saving-the-fairy-race thing, yet again.

Holly glanced sideways at Artemis, who was studying the stage through a pair of opera glasses. She would never tell him, but if a human had to be involved with saving the fairy People, then Artemis was probably the best man, or boy, for the job.

The Island of Hybras, Limbo

No1 struggled up towards the first rocky ridge on the side of the volcano. Several demons passed him on the trail, but not one tried to talk him out of it. In fact, he’d bumped into Hadley Shrivelington Basset, who had offered to scratch a map on a piece of bark for him. No1 suspected that if he did take the big dimensional jump, no one would miss him any more than they would miss their favourite crossbow target. Except perhaps the demoness with red markings who smiled at him. The one from the compound.
 Maybe she would miss him a little. No1 stopped in his tracks when he realized that the only demon who would care if he was gone was one he had never spoken to.

He moaned aloud. How depressing was that!

No1 trudged onwards past the final warning which, with typical demon subtlety, was in the form of a blood-reddened wolf skull mounted on a stick.

‘What’s that even supposed to mean?’ muttered No1
 as he passed the sign. ‘A wolf’s head on a stick. Big wolf barbecue tonight. Bring your own wolf.’

Barbecue. Another word from Lady Heatherington Smythe.

No1 sat on the ridge, wiggling his rump to dig a little trench for his tail. Might as well be comfortable before jumping the hundred or so metres into the mouth of a steaming volcano. Of course, even if he didn’t get whisked away to the old country, he still wouldn’t be vaporized by the lava. No, he would probably be dashed against the rocks on the way down. What a cheery thought.

From his seat on the ridge, No1 could see the jagged mouth of the crater and the rhythmic wisps of smoke that drifted skywards like the breath of a sleeping giant. It was the nature of the time spell that things progressed as though Hybras were still attached to the rest of the world, albeit at a different pace. So the volcano still bubbled and occasionally burped up a skinny column of flame, even though there was no Earth beneath it.

If No1 was honest with himself, his resolve was wavering. It was easy to imagine hopping into an interdimensional crater when you were rolling your cocooned classmates into a becrusted dung pit. It had seemed then, as the flakes of dung had fluttered down on him, that things could not get any worse. And there had been something in Abbot’s voice that made the idea seem irresistible. But now, sitting on the ridge, with a gentle wind cooling his chest plates, things didn’t seem quite as bleak. At least he was alive, and there was no guarantee that the crater led anywhere except into the belly of the volcano. None of the other demons had made it back alive. They came back all right. Some encased in blocks of ice, some burned to a crisp, but none hale and hearty like the pride leader. Although for some reason, when No1
 thought about Abbot, the many moments of cruelty he had suffered at the pride leader’s whim seemed hazy, hard to focus on. All he could remember was that beautiful, insistent voice telling him to cross over.

Moon madness. That was the heart of the matter.
 Demonkind was attracted to the moon. It sang to them, agitating particles in their blood. They dreamed of it at night and ground their teeth at its absence. At any hour of the so-called day here on Hybras, demons could be seen stopping in their tracks to gaze at the space where the moon used to be. It was part of them, a live organic part, and on an atomic level, they belonged together.

There were threads of the time spell still in the crater. Wisps of magic that curled about the mountain top, snagging any demon stupid enough to be caught without silver. And coded inside the magic was the song of the moon, calling the demons back, enticing them with visions of white light and weightlessness. Once those pale tendrils had a grip on a demon’s mind, he would do anything to be closer to the source. The magic and moon madness would pour energy into the atoms of his being, vibrating his very electrons to a new orbit, changing his molecular structure, pulling him through time and space.

But there was only Abbot’s word that this journey would end on Earth. It could end on the moon, and as much as demons loved the moon, they knew that nothing survived on its barren surface. The elders said that sprites could not fly close without freezing to death, spiralling to Earth with frozen wings and blue faces.

For some reason, No1 wanted to take the journey today. He wanted the moon to call him into the crater, then deposit him somewhere where another warlock existed. Someone who would teach him to control his strange powers. But, he admitted miserably, he didn’t have the courage. He could not just hurl himself into a rocky crater. The volcano’s base was littered with the charred corpses of those who had imagined the moon calling to them. How could he know if the moon’s power was truly beckoning, or if it was simply wishful thinking?

No1 rested his face in his hands. Nothing for it but to return to the school. The imps in the pit would need turning or their hides could suffer dung lividity marks.

He sighed. This was not the first time he had made this desperate journey. But now No1 really thought he would do it.
 Abbot was in his head, urging him on. He could almost bear the idea of the rocks rushing towards him. Almost.

No1 toyed with the silver bangle on his wrist. It would have been so easy to slip off this trinket and just disappear.

Slip it off then, little one, said a voice in his head. Slip it off and come to me.

No1 was not surprised by the voice. Actually, it was more a feeling than a voice. No1 had supplied the words himself.
 He often conversed with voices in his head. There was no one else to talk to. There was Flambard the shoe maker, and Lady Bonnie the spinster, and his favourite, Bookie the lisping gossip.

This voice was new. More forceful.

A moment without silver, and a new world could be yours.

No1’s bottom lip jutted as he considered. He could remove the bangle, he supposed, just for a moment. What harm could it do? He was nowhere near the crater, and the magic rarely strayed beyond the volcano.

No harm. No harm at all.
 One little tug.

The ridiculous notion had No1 now. Taking off the bangle could be like a practice run for the day when he finally worked up the courage to feel the moon madness. His fingers traced the runes on the bangle. They were precisely the same as the markings on his chest. A double charm. Repelling the moon magic.
 Removing one meant that the force of his own markings was reversed, pulling him straight towards the moon.

Take it off. Reverse the power.

No1 watched his fingers grip the bangle’s rim. He was in a daze, a buzzing fugue. The new voice had coated his mind with fog and was in control.

We will be together, you and I. You will bask in my light.

Bask in my light? thought the last conscious sliver of No1.
 This new voice is quite the drama queen. Bookie is not going to like you.

Take it off, little one.

No1 watched his hand tug the bangle over his knuckles. He was powerless to stop himself — not that he wanted to.

Moon madness, he realized with a jolt. All the way over here. How can that be?

Something in him knew. The warlock part of him, perhaps.

The time spell is breaking down. No one is safe.

No1 saw the bangle, his dimensional anchor, slip from his fingers and spin to the ground. It seemed to happen in slow motion; the silver flowed and rippled like sunlight through water.

No1 felt the tingle that comes when every atom in your body is overloaded with energy and boosted into a gaseous form.
 It really should be terribly painful, but the body doesn’t really know how to respond to this kind of cell damage and so throws up a pathetic tingling.

There was no time to scream; all No1 could do was disappear into a million flashing pinpoints of light, which quickly wound themselves into a tight band following a path to another dimension. In seconds there was nothing left to show that No1 had ever been there but a spinning silver bangle.

It would be a long time, relatively speaking, before anyone missed him. And no one would care enough to come looking.

The Massimo Bellini Theatre, Sicily

To look at Artemis Fowl, you would have thought that he was here simply for the opera. One hand trained a pair of opera glasses on the stage; the other hand conducted expertly, following the score note for note.

‘Maria Callas is the acknowledged seminal Norma,’
 he said to Holly, who nodded politely, then rolled her eyes at Butler. ‘But I have a confession: I actually prefer Montserrat Caballé. She took the role on in the seventies. Of course, I have only heard recordings, but to me, Caballé’s performance is more robust.’

‘Really,’ said Holly. ‘I’m trying to care, Artemis, really. But I thought it was all supposed to be over when the fat lady sings. Well, she’s singing, but it doesn’t appear to be over.’

Artemis smiled, exposing his incisors. ‘That’s Wagner you’re thinking of.’

Butler did not participate in the opera-related chit-chat. To him it was just another layer of distraction to be zoned out. Instead, he decided to test the night-vision filter on Holly’s new helmet. If it could indeed overcome the white-out problem, as Holly claimed, then he would have to ask Artemis to procure one for him.

Needless to say, Holly’s helmet would not fit Butler’s head. In fact, it would barely slot over his fist, so the bodyguard folded the filter’s left wing out until he could squint through it by holding the helmet to his cheek.

The effect was impressive. The filter successfully equalized the light throughout the building. It boosted or dimmed so that every person in the building was seen in the same light. Those on the stage appeared caked in make-up, and those in the boxes had no shadows to hide in.

Butler panned across the boxes, satisfying himself that there was no threat present. He saw plenty of nose-picking and handholding, sometimes by the same people. But nothing obviously dangerous. But in a second-tier box, adjacent to the stage, there was a girl with a head of blonde curls, all dressed up for a night of theatre.

Butler immediately recalled seeing the same girl at the materialization site in Barcelona. And now she was here too?
 Coincidence? There was no such thing. In the bodyguard’s experience, if you saw a stranger more than once, either they were following you, or you were both after the same thing.

He scanned the rest of the box. There were two men behind the girl. One in his fifties, paunchy, expensive tuxedo, was filming the stage with his mobile-phone camera. This was the first man from Barcelona. The second man was there too, possibly Chinese, wiry, spiked hair. He had apparently not yet recovered from his leg injury and was adjusting one of his crutches. He flipped it round, removed a rubber grip from the foot, then nestled it against his shoulder like a rifle.

Butler automatically moved between Artemis and the man’s line of fire. Not that the crutch was aimed at his charge; it was pointed stage right. A metre from the soprano. Just where Artemis was expecting his demon to show up.

‘Holly,’ he said in a low, calm voice. ‘I think you should shield.’

Artemis lowered his opera glasses.
 ‘Problems?’

‘Maybe,’ replied Butler. ‘Though not for us. I think somebody else knows about the new materialization figures, and I think they’re planning to do more than just observe.’

Artemis tapped his chin with two fingers, thinking fast. ‘Where?’

‘Tier two. Beside the stage. I see one possible weapon trained on the stage. Not a standard gun. Maybe a modified dart rifle.’

Artemis leaned forward, gripping the brass rail.
 ‘They plan to take the demon alive, if one turns up. In that case, they will need a distraction.’

Holly was on her feet. ‘What can we do?’

‘It’s too late to stop them,’ said Artemis, a frown slashing his brow. ‘If we interfere, we may upset the distraction, in which case the demon will be exposed. If these people are clever enough to be here, you may be sure their plan is a good one.’

Holly claimed her helmet, slotting it over her ears. Air pads automatically inflated to cradle her head. ‘I can’t just let them kidnap a fairy.’

‘You have no choice,’ snapped Artemis, risking the audience’s displeasure. ‘Best and most likely case scenario, nothing happens. No materialization.’

Holly scowled. ‘You know as well as I do that fortune never sends the best-case scenario our way. You have too much bad karma.’

Artemis had to chuckle. ‘You’re right, of course.
 Worst-case scenario, a demon appears, they anchor it with the dart rifle, we interfere and in the confusion the demon is swept up by the local polizia and we all end up in custody.’

‘Not good. So we just sit back and watch.’

‘Butler and I sit back and watch. You get over there and record as much data as possible. And when these people go, you go after them.’

Holly activated her wings. They slid from her backpack, crackling blue as the flight computer sent a charge through them.

‘How much time do I have?’ asked Holly, as she faded from sight.

Artemis checked the stopwatch on his watch.

‘If you hurry,’ he said, ‘none.’

Holly launched herself out over the audience, controlling her trajectory using the joystick built into the thumb of her glove. She soared above the gathered humans, invisible.

With the aid of her helmet’s filters, she could clearly see the occupants of the stage-side box.

Artemis was wrong. There was time to stop this.
 All she had to do was throw the shooter’s aim off a little. The demon would never get anchored, and Section Eight could track these Mud Men at their leisure. It was simply a matter of touching the marksman’s elbow with her buzz baton to make him lose control of all his motor functions for a few seconds. Plenty of time for a demon to appear, then disappear.

Then Holly smelled burning ozone and felt heat on her arm. Artemis was not wrong. There was no time. Someone was coming.

No1 appeared on the stage, more or less intact.
 The trip had cost him the last knuckle on his right index finger, and about two gigabytes worth of memories. But they were mostly bad memories and he had never been very good with his hands.

Dematerialization isn’t a particularly painful process, but materialization happens to be a thoroughly enjoyable one. The brain is so happy to register all the body’s essential bits and bobs coming together again that it releases a surge of happy endorphins.

No1 looked at the nub where his previously whole index finger used to be.

‘Look,’ he said, tittering. ‘No finger.’

Then he noticed the humans. Scores of them, arranged in rings, rising up to the heavens. No1 knew instantly what this must be.

‘A theatre. I’m in a theatre. With only seven and a half fingers. I have only seven and a half fingers, not the theatre.’ This observation brought on another fit of giggles, and that would have been about it for No1.
 He would have been whisked off to the next stop on his interdimensional jaunt, had not a human near the stage aimed a tube at him.

‘Tube,’ said No1, proud of his human vocabulary, pointing with the finger that wasn’t altogether there.

After that, things happened very quickly. A flurry of events blurred like mixed stripes of vivid paint. The tube flashed; something exploded over his head. A bee stung No1 on the leg; a female screamed piercingly. A herd of animals, elephants perhaps, passed directly below him. Then, most disconcertingly, the ground disappeared from beneath his feet and everything went black.
 The blackness was rough against his fingers and face.

The last thing No1 heard before his own personal blackness claimed him was a voice. It was not a demon’s voice — the tones were lighter. Halfway between bird and boar.

‘Welcome, demon,’ said the voice, then sniggered.

They know, thought No1, and he would have panicked, had the chloral hydrate seeping into his system through a leg wound allowed such exertions.
 They know all about us.

Then the knockout serum caressed his brain, tipping him off a cliff into a deep dark hole.

Artemis watched events unfold from his box. A smile of admiration twitched at the corners of his mouth as the plan unrolled smoothly like the most expensive Tunisian carpet. Whoever was behind this was good. More than good. Perhaps they were related.

‘Keep your camera pointed at the stage,’ Artemis said to Butler. ‘Holly will get the box.’

Butler was squirming to cover Holly’s back, but his place was at Artemis’s side. And after all, Captain Short could look after herself. He made sure his watch crystal was trained on the stage. Artemis would never let him forget it if he missed even a nanosecond of the action.

On stage, the opera was almost over. Norma was leading Pollione to the pyre, where they were both to be burned. All eyes were upon her. Except those involved in a drama of the fairy kind.

The music was lush and layered, providing an unwitting soundtrack to the real-life drama unfolding in the theatre.

It began with an electric crackle downstage, stage right. Barely noticeable, unless you were expecting it. And even if some patrons did notice the glow, they were not alarmed. It could easily be a reflected blotch of light, or one of the special effects these modern theatre directors were so fond of.

So, thought Artemis, feeling the excitement buzz in his fingertips. Something is coming. Another game begins.

The ‘something’ began to materialize inside the crackling blue envelope. It took on a vague, humanoid shape. Smaller than the last one, but definitely a demon, and definitely not a reflected blotch of light.
 Initially, the shape was insubstantial, wraithlike, but after a second it became less transparent and more of this world.

Now, thought Artemis. Anchor it and tranquillize it too.

A slender silver tube poked from the shadows on the opposite side of the theatre. There was a small pop, and a dart sped from the tube’s mouth. Artemis did not need to follow the dart’s path. He knew that it was headed straight into the creature’s leg. The leg would be best. A good target, but unlikely to be fatal.
 A silver tip with some kind of knockout cocktail.

The creature was trying to communicate now and making wild gestures. Artemis heard a few gasps from the audience as patrons noticed the shape inside the light.

Very well. You have anchored it. Now you need a distraction. Something flashy and loud, but not particularly dangerous. If somebody gets hurt, there will be an investigation.

Artemis switched his gaze to the demon. Solid now in the shadows. Around him the opera steamrolled towards Act Four’s crescendo. The soprano lamented hysterically and almost every eye in the theatre was riveted on her. Almost every eye. But there are always a few bored audience members at an opera, especially by the time Act Four comes along.
 Those particular eyes would be wandering around the hall, searching for something, anything, interesting to watch. Those eyes would land on the little demon downstage, stage right, unless they were distracted.

Right on cue, a large stage lamp broke free of its clamp in the rigging and swung on its cable into the back canvas.
 The impact was both flashy and loud. The bulb exploded, showering the stage and orchestra pit with glass fragments. The bulb’s filament glowed with a magnesium glare, temporarily blinding everyone staring at it. Which was almost the entire audience.

Glass rained down on the orchestra, and the musicians panicked, fleeing en masse towards the green room, dragging their instruments behind them. A cacophony of squealing strings and overturned percussion instruments shattered any echoes of Bellini’s masterpiece.

Nice, thought Artemis appreciatively. The clamp and the filament were rigged. The stampeding orchestra is a lucky bonus.

Artemis appreciated all of this out of the corner of his eye. His main focus was the diminutive demon, lost in the shadows behind a canvas flat.

Now, if it was me, thought the Irish teenager, I would have Butler drop a black sack over that little creature and whisk him out of the stage door into a four-wheel drive. We could be on the ferry to Naples before the theatre crew got the bulb changed.

What actually happened was slightly different. A stage trapdoor opened beneath the demon and it disappeared on a hydraulic platform.

Artemis shook his head in admiration. Fabulous.
 His mysterious adversaries must have hijacked the theatre computer system. And when the demon appeared, they simply sent a command to open the appropriate trapdoor panel. Doubtless, there was someone waiting below to transfer the sleeping demon to an idling vehicle outside.

Artemis leaned over the railing, gazing into the audience below. As the house lights were brought up, the theatre patrons rubbed their dazzled eyes and spoke in the sheepish tones that follow shock. There was no talk of demons. No pointing and screaming. He had just witnessed the perfect execution of a perfect plan.

Artemis gazed across to the box on the far side of the stage. The three occupants stood calmly. They were simply leaving. The show was over and it was time to go. Artemis recognized the pretty girl from Barcelona and her two guardians. The thin man seemed to have recovered from his leg injury, as his crutches were now tucked underneath one arm.

The girl wore a self-satisfied smile, the kind that usually decorated Artemis’s own face after a successful mission.

It’s the girl, Artemis realized with some surprise. She is the brains here.

This girl’s smile, a reflection of his own, rankled Artemis. He was not accustomed to being two steps behind. No doubt she believed that victory was hers. She may have won this battle, but the campaign was far from over.

It’s time, he thought, that this girl knew she had an opponent.

He brought his hands together in a slow handclap.

‘Brava,’ he called. ‘Brava, ragazza!’

His voice carried easily above the heads of the audience. The girl’s smile froze on her lips and her eyes searched for the source of this compliment. In seconds she located the Irish teenager, and their eyes locked.

If Artemis had been expecting the girl to quail and tremble at the sight of him and his bodyguard, then he was disappointed. True, a shadow of surprise flitted across her brow, but then she accepted the applause with a nod and royal wave. The girl said two words before she left. The distance was too great for Artemis actually to hear them, but even if he hadn’t long since trained himself to lip-read, it would have been easy to guess what they were.

Artemis Fowl, she said. Nothing more. There was a game beginning here. No doubt about it. How intriguing.

Then a funny thing happened. Artemis’s clapping hands were joined by a scattering of others from various spots in the theatre. The applause grew from hesitant beginnings to a crescendo. Soon the patrons were on their feet and the bewildered singers were forced to take several curtain calls.

On his way through the lobby minutes later, Artemis was highly amused to overhear several audience members gushing over the unorthodox direction of the opera’s final scene. The exploding lamp, mused one buff, was doubtless a metaphor for Norma’s own falling star. But no, argued a second. The lamp was obviously a modernistic interpretation of the burning stake which Norma was about to face.

Or perhaps, thought Artemis as he pushed through the crowd to find a light Sicilian mist falling on his forehead, the exploding lamp was simply an exploding lamp.







Chapter 5

Imprisoned

[image: image]

CAPTAIN Holly Short of Section Eight followed the abductors to a Land Rover Discovery, and from there to the Naples ferry. Their captive had been transferred from a canvas sack into a stout golf bag, which was then topped off with the heads of several clubs.
 It was a very slick operation. Three adult male humans and one teenage female. Holly was only mildly surprised to see that a young girl was involved. After all, Artemis Fowl was little more than a child and he managed to involve himself in far more complex plots than this.

The Land Rover was returned to a Hertz rental in Italy, and from there the group took a first-class sleeper carriage on an overnight bullet train along the western coast. It made sense to travel by train.
 There was no need to pass the golf bag through an X-ray machine.

Holly didn’t need to worry about X-ray machines, or indeed any form of human security device. Wearing her Section Eight Shimmer Suit, she was invisible to any kind of ray the border police could throw at her. The only way to find a shielded fairy was to hit one accidentally with a stone, and even then you would probably only get an invisible smack on the ear for your trouble.

Holly slipped into the sleeper carriage and deposited herself on an unused luggage rack over the girl’s head. Below her, the three humans propped the golf bag against the table, and stared at it as if… as if there was a demon inside.

Three men and one girl. It would be easy to take them. She could knock them out with her Neutrino, then get Foaly to send in some techs to do mind wipes. Holly was itching to free the poor demon. It would take mere seconds. The only things stopping her were the voices in her head.

One of those voices belonged to Foaly, the other to Artemis.

‘Hold your position, Captain Short,’ advised Foaly the centaur. ‘We need to see how far this goes.’

Section Eight had become very interested in Holly’s mission since the demon abduction. Foaly was keeping a dedicated line to her helmet open.

Holly’s helmet was soundproof, yet she was still nervous talking in such close proximity to the targets. The trick in this situation is to train oneself to speak without any of the usual accompanying gestures.
 This is harder than it sounds.

‘That poor demon will be terrified,’ said Holly, lying perfectly still. ‘I have to get it out of there.’

‘No,’ said Artemis sharply. ‘You have to see the bigger picture, Holly. We have no idea how big this organization is, or how much they know about the fairy People.’

‘Not as much as you. Demons don’t carry the fairy Book.
 They’re not much for rules.’

‘At least you have something in common,’ said Butler.

‘I could use the mesmer
 on them,’ Holly offered. The mesmer was one of the tricks in every fairy’s magical bag. It was a siren’s song that could have any human happily spilling his guts. ‘That would make them tell me what they know.’

‘And only what they
 know,’ Artemis pointed out. ‘If I was running this organization, everyone would be told only what they needed to know. Nobody would know everything, except me, of course.’

Holly resisted the urge to thump something in frustration.
 Artemis was right, of course. She had to hang back and see how this situation played out. They needed to spread their net as wide as possible in order to catch all the members of this group.

‘I’ll need back-up,’ Holly whispered. ‘How many agents can Section Eight spare?’

Foaly cleared his throat, but didn’t answer.

‘What is it, Foaly? What’s going on down there?’

‘Ark Sool caught wind of the abduction.’

The mere mention of that gnome’s name drove Holly’s blood pressure up a few points. Commander Ark Sool was the reason she had quit the LEP in the first place.

‘Sool! How did he find out about it so quickly?’

‘He’s got a source somewhere in Section Eight. He called in Vinyàya. She had no option but to hand over all the facts.’

Holly groaned. Sool was the king of red tape. As the dwarfs said, he couldn’t make a decision if he was holding a jug of water and his bum-flap was on fire.

‘What’s the word?’

‘Sool is going for damage limitation. The blast walls are up and overground missions have been cancelled. No further action pending a meeting of the Council. If the manure hits the air circulator, Sool isn’t going to be the one taking the blame. Not on his own.’

‘Politics,’ spat Holly. ‘Sool only cares about his precious career. So you can’t send me anyone?’

Foaly chose his words carefully. ‘Not officially. And no one official. I mean, it would be impossible for anyone, a consultant, say, to get past the blast walls carrying something you might need, if you see what I mean.’

Holly understood exactly what Foaly was trying to tell her.

‘Ten four, Foaly. I’m on my own. Officially.’

‘Exactly. As far as Commander Sool knows, you are simply shadowing the suspects. You are only to take action if they decide to go public. In that case your orders are, and I’m quoting Sool here, “to take the least complicated and most permanent course of action”.’

‘He means vaporize the demon?’

‘Sool didn’t say that, but that’s what he wants.’

Holly despised Sool more with every heartbeat. ‘He can’t order me to do that! Killing a fairy goes against every law in the Book. I won’t do it.’

‘Sool knows he can’t officially order you to use terminal force on a fairy. What he’s doing here is making an unofficial recommendation. The kind that could have a major effect on your career. It’s a tricky one, Holly. Best-case scenario, this all blows over somehow.’

Artemis voiced the opinion that they all held. ‘That’s not going to happen. This is no opportunistic snatch. We are dealing with an organized group that knew what they were after. These people were at Barcelona and now here. They have an agenda for their demon, and, unless they’re military, I would bet it involves going public for large amounts of money. This will be bigger than the Loch Ness monster, Bigfoot and the Yeti all rolled into one.’

Foaly sighed. ‘You’re in a fix, Holly. The best thing that could happen for you right now would be a nice non-lethal injury to take you out of the game.’

Holly remembered her old mentor’s words. It’s not about what’s best for us, Julius Root had told her once. It’s about what’s best for the People.

‘Sometimes it’s not about us, Foaly. I’ll figure this out somehow. I do have help, right?’

‘That’s right,’ confirmed the centaur. ‘It’s not as if it’s the first time we’ve saved the fairy world.’

Foaly’s confident tones made Holly feel better, even if he was hundreds of miles underground.

Artemis interrupted them. ‘You two can swap war stories later. We can’t afford to miss a word that these people say. If we can beat them to their destination, it could be an advantage.’

Artemis was right. This was not a time for drifting. Holly ran a quick systems check on her helmet instruments, then pointed her visor at the humans below.

‘You getting this, Foaly?’ she asked.

‘Clear as crystal. Did I tell you about my new gas screens?’

Artemis’s sigh rattled through the speakers.

‘Yes, you did. Now be quiet, centaur. We’re on a mission, remember.’

‘Whatever you say, Mud Boy. Hey, look, your girlfriend is saying something.’

Artemis had a vast mental reserve of scathing comebacks at his disposal, but none of them covered girlfriend insults. He wasn’t even sure if it was an insult. And if it was, who was being insulted? Him or the girl?

The girl spoke French as only a native could.

‘Technically,’ she said, ‘the only crime we are guilty of is fare-dodging, and perhaps not even that. Legally speaking, how can you kidnap something that is not supposed to exist? I doubt anyone ever accused Murray Gell-Mann of kidnapping a quark, even though he knowingly carried a billion of them around in his pocket.’ The girl chuckled gently.

No one else laughed, except an eavesdropping Irish boy two hundred miles away at Fontanarossa International Airport, about to board the last Alitalia flight to Rome. Rome, Artemis reasoned, would be a lot more central than Sicily. Wherever the demon was headed, Artemis could get there faster if he flew from Rome.

‘That wasn’t bad,’ Artemis commented, then relayed the joke to Butler. ‘Obviously, there are differences in the scenarios, but it’s a joke, not a quantum physics lecture.’

Butler’s left eyebrow cranked up like a drawbridge.
 ‘Differences in the scenarios, that’s just what I was thinking.’

Back on board the bullet train, one of the men, the one with the miraculously healed leg, shifted on the leatherette upholstery.

‘What time do we get into Nice, Minerva?’ he said.

This single sentence was a goldmine of information for the listening Artemis. Firstly, the girl’s name was Minerva, named presumably for the Roman goddess of wisdom. So far, a very apt name indeed.
 Secondly, their destination was Nice in the south of France. And thirdly, this girl seemed to be in charge. Extraordinary.

The girl, who had been smiling still at her quark joke, switched to irritated mode.

‘No names, remember? There are ears everywhere. If a single person uncovers a single detail of our plan, everything we have worked for could be ruined.’

Too late, Mud Girl, thought Captain Holly Short, from her luggage rack. Artemis Fowl already knows too much about you. Not to mention my own little guardian angel, Foaly.

Holly snapped a close-up of the girl’s face.

‘We have a mugshot and a first name, Foaly. Is that enough for you?’

‘Should be,’ replied the centaur. ‘I got stills of the males too. Give me a while to run them through my database.’

Below her, the second man from Barcelona unzipped the fake top from the golf bag.

‘I should check on my clubs,’ he said. ‘See if they’re settled OK. If they’ve started to move about, I might put in something to keep them still.’

All of which would have been a perfectly acceptable code, had there not been a camera pointed right at them.

The man reached into the bag, and after a moment’s feeling around, he pulled out a small arm and checked the pulse.

‘Fine. Everything’s fine.’

‘Good,’ said Minerva. ‘Now, you should get some sleep. We have a long journey ahead of us. I will stay awake for a while, because I feel like reading. The next person can read in four hours.’

The three men nodded, but nobody lay down. They just sat there, staring at the golf bag, as if there were a demon in there.

Artemis and Butler picked up a lucky connection to Nice with Air France and by ten they had checked into the Hotel Negresco and were enjoying coffee and croissants on the Promenade des Anglais.

Holly was not so lucky. She was still perched on a luggage rack on board a train. Not the same luggage rack. This was her third rack altogether. First, they had to change in Rome, then again in Monte Carlo, and now finally they were headed for Nice.

Artemis was speaking into his little finger which transmitted the vibrations to the fairy phone in his palm.

‘Any hints as to the exact final destination?’

‘Nothing yet,’ replied a tired and irritated Holly. ‘This girl is controlling the adults with a rod of iron. They’re afraid to say anything. I am sick of lying on this rack. I feel like I have been lying on racks for a year. What are you two doing?’

Artemis put his decaf cappuccino down gently, so as not to rattle the saucer. ‘We’re at the Nice Library, trying to dig up anything on this Minerva person. Perhaps we can find out if she has a villa near here.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Holly. ‘I had visions of you two drinking tea at the beach, while I sweat it out here.’

Six metres from where Artemis was sitting, waves swirled along the beach like emerald paint poured from a bucket.

‘Tea? At the beach? No time for luxuries, Holly. There is important work to be done.’ He winked at Butler.

‘Are you sure you’re at the library? I thought I heard water.’

Artemis smiled, enjoying the exchange. ‘Water? Surely not.
 The only thing flowing here is information.’

‘Are you grinning, Artemis? For some reason I get the feeling that you’re wearing that smug smile of yours.’

Foaly cut into the line. ‘Pay dirt, Holly. It took a while, but we tracked down our mystery girl.’

Artemis’s smile vanished. All business now. ‘Who is she, Foaly? To be honest I am amazed that I don’t already know her.’

‘The girl is Minerva Paradizo, twelve years old, born in Cagnes sur Mer, the south of France. The bespectacled man is her father.
 Gaspard Paradizo. Fifty-two. Cosmetic surgeon, of Brazilian descent. One more child, a boy, Beau, five years old. The mother left a year ago. Lives in Marseilles with the ex-gardener.’

Artemis was puzzled. ‘Gaspard Paradizo is a cosmetic surgeon? Why did it take so long to find these two? There must have been records, pictures.’

‘That’s just it. There were no pictures on the Net. Not even a local paper snapshot. I got the feeling that somebody had systematically wiped out every e-trace of this family they could find.’

‘But nobody can hide from you, eh, Foaly?’

‘That’s right. I ran a deep probe and came across a ghost image on a French TV archive page. Minerva Paradizo won a national spelling bee when she was four. Once I had the name, then it was easy to retrieve all the other wipes. Your girlfriend is quite something, Artemis. She has already completed high school, and is currently studying for two distance learning degrees. Quantum physics and psychology.
 I suspect that she also has a doctorate in chemistry under an assumed name.’

‘What about the other two men?’ asked Holly, moving the conversation on before Foaly could get in another girlfriend crack.

‘The Latin one is Juan Soto. Head of Soto Security. He seems to be a legitimate security operative. Not much expertise, hardly any training. Nothing to worry about.’

‘And the sniper?’

‘The crutch guy is Billy Kong. A real nasty piece of work.
 I’m sending the file to your helmet.’ In seconds the mail alert dinged in Holly’s ear and she opened the file in her visor. A three-dimensional photo of Kong revolved slowly in the top left corner of the visor, while his criminal record scrolled down before her eyes.

Artemis cleared his throat. ‘I don’t happen to have a helmet, Foaly.’

‘Oh yes, little Master Lo-tech,’ said Foaly, his voice dripping with condescension. ‘Shall I read it for you?’

‘If your mighty brain can bear to use simple vocalization.’

‘OK. Billy Kong. Grew up in a circus, lost an eye in a fight with a tiger…’

Artemis sighed. ‘Please, Foaly, we don’t have time for jokes.’

‘Sure,’ retorted the centaur. ‘Like you’re in the library.
 OK then, the truth. Born Jonah Lee, Malibu, early seventies. Family originally from Taiwan. Mother Annie. One older brother, Eric, killed in a gang fight. The mother moved them both back to Hsinchu, south of Taipei.
 Kong moved to the city and became a petty thief. He had to leave in the nineties when a row with an accomplice turned into a murder charge. Kong used a kitchen knife on his friend. There’s still a warrant out for him there, under the name Jonah Lee.’

Holly was surprised. Kong seemed harmless enough. He was a slight man with spiked, highlighted hair. He seemed more like a member of a boy band than a close-up man.

‘Moved to Paris and changed his name,’ continued Foaly.
 ‘Took up martial arts. He’s had facial surgery, but not enough to escape my computer.’

Artemis lowered his phone hand and talked to Butler.

‘Billy Kong?’

The bodyguard drew a sharp breath. ‘Dangerous man. He has a small, well-trained crew. They hire themselves out as bodyguards to people who live dangerously. I heard he went legit and was working for a doctor in Europe.’

‘Kong is on the train,’ said Artemis. ‘He was the man with the fake crutch.’

Butler nodded thoughtfully. Kong was infamous in underworld circles. The man had no morals, and would happily perform any task, however distasteful, for the right price. Kong only had one rule:
 never quit until the job is done.

‘If Billy Kong is involved, things just got a lot more dangerous. We need to rescue that demon as quickly as possible.’

‘Agreed,’ said Artemis, raising the phone. ‘Do we have an address, Foaly?’

‘Gaspard Paradizo owns a chateau on the Vence side of Tourrettes sur Loup, twenty minutes from Nice.’

Artemis finished his cappuccino in a single draught. ‘Very well. Holly, we shall meet you there.’

Artemis stood, straightening his suit jacket. ‘Butler, old friend, we need some surveillance equipment. Do you know anybody in Nice who might oblige?’

Butler flipped open a wafer-thin mobile phone. ‘What do you think?’

Tourrettes sur Loup, southern France

Tourrettes sur Loup is a small artisans’ village perched on the lower slopes of the Alpes Maritimes. The Paradizo chateau was further up the slopes, on a flattened peak below the snowline.

The chateau was originally nineteenth century but had undergone extensive renovation. The walls were solid stone, the windows were reflective and probably bulletproof, and there were cameras everywhere. The road leading to the chateau was typical of the region: narrow and tightly looped. There was an observation tower on the building’s southern corner which afforded any sentry a
 360-degree view of any avenue of approach. Several men patrolled the grounds close to the main building and the gardens were dotted with grassy dunes, but did not provide a shred of cover.

Artemis and Butler were concealed in a line of bushes on the adjacent slope. Butler studied the chateau through high-powered binoculars.

‘You certainly can pick them,’ noted the bodyguard. ‘I think I saw this place in a Bond movie once.’

‘No problem for you, surely?’

Butler frowned. ‘I’m a bodyguard, Artemis. A human bulletproof vest. Breaking into fortified castles is not my speciality.’

‘You have rescued me from more secure locations than this one.’

‘True,’ agreed the bodyguard. ‘But I had intel, an inside man. Or I was desperate. If I had to walk away from here, it wouldn’t trouble me unduly, so long as you were walking away with me.’

Artemis patted his arm. ‘We can’t walk away, old friend.’

Butler sighed. ‘I suppose not.’ He handed Artemis the binoculars. ‘Now, start at the western corner and sweep east.’

Artemis raised the binoculars to his eyes, then adjusted the focus.

‘I see two-man patrols.’

‘Soto’s private security company. No weapons showing, but they have bulges below their jackets. Basic training, I imagine. But with more than twenty of them on and around the premises it would be very difficult to overpower them all. And even if I did, the local police would be here in minutes.’

Artemis moved the binoculars a few degrees. ‘I see a little boy wearing a cowboy hat driving a toy car.’

‘Paradizo’s son, Beau, presumably. Nobody pays much attention to him. Move on.’

‘Sensors in the eaves?’

‘I’ve actually researched that particular model.
 The very latest sealed security pods. Closed circuit, infrared, motion sensors, night vision. The works. I’ve been meaning to upgrade Fowl Manor.’

There were small speakers on spikes dotted around the chateau.

‘A sound system?’

Butler snorted. ‘I wish. Those are waffle boxes.
 They transmit interference. Our directional microphones are useless here. I doubt even Foaly could pick up anything inside that building.’

Holly shimmered into visibility beside them.
 ‘You’re right. He’s pulled one of our shrouded satellites out of orbit to get a look at this place, but it’s going to be several hours before the chateau is inside its footprint.’

Butler took his hand off his gun butt. ‘Holly, I wish you wouldn’t appear like that. I’m a bodyguard. I get jumpy.’

Holly smiled, punching him on the leg. ‘I know, big man. That’s why I do it. Think of me as on-the-job training.’

Artemis barely glanced up from the binoculars. ‘We need to find out what’s happening in there. If only we could get a man inside.’

Holly frowned. ‘I can’t go into a human dwelling without permission. You know the rules. If a fairy enters a human dwelling without an invitation, they lose their magic, and that’s after a few hours of painful vomiting and cramps.’

After the battle at Taillte, Frond, the king of the fairy People, had tried to keep mischievous fairies away from human dwellings by imposing magical geasa or rules on fairies. He had used his warlocks to construct a powerful spell to impose his will. Anyone attempting to break these rules would become deathly ill and lose their magic. Now, the spell was fading with time, but it was still strong enough to cause nausea and a dimming of the sparks of magic.

‘What about Butler? You could lend him a sheet of Foaly’s cam foil. He’d be as good as invisible.’

Holly shook her head. ‘There’s a laser pyramid all over the grounds. Even with cam foil, Butler would break the beams.’

‘Mulch then? He’s a criminal, long past the allergic reaction stage. Cramps and vomiting wouldn’t affect him.’

Holly scanned the grounds with her X-ray filter.
 ‘This place is built on solid rock, and the walls are a metre thick.
 Mulch could never burrow in there unnoticed.’ Her X-ray vision fell on the skeleton of a small boy driving his little electric car. She raised her visor to see Beau Paradizo zigzagging through the guards unmolested.

‘Mulch couldn’t get in there,’ she said, smiling.
 ‘But I think I know someone who could.’







Chapter 6

Dwarf Walks into a Bar

The Lower Elements
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MULCH Diggums strolled through Haven’s Market District, feeling more relaxed with every step. The Market District was a lowlife zone, as much as you could have a lowlife zone on a street which boasted two hundred cameras and a permanent LEP cabin on the corner.
 But even so, criminals outnumbered civilians here eight to one.

My kind of people, thought Mulch. Or at least they used to be before I threw in with Holly.

It wasn’t that Mulch regretted teaming up with Holly, but sometimes he did miss the old days. There was something about thievery that made his heart sing. The thrill of the snatch, the euphoria of easy money.

Don’t forget the despair of prison, his practical side reminded him. And the loneliness of life on the run.

True. Crime wasn’t all fun and games. It had minor downsides, like fear, pain and death. But Mulch had been able to ignore those for a long time, until Commander Julius Root had been killed by a criminal. Until then it had all been a game. Julius was the cat and he was the elusive mouse. But with Julius gone, returning to a life of crime would seem like a slap in the face to the commander’s memory.

And that’s why I like this new job so much, concluded Mulch happily. I get to run around behind the LEP’s back and consort with known criminals.

He had been watching talk shows in the Section Eight lounge when Foaly had come cantering in. Truth be told, Mulch liked Foaly.
 They knocked sparks off each other whenever they met, but it kept both of them on their toes, or hooves, whichever the case may be.

In this instance, there had been no time for tomfoolery, and Foaly had brusquely explained the situation above ground. They did have a plan, but it hinged on Mulch’s ability to find the pixie smuggler Doodah Day and bring him back to Section Eight.

‘That’s going to take some doing,’ noted Mulch. ‘The last time I saw Doodah, he was scraping dwarf gunge off his boots. He doesn’t like me very much. I’m going to need leverage.’

‘You tell that pixie that if he helps us out he’s a free fairy. I’ll go into the system myself and wipe his record.’

Mulch raised his shaggy eyebrows. ‘It’s that important?’

‘It’s that important.’

‘I saved this city,’ grumbled the dwarf. ‘Twice in fact!
 Nobody ever wiped my record. This pixie goes on one mission and poof, he walks. What do I get? Seeing as we’re handing out wishes.’

Foaly stamped a hoof impatiently. ‘You get your exorbitant consultant’s fee. Whatever. Just get on this. Do you have any way to track Mister Day down?’

Mulch whistled. ‘It’s going to be devilishly tough. That pixie will have gone to ground after this morning. But I have certain skills. I can do it.’

Foaly glowered at him. ‘That’s why you get paid the big bucks.’

In fact, finding Doodah was not going to be quite as devilishly difficult as Mulch had pretended. The last thing Mulch had done before waving a cheery goodbye to Doodah Day was to slip a tracker pill down his boot.

The tracker pills had been a gift from Foaly. He liked to pass redundant equipment to Holly to help keep the agency afloat. The pills were made from a baked adhesive gel that started to melt as soon as you popped it from its foil case. The gel stuck to whatever it was touching and adopted its colour. Inside was a tiny transmitter that emitted harmless radiation for up to five years. The tracking system was not very sophisticated. Each pill left its signature on the individual foil cases, so the case glowed whenever it detected the signature radiation. The brighter the glow, the closer the pill.

Idiotproof, Holly had quipped, issuing the pills.

And idiotproof they were proving to be. Barely ten minutes after leaving Section Eight, Mulch had tracked Doodah Day to the Market District. By the dwarf’s reckoning, his quarry was somewhere within a twenty-metre radius. The most likely place was the fish bar across the street. Pixies loved fish. Especially shellfish. Especially, especially protected shellfish such as lobster. Which was why Doodah’s smuggling skills were so much in demand.

Mulch crossed the street, adjusted his expression to fearsome and barged into Happy as a Clam as if he owned the place.

The bar was ostensibly a dive. The floor was bare boards and the air stank of week-old mackerel. The menu was written on the wall in what looked like fish blood, and the only customer appeared to be asleep in a bowl of chowder.

A pixie waiter glared at him from behind a knee-high counter.

‘There’s a dwarf bar down the street,’ he said.

Mulch flashed him a toothy grin. ‘Now that’s not very hospitable. I could be a customer.’

‘Not likely,’ said the waiter. ‘I never saw a dwarf pay for a meal yet.’

It was true. Dwarfs were scroungers by nature.

‘You got me,’ admitted Mulch. ‘I’m no customer. I’m looking for someone.’

The waiter gestured at the almost deserted restaurant. ‘If you don’t see him, he ain’t here.’

Mulch flashed a very shiny LEP temporary deputy badge that Foaly had issued. ‘I think I might take a closer look.’

The waiter ran out from behind his counter. ‘I think you might need a warrant to take one more step, cop.’

Mulch brushed him aside. ‘I’m not that kind of cop, pixie.’

Mulch followed the transmitter’s signal through the main restaurant down a shabby corridor and into the toilets, which were even shabbier. Even Mulch winced, and he
 burrowed in mud for a living.

One cubicle had an ‘Out of order’ sign on the door. Mulch squeezed into the pixie-sized space and quickly located the secret door. He wormed his way through into a far more salubrious room than the one he had just left. There was a velvet-lined cloakroom box, staffed by a rather surprised pixie in a pink dress.

‘Do you have a reservation?’ she asked haltingly.

‘More than one,’ replied Mulch. ‘For starters, do you think it’s a good idea to put the secret entrance to an illegal restaurant in a toilet? It didn’t fool me, and I think I lost my appetite.’

Mulch did not wait for an answer. Instead, he bowed under a low lintel into an opulent main restaurant. Here dozens of pixies were tucking into steaming plates of shellfish. Doodah Day was alone at a table for two, cracking a lobster with a hammer as if he hated it.

Mulch walked over, ignoring the surprised glares from other diners.

‘Thinking about someone?’ he asked, lowering himself into a tiny pixie chair.

Doodah glanced up. If he was surprised, he hid it well.

‘You, dwarf. I’m imagining that this claw is your fat head.’

Doodah brought the hammer down hard, splattering Mulch with white lobster meat.

‘Hey, watch it! That stinks.’

Doodah was livid. ‘That stinks! That stinks! I’ve taken three showers. Three! And I can’t get the stink of your mouth offa me. It follows me like my own personal sewer. You see I’m eating alone. Usually, I got me a table full of buddies, but not today. Today I smell like dwarf.’

Mulch was unperturbed. ‘Hey, easy, little guy. I could get offended.’

Doodah waved the hammer. ‘You see anyone in here caring how you feel? Offended or otherwise.’

Mulch took a deep breath. This was going to be a hard sell.

‘Yeah, OK, Doodah. Point made. You’re a real wise guy. A ticked-off wise guy. But I got an offer for you.’

Doodah laughed. ‘You got an offer for me? I got an offer for you. Why don’t you get your dwarf stink outta here before I crack your teeth with this hammer?’

‘I get it,’ said Mulch testily. ‘You’re a tough little guy, and mean too. And a dwarf would have to be crazy to mess with you.
 Generally, I would sit here for a couple of hours, trading insults. But today I’m busy. A friend of mine is in trouble.’

Doodah smiled broadly, raising a glass of wine in a mock toast. ‘Well, dwarf, here’s hoping it’s that slippery elf Holly Short.
 ’Cause there’s nobody I would rather see up to her pointy ears in something dangerous.’

Mulch showed his teeth, but he wasn’t smiling.

‘Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.
 You attacked my friend with a multimixer. Nearly killed her.’

‘Nearly,’ said Doodah, raising a finger. ‘Just scared her is all. She shouldn’t have been chasing me. I just smuggle a few crates of shrimp. I don’t kill anyone.’

‘Just drive.’

‘That’s right. Just drive.’

Mulch relaxed. ‘Well, Doodah, lucky for you, your driving skill is the very thing stopping me unhingeing my jaw and chewing on you like one of those shrimp balls you got there. And this time who knows which end you’d come out.’

The bravado instantly drained from Doodah’s face.

‘I’m listening,’ he said.

Mulch reined in his teeth.

‘OK. So, you can drive anything, right?’

‘Absolutely anything. I don’t care if Martians built it, Doodah Day can drive it.’

‘Good, because I got an offer for you. I’m not particularly happy about it, but I have to run it past you anyway.’

‘Go for it, Stinky.’

Mulch groaned internally. Their little band of adventurers needed another smart-ass like they needed ten years of bad luck.

‘I need you for one day, to drive one vehicle, for one trip. You do that and you have amnesty.’

Doodah was impressed. It was an impressive deal.

‘So all I gotta do is drive and you wipe the slate?’

‘Apparently.’

Doodah tapped his forehead with a lobster claw. ‘This is too easy, there’s gotta be a catch.’

Mulch shrugged. ‘Well, it’s going to be above ground and there’ll be a lot of armed Mud Men chasing after you.’

‘Yeah?’ grinned Doodah through a mouthful of lobster juice. ‘But what’s the catch?’







Chapter 7

Bobo’s Run

The Paradizo Chateau, southern France
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BY the time Mulch and Doodah landed outside Tourrettes sur Loup, the dwarf was a nervous wreck.

‘He’s crazy,’ he gibbered, tumbling from the hatch of a tiny titanium pod, which had been landed expertly on a flat patch not much bigger than a postage stamp. ‘The pixie is crazy! Give me your gun, Holly.
 I’m going to shoot him.’

Doodah Day appeared in the hatch, hopping nimbly to the ground. ‘That ship is fantastic,’ he said in Gnommish. ‘Where can I get one?’

His grin withered and died when he noticed that the thing he had previously believed to be a tree moved and spoke in one of the primitive Mud Man tongues.

‘This would be Doodah Day, I presume. He makes a lot of noise, doesn’t he?’

‘Arkkkk,’ said Doodah. ‘Big Mud Man.’

‘Yes, he is,’ said another Mud Man, or maybe a Mud Boy.
 This one was smaller, but somehow seemed even more dangerous.

‘You speak Gnommish?’ asked the terrified pixie, in case the big one would eat him for not being polite.

‘Yes,’ said Artemis. ‘I do, but Butler is not so fluent.
 So English, if you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Sure thing. Not a problem,’ said Doodah, grateful that he still had the tiny spark of magic left in his brain necessary to fuel his gift of tongues.

Doodah and Mulch had flown across the lower peaks of the Alpes Maritimes in a pod built for riding the magma flares from the Earth’s core. These pods had rudimentary shields, but they were not intended for above-ground travel. Doodah’s instructions had been to ride the hotshots to a small port near Berne, Switzerland, then strap on a pair of wings and low-fly the rest of the way. But once Doodah got behind the pod’s wheel, he decided that it would be much faster if they did the second leg on board the tiny ship.

Holly was impressed. ‘You fly pretty well for a smuggler.
 Those pods handle like a three-legged pig.’

Doodah slapped a titanium fin fondly. ‘She’s a good girl.
 You just need to treat her right.’

Mulch was still shaking. ‘We came this close — this close to being incinerated! I lost count after the first dozen times.’

Doodah chortled. ‘That’s not all you lost, dwarf. Someone is going to have to swab the decks in there.’

Holly looked Doodah in the eyes. OK, they were making small talk, but there was a little history between them.

‘You could have killed me, pixie,’ said Holly evenly, giving the little smuggler a chance to explain himself.

‘I know. I nearly did. That’s why it’s time for me to get out of the business. Review the situation. Take a long hard look at my priorities.’

‘Horse manure,’ tutted Holly. ‘I don’t believe a word.’

‘Me neither,’ said Doodah. ‘That’s my parole board spiel.
 With the big eyes and the wobbly lip, works every time. But seriously, I’m sorry about the multimixer thing, Officer. I was desperate. But you were never in danger. These hands are pure magic on a wheel.’

Holly decided to let it go. Nursing a grudge would only make a difficult mission next to impossible. And anyway, now Doodah would have a chance to make it up to her.

Butler lifted Mulch to his feet.

‘How are you doing there, Mulch?’

Mulch glowered at Doodah. ‘I will be doing fine once my head stops spinning. That ship is only built for one, you know. I’ve had that little monkey on my lap for the past few hours. Every time we went over a bump, he butted me under the chin.’

Butler winked at his dwarf friend. ‘Well, look at it this way. You had to take a ride in his environment, but now he has to take a ride in yours.’

Doodah caught the end of that sentence. ‘Ride? What ride?
 Who has to take a ride?’

Mulch rubbed his hairy palms together. ‘I am going to enjoy this.’

They lay down in a row in a low ditch overlooking the chateau. The land sloped gently downwards and was dotted with the twisted forms of ancient olive trees. The surface soil was dry and loose, but reasonably tasty according to Mulch.

‘The Alpine water is pretty good,’ he explained, spitting out a mouthful of pebbles. ‘And the olives give the clay a nice tang.’

‘That’s very nice,’ said Artemis patiently. ‘But all I really want to know is can you make it to the septic tank?’

‘Septic tank?’ said Doodah nervously. ‘What are we talking about septic tanks for? I ain’t going into no septic tank. Forget the deal.’

‘Not into the tank,’ corrected Artemis. ‘Behind it. The tank is the only cover before the chateau itself.’

Holly was scanning the terrain with her visor. ‘The tank is buried as close to the house as possible. After that it’s just rock. But you have a nice thick vein of soil as far as that point. What you need to do is lure that boy in the cowboy hat in behind the tank with a bar of chocolate, then Doodah takes his place.’

‘Then what? That toy car isn’t going anywhere fast.’

‘It doesn’t need to, Doodah. All you have to do is drive inside the house and wind this round any video cable you see.’

Holly handed Doodah a cable tie with tiny spikes along its length. ‘This is loaded fibre optic. Once it’s in place, we own their surveillance.’

‘Can we rewind to the bar of chocolate?’ said Mulch. ‘Does anyone have one?’

‘Here,’ said Artemis, handing him a flat bar in a green wrapper. ‘Butler bought this in the village. It’s very low quality, not seventy per cent cocoa, or fair trade for that matter, but it will do.’

‘So what about after the kid eats the chocolate?’ asked Mulch. ‘What do I do with a kid?’

‘You are not to injure him,’ said Holly. ‘Just entertain him for a minute.’

‘Entertain him? How am I supposed to do that?’

‘Use your dwarf talents,’ suggested Artemis. ‘Young children are inquisitive. Eat some rocks. Pass wind. Little Beau will be fascinated.’

‘Couldn’t I just shoot him?’

‘Mulch!’ said Holly, horrified.

‘I don’t mean kill him. Just knock him out for a few minutes. Kids like naps. I’d be doing him a favour really.’

‘Knocking him out would be ideal,’ admitted Holly. ‘But I don’t have anything safe, so you’ll have to keep him busy for five minutes tops.’

‘I am a charmer, I suppose,’ said Mulch. ‘And if worst comes to worst, I can always eat him.’ He grinned widely at Holly’s horrified expression. ‘I’m kidding. Honest. I’d never eat a Mud Kid, they’re too bony.’

Holly elbowed Artemis, who was beside her on the bank.
 ‘Are you sure about this?’

‘It was your basic idea,’ replied Artemis. ‘But, yes, I am sure. There are other options, but we don’t have the time. Mulch has always displayed initiative. I feel certain he won’t let us down. As for Mister Day, his freedom is on the line. A strong incentive to perform.’

‘Enough of the chatter,’ said Mulch. ‘I’m starting to burn here. You know how sensitive dwarf skin is.’ He stood, unbuttoning a bum-flap on the seat of his pants. Where else would a bum-flap be? ‘OK, pixie. Hop on.’

Doodah Day seemed genuinely frightened. ‘Are you sure?’

Mulch sighed. ‘Sure I’m sure. What are you afraid of? It’s just a rear end.’

‘Yeah, maybe. But it’s smiling at me.’

‘Perhaps it’s happy to see you. You don’t want to be there if it gets angry.’

Holly punched Mulch on the shoulder.

‘That is a really bad habit,’ complained Mulch, rubbing his upper arm. ‘You should see someone about your anger issues.’

‘Could you please quit the bum talk? We’re on a tight schedule here!’

‘OK. Get on, pixie. I promise it won’t bite.’

Butler lifted the tiny pixie on to Mulch’s back.

‘Just don’t look down,’ advised the bodyguard. ‘You’ll be OK.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ grumbled Doodah. ‘You’re not the one riding the whirlwind. You never mentioned this in the restaurant, Diggums.’

Artemis pointed at the pixie’s backpack. ‘Do you really need that, Mister Day? It’s not very streamlined.’

Doodah held on to the strap. ‘Tools of the trade, Mud Boy.
 They go where I go.’

‘Very well,’ said Artemis. ‘A word of advice. Get in and out as fast as you can.’

Doodah rolled his eyes. ‘Wow, that’s great advice. You should write a book.’

Mulch chortled. ‘Good one.’

‘And avoid his family,’ continued Artemis. ‘Especially the girl Minerva.’

‘Family. Minerva. Got it. Now, let’s go if we’re going, before I lose my nerve.’

The dwarf unhinged his jaw with wince-worthy cracks, and dived head first into the mound of earth. It was something to see, scythe-like jaws chomping through the dirt, excavating a tunnel for the dwarf and his passenger. Doodah’s eyes were tightly shut, and his expression was one of absolute shock.

‘Oh, gods,’ he said. ‘Let me off. Let me —’

Then they were gone, lost under a blanket of vibrating earth. Holly elbowed her way atop the mound, following their progress through her visor.

‘Diggums is fast,’ she proclaimed. ‘I’m surprised we ever caught him.’

Artemis lay beside her. ‘I hope he’s fast enough. The last thing we need is for Minerva Paradizo to add a dwarf and a pixie to her fairy collection.’

Mulch felt good underground. This was a dwarf’s natural habitat. His fingers absorbed the rhythms of the earth, and they calmed him.
 His coarse beard hairs, which were actually a series of sensors, dug into the clay, worming into cracks, sending out pings and reporting back to Mulch’s brain. He could feel rabbits digging half a mile to his left. Maybe he could snag one on the way back, for a snack.

Doodah hung on for dear life. His face was a rictus of desperation. He would have screamed, but that would have meant opening his mouth. And that was out of the question.

Just below Doodah’s toes, Mulch’s behind churned out a rapid-fire mixture of dirt and air, driving the pair deeper into the tunnel.
 Doodah could feel the heat from the reaction spreading up his legs.
 Every now and then, the pixie’s boots dropped too close to the dwarf’s rear exhaust and Doodah would have to jerk them up or lose a toe.

It only took Mulch a minute to reach the septic tank. He eased himself from the earth, blinking mud from his eyes with thick corkscrew dwarf lashes.

‘Spot on,’ he mumbled, spitting out a wriggling worm.

Doodah hauled himself over the dwarf’s head, clamping a hand over his own mouth to stop himself screaming. After several deep breaths, he calmed down sufficiently to hiss at Mulch.

‘You enjoyed that, didn’t you?’

Mulch rehinged his jaw, then released a final burst of tunnel gas, which popped him out of the earth.

‘It’s what I do. Let’s say we’re even for the pod ride.’

Doodah disagreed. ‘Let’s say I still owe you one for swallowing me.’

The bickering would probably have continued, in spite of the urgency of their mission, had not a little boy in an electric toy car come trundling round the corner of the tank.

‘Hello. I am Beau Paradizo,’ said the driver. ‘Are you monsters?’

Doodah and Mulch froze momentarily, then remembered the plan.

‘No, little boy,’ said Mulch, glad he still had the tiny spark of magic necessary to speak French. He tried to smile endearingly, something he didn’t spend a lot of time practising in the mirror. ‘We are the chocolate fairies. And we have a special gift for you.’ He waved the chocolate bar, hoping the theatrical presentation would make the cheap candy seem more impressive than it was.

‘Chocolate fairies?’ said the boy, climbing from his car.
 ‘Sugar-free chocolate, I hope. Because I get hyper with sugar, and Daddy says that God knows I’m already hyper enough without it, but he still loves me.’

Mulch glanced at the label. Eighteen per cent sugar.

‘Yep. Sugar-free. Would you like a square?’

Beau took the entire bar and demolished it in less than ten seconds.

‘You fairies stink. Especially you, hairy. You stink worse than the blocked toilet in Aunty Morgana’s. Stinky fairy.’

Doodah laughed. ‘What can I tell you. The kid tells it like it is, Mulch.’

‘Do you live in a blocked toilet, Mister Fatty Chocolate Fairy?’

‘Hey,’ said Mulch brightly. ‘How about a nap? Would you like a nap, kid?’

Beau Paradizo punched Mulch in the stomach. ‘I had a nap, stupid. More chocolate! Now!’

‘No punching! I don’t have more chocolate.’

Beau punched him again. ‘I said more chocolate! Or I’m going to call the guards. And Pierre will reach down your throat and pull out your guts.
 That’s what he does. He told me.’

Mulch sniggered. ‘I’d like to see him reach into my insides.’

‘Really?’ asked Beau brightly. ‘I’ll get him!’ The little boy sprinted for the corner of the tank. He moved with surprising speed, and Mulch’s instincts took over from his brain. The dwarf leaped towards the boy, unhingeing as he went.

‘Pierre!’ shouted Beau once, but not a second time, because Mulch had enclosed him in his mouth. All except the cowboy hat.

‘Do not swallow!’ hissed Doodah.

Mulch worked the boy round his cheeks for a few seconds, then spat him out. Beau was dripping wet and sound asleep. Mulch wiped the child’s face before the dwarf spittle could harden.

‘Sedative in the saliva,’ he explained, hooking up his jaw. ‘It’s a predator thing. You didn’t fall asleep yesterday because I didn’t do your head. He’ll wake up completely refreshed. I’ll peel this stuff off when it hardens.’

Doodah shrugged. ‘Hey, do I care? I didn’t like him anyway.’

A voice drifted over the tank. ‘Beau? Where are you?’

‘That must be Pierre. You better get moving, lead him away from here.’

Doodah poked his head above the embankment. A large man was headed their way. Not as large as Butler, true, but plenty big enough to squash the pixie under a single boot. The man wore a black security jumpsuit with matching hat. A pistol grip poked from between the buttons. The man squinted towards the tank.

‘Beau? Is that you?’ he said in French.

‘Oui. C’est moi,’
 replied Doodah in a warbling falsetto.

Pierre was not convinced. The voice had sounded more like a talking piglet than a child. He kept coming, reaching inside his jumpsuit for the gun.

Doodah bolted for the electric car. On the way he picked up Beau’s cowboy hat, jamming it on to his head. Pierre was barely a dozen steps away now, and quickening his pace.

‘Beau? Come here now. Minerva wants you in the house.’

Doodah slid over the bonnet into the car, hillbilly style.
 He could tell from a single glance that this toy wouldn’t do much more than walking speed, which would be zero use to him in an emergency. He pulled a flat black panel from his bag, suckering it on to the little car’s plastic dash. This was a Mongocharger, something no self-respecting smuggler would leave home without. The Mongocharger was equipped with a strong computer, omni-sensor and a clean nuclear battery pack. The omni-sensor hacked into the toy car’s tiny chip and took over its workings. Doodah pulled a retractable spike cable from the Mongocharger’s base and plunged the tip into the car’s own power cable beneath the dash. Now the toy car was nuclear-powered.

Doodah revved the accelerator.

‘That’s more like it,’ he said, satisfied.

Pierre came round the right side of the tank. This was good because Mulch and the dozing Beau were on his blind side. It was bad because Pierre was directly behind Doodah.

‘Beau?’ said Pierre. ‘Is something wrong?’ His gun was out, pointed at the ground.

Doodah’s foot hovered over the accelerator, but he couldn’t punch it now. Not with this goon staring down his neck.

‘Nothing’s wrong… eh… Pierre,’ he trilled, keeping his face hidden under the cowboy hat’s brim.

‘You sound strange, Beau. Are you ill?’

Doodah tipped the accelerator, inching forward.

‘No. I’m fine. Just doing funny voices, the way human kids do.’

Pierre was still suspicious. ‘Human kids?’

Doodah took a chance. ‘Yes. Human kids. I’m an alien today, pretending to be a human, so go away or I will reach down your throat and pull out your guts.’

Pierre stopped in his tracks, thought for a moment, then remembered.

‘Beau, you scoundrel. Don’t let Minerva hear you talking like that. No more chocolate if you do.’

‘Pull out your guts!’ repeated Doodah for good measure, accelerating gently across a gravel bed on to the driveway.

The pixie pulled a stick-on convex mirror from his pack, suckering it to the windscreen. He was relieved to see that Pierre had holstered his weapon and was headed back to his post.

Even though it went against all his smuggler’s instincts, Doodah kept his speed down on the driveway. His teeth knocked together as he drove over the uneven granite flagstones. A digital read-out informed him that he was utilizing one hundredth of one per cent of the engine’s new power. Doodah remembered just in time to mute the Mongocharger. The last thing he needed right now was the computer’s electronic voice complaining about his driving skills.

There were two guards in front of the main doors. They barely glanced down as Doodah swept past.

‘Howdy, Sheriff,’ said one, grinning.

‘Chocolate,’ squeaked Doodah. From the little he knew about Beau, it seemed the appropriate thing to say.

He tapped the accelerator to bump him over the lintel, then drove slowly across a streaked marble floor. The tyres spun for grip on the sleek stone, which was a bit worrying — it could cost crucial seconds in the event that he had to make a quick getaway. But at least the corridor was wide enough for a U-turn if one became necessary.

Doodah motored down the hallway, past rows of towering potted palms and several bright abstract works of art until he came to the corridor’s end. There was a camera mounted over an archway, pointed directly at the front hall. A cable snaked out from the box and into a conduit which ran down to the base of the wall.

Doodah pulled up by the conduit, hopping from the car. So far his luck was holding. Nobody had challenged him. This human security was lame. In any fairy building he would have been laser-scanned a dozen times by now. The pixie yanked a section of conduit away, revealing the cable beneath. It took him mere seconds to twist the length of loaded fibre optics round the video cable. Job done. Smiling, Doodah climbed back into his stolen car. This had been a sweet deal. Amnesty for five minutes’ work. Time to go home and enjoy a life of freedom, until he broke the rules again.

‘Beau Paradizo, you little brat. Come over here, right now!’

Doodah froze momentarily, then checked his mirror. There was a girl behind him, glaring his way, hands on hips. This, he guessed, would be Minerva. If memory served, he was supposed to keep far away from Minerva.

‘Beau. It’s time for your antibiotic. Do you want to have that chest infection forever?’

Doodah started the car, rolling it towards the arch and out of this Mud Girl’s sight line. Once round the corner, he could floor the accelerator.

‘Don’t you dare drive away from me, Bobo.’

Bobo? No wonder I’m driving away, thought Doodah. Who would drive towards someone calling them Bobo?

‘Eh… chocolate?’ said the pixie hopefully.

It was the wrong thing to do. This girl knew her brother’s voice when she heard it, and that wasn’t it.

‘Bobo? Is there something wrong with your voice?’

Doodah swore under his breath.

‘Ches’ inflec-chun?’ he said.

But Minerva wasn’t buying it. She took a walkie-talkie from her pocket and took rapid strides towards the car.

‘Pierre, can you come in here, please? Bring André and Louis.’ And then to Doodah, ‘Just stay there, Bobo. I have a nice bar of chocolate for you.’

Sure, thought Doodah.
 Chocolate and a concrete cell.

He considered his options for a second and came to a conclusion. The conclusion was: I would rather escape quickly than get captured and tortured to death.

I am out of here, thought Doodah, and floored the accelerator, sending several hundred horsepower shuddering down the fragile driveshaft. He had maybe a minute before the car fell apart, but by then he could be far away from this Mud Girl and her transparent promises of chocolate.

The car took off so fast that it left an image of itself where it had been.

Minerva stopped dead. ‘What?’

There was a corner coming up quickly. Doodah pulled the wheel in as far as he could, but the vehicle’s turning circle was too wide.

‘Gotta bounce it,’ said Doodah through gritted teeth.

He leaned hard left, eased up on the accelerator and hit the wall side-on. At the moment of impact he shifted his weight and stepped on the gas. The car lost a door, but shot out of the corner like a stone from a sling.

Beautiful, thought Doodah, as soon as his head stopped ringing.

He had maybe seconds now before the girl could see him again, and who knew how many guards stood between him and freedom.

He was in a long straight corridor, opening on to a sitting room. Doodah could see a wall-mounted television and the top rim of a red velvet sofa. There must be steps down into the room. Not good. This car only had one more impact left in it.

‘Where is Bobo?’ shouted the girl. ‘What have you done with him?’

No point in subtlety now. Time to see what this buggy could do. Doodah jammed his foot on the accelerator, then made a beeline for a window behind the velvet sofa. He patted the dash.

‘You can do it, you little junk box. One jump. Your chance to be a thoroughbred.’

The car didn’t answer back. They never did. Though occasionally in times of extreme stress and oxygen deprivation, Doodah imagined they shared his cavalier attitude.

Minerva came round the corner. She was running hard, and screaming into a walkie-talkie.
 Doodah heard the words apprehend, necessary violence and interrogation. None of which boded well for him.

The toy car’s wheels spun on a long rug, then caught. The rug was shunted backwards like a length of toffee from a roller. Minerva was bowled over, but kept talking as she went down.

‘He’s headed for the library. Take him down! Shoot if necessary.’

Doodah held on to the wheel grimly, keeping his line. He was going out of that window, closed or not. He entered the room at seventy miles per hour, flying off the top step. Not bad acceleration for a toy.
 There were two guards in the room, in the act of drawing their weapons. They wouldn’t shoot though. It still appeared as though the car was being driven by a child.

Suckers, thought Doodah
 — then the first bullet crashed into the chassis. OK, maybe they would shoot the car.

He flew in a gentle arc towards the window. Two more bullets took plastic chunks from the bodywork, but it was too late to stop the tiny vehicle. It clipped the lower frame, lost a fender and tumbled out through the open window.

Someone really should be filming this, thought Doodah, as he clenched his teeth for impact.

The crash shook him all the way from his toes to his skull. Stars danced before Doodah’s eyes for a moment, then he was in control again, careering towards the septic tank.

Mulch was waiting, his wild halo of hair quivering with impatience.

‘Where have you been? I’m running out of sunblock.’

Doodah did not waste time with an answer. Instead, he extricated himself from the all but demolished car, prising off his Mongocharger and mirror.

Mulch pointed a stubby finger at him. ‘I have a few more questions.’

A bullet fired from the open window ricocheted off the septic tank, throwing up concrete splinters.

‘But they can wait. Hop on.’

Mulch turned, presenting Doodah with his back, and more besides. Doodah jumped on, grabbing thick hanks of Mulch’s beard.

‘Go!’ he shouted. ‘They’re right behind me!’

Mulch unhinged his jaw and he went into the clay like a hairy torpedo.

But fast as he was, they wouldn’t have made it. Armed guards were two paces away. They would have seen the gently snoring Beau and riddled the moving tunnel mound with bullets. They probably would have tossed in a few grenades for good measure. But they didn’t, because at that precise moment all hell broke loose inside the chateau.

As soon as Doodah had twisted the loaded fibre optics round the video cable, hundreds of tiny spikes had punctured the rubber, making dozens of strong contacts with the wiring inside.

Seconds later in Section Eight HQ, information came flooding into Foaly’s terminal. He had video, alarm systems, waffle boxes and communications all flashing up in separate windows on his screen.

Foaly cackled, cracking his knuckles like a concert pianist. He loved those old fibre optic twists. Not as fancy as the new organic bugs, but twice as reliable.

‘OK,’ he said into a reed mike on his desk. ‘I’m in control. What kind of nightmares would you like to give the Paradizos?’

In the south of France, Captain Holly Short spoke into her helmet microphone. ‘Whatever you have. Storm troopers, helicopters. Overload their communications, blow out their waffle boxes. Set off all the alarms. I want them to believe they are under attack.’

Foaly called up several phantom files on his computer. The phantoms were one of his own pet projects. He would lift patterns from human movies, soldiers, explosions whatever, and then use them universally in whatever scene he chose. In this case he sent a squad of French Army special forces, the Commandement des Opérations Spéciales, or COS, to the Paradizos’ closed-circuit system. That would do nicely for starters.

 Inside the chateau, the Paradizo chief of security, Juan Soto, had a little problem. His little problem was that a couple of loose shots were being popped off in the house. This can only be seen as a little problem in relation to the very big problem that Foaly was sending his way.

Soto was speaking into a radio.

‘Yes, Miss Paradizo,’ he said, keeping his voice calm… ‘I realize that your brother may be missing. I say may be because that may be
 him in the toy car. It sure looks like him to me. OK, OK, I take your point.
 It is unusual for toy cars to fly that far. It could be a malfunction.’

Soto resolved to have strong words with the two idiots who had actually fired on a toy car on Minerva’s command. He did not care how smart she was, no child was giving orders like that on his watch.

Even though Miss Minerva was nowhere near the security centre and could not see his face, Chief Soto adopted a stern expression for the lecture he was about to give.

‘Now, Miss Paradizo, you listen to me,’ he began, then his expression changed completely as the security system went ballistic.

‘Yes, Chief, I’m listening.’

The chief held on to his radio with one hand; with the other he flicked numerous switches on his security console, praying for malfunction. ‘There seems to be a full squad of COS converging on the chateau. My God, there are some in the house. Helicopters, the rooftop cameras are picking up helicopters.’
 Transmissions suddenly squawked through the band monitor. ‘And we have chatter. They’re after you, Miss Paradizo, and your prisoner. My God, the alarms have all been tripped. Every sector. We’re surrounded! We need to evacuate. I can see them in the treeline. They have a tank. How did they get a tank up here?’

Outside, Artemis and Butler watched the chaos Foaly had created. Alarm klaxons ripped through the Alpine air and security men sprinted to ordained spots.

Butler lobbed a few smoke grenades into the grounds to add to the effect.

‘A tank,’ said Artemis wryly into his fairy phone. ‘You sent them a tank?’

‘You’ve hacked into the audio feed?’ said Foaly sharply.
 ‘Just what else can that phone of yours do?’

‘It can play solitaire and minesweeper,’ replied Artemis innocently.

Foaly grunted doubtfully. ‘We’ll talk about this later, Mud Boy. For now, let’s concentrate on the plan.’

‘Excellent suggestion. Do you have any phantom guided missiles?’

The security chief nearly fainted. The radar had picked up two tracks spiralling from the belly of a helicopter.

‘Mon Dieu! Missiles.
 They’re firing smart bombs at us. We must evacuate now.’

He flicked open a perspex panel, revealing an orange switch below. With only a moment’s hesitation, he pressed the orange switch.
 The various alarms were immediately cut off and replaced by a single continuous whine. The evac alarm.

The moment this was sounded, the guards changed course, heading for their assigned vehicles or principals, and the non-security residents of the chateau began gathering data or whatever was most precious to them.

On the eastern side of the house, a series of garage doors opened and six black BMW four-wheel drives sprang into the courtyard like cougars. One had blacked-out windows.

Artemis studied the situation through binoculars.

‘Watch the girl,’ he said into the tiny phone in his palm.
 ‘The girl is the key. I’m guessing hers is the vehicle with the tinted windows.’

The girl Minerva appeared through patio doors, speaking calmly into a walkie-talkie. Her father trailed beside her, dragging a protesting Beau Paradizo by the hand. Billy Kong came last, bending slightly under the weight of a large golf bag.

‘Here we go, Holly. Are you ready?’

‘Artemis! I’m the field agent here,’ came the irritated reply. ‘Stay off my band unless you have something to contribute.’

‘I was just thinking…’

‘I was just thinking that you should change your middle name to control freak.’

Artemis glanced across at Butler, who was lying beside him on the verge and couldn’t help overhearing the entire exchange.

‘Control freak? Can you believe that?’

‘The nerve of some people,’ replied the bodyguard, without taking his eyes off the chateau.

To their left, a small patch of earth began to vibrate.
 Mud, grass and insects were thrust upwards in a sudden gush, followed by two heads. One dwarf and one pixie.

Doodah climbed over Mulch’s shoulders, collapsing on the ground.

‘You people are crazy,’ he panted, plucking a beetle from his shirt pocket. ‘I should be getting more than amnesty for this. I should be getting a pension.’

‘Quiet, little man,’ said Butler calmly. ‘Phase two of the plan is about to start, and I wouldn’t want to miss it because of you.’

Doodah blanched. ‘Neither would I. Want you to miss it, that is. Because of me.’

Outside the chateau’s garage, Billy Kong popped one of the BMW’s boots, hefting the golf bag inside. It was the car with the tinted windows.

Artemis opened his mouth to issue an order, then closed it again. Holly probably knew what to do.

She did. The driver’s door clunked open a fraction, apparently all on its own, then closed again. Before Minerva or Billy Kong could do more than blink in surprise, the four-by-four started up and laid down a six-metre length of rubber skidding towards the main gate.

‘Perfect,’ said Artemis under his breath. ‘Now, Miss Minerva Paradizo, would-be criminal mastermind, let us see exactly how smart you are. I know what I would do in this situation.’

Minerva Paradizo’s reaction was a bit less dramatic than one might expect from a child who has just had her prize possession stolen.
 There were no tantrums or foot-stamping. Billy Kong also defied expectations. He did not so much as draw a weapon. Instead, he squatted on his hunkers, ran his fingers through Manga hair and lit a cigarette, which Minerva promptly plucked from his lips and squashed underfoot.

Meanwhile, the four-by-four was getting away, barrelling towards the main gates. Perhaps Minerva was confident that the reinforced steel barrier would be sufficient to halt the BMW in its tracks. She was wrong. Holly had already weakened the bolts with her Neutrino. One tap from the vehicle’s grille would be more than sufficient to barge the gates out of the way. If it got that far. Which it did not.

After she had crushed Kong’s cigarette, Minerva took a remote control from her pocket, tapped in a short code, then hit the ‘Send’
 button. In the BMW’s cab, a tiny charge detonated in the airflow system, releasing a cloud of sevoflurane, a potent sleeping gas. In seconds, the vehicle began to weave, ramping the driveway bushes and cutting a swathe through the manicured lawn.

‘Problems,’ said Butler.

‘Hmm,’ said Artemis. ‘A gas device, I would guess.
 Fastacting. Possibly cyclopropane or sevoflurane.’

Butler knelt, drawing his pistol. ‘Should I stroll in there and get them?’

‘No. You shouldn’t.’

The BMW was careering wildly now, following the dips and slopes of the grounds’ topography. It destroyed a mini-golf green, pulverized a gazebo and decapitated a centaur statue.

Hundreds of miles below ground, Foaly winced.

The vehicle finally came to rest in a lavender bed, nose down, rear wheels spinning, spitting out hunks of clay and uprooted long-stemmed purple flowers, like missiles.

Nice action, thought Mulch, but he kept the notion to himself, fully aware that this might not be the time to stretch Butler’s patience.

Butler was raring to go. His gun was out and the tendons in his neck were stretched, but Artemis held him back with a touch to the forearm.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not now. I know your impulse is to help, but now is not the time.’

The bodyguard jammed his Sig Sauer handgun back into its holster, scowling. ‘Are you sure, Artemis?’

‘Trust me, old friend.’

And of course, Butler did, even if his instincts were not so sure.

Inside the grounds, a dozen security guards were warily approaching the vehicle, led by Billy Kong. The man moved like a cat, on the balls of his feet. Even his face was feline, smug grin and flat eyes.

On his signal, the men rushed the car, reclaiming the golf bag and hauling an unconscious Holly from the front seat. The elf was cuffed with plastic ties and hauled across the garden to where Minerva Paradizo and her father stood waiting.

Minerva removed Holly’s helmet and kneeled to examine her pointed ears. Through his binocular lenses, Artemis could clearly see that she was smiling.

It had been a trap. All a trap.

Minerva tucked the helmet under her arm, then walked briskly back towards the house. Halfway there, she stopped and turned.
 Shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, she scanned the shadows and peaks of the surrounding hillsides.

‘What’s she looking for?’ Butler speculated aloud.

Artemis did not wonder. He knew exactly what this surprising girl was after.

‘She’s looking for us, old friend. If that was your chateau, perhaps you might have wondered where a spy would conceal himself.’

‘Of course. And that’s why I picked this spot. The ideal location would have been further up the hill, in that cluster of rocks, but that would also have been the first spot any security expert would booby-trap. This would be my second choice, and so, my first choice.’

Minerva’s gaze swept past the rock cluster and rested on the line of bushes where they were hiding. She couldn’t possibly see them, but her intellect told her that they were there.

Artemis focused on the girl’s pretty face. It amazed him that he could appreciate Minerva’s features, even as his friend was being hauled into captivity. Puberty was a powerful force.

Minerva was smiling. Her eyes were bright and they taunted Artemis across the vale between them. She spoke in English then. Artemis and Butler, both expert lip-readers, had no difficulty interpreting her short sentence.

‘Did you get that, Artemis?’ asked Butler.

‘I got it. And she got us.’

‘Your move, Artemis Fowl,’ Minerva had said.

Butler sat back in the ditch, slapping mud from his elbows.

‘I thought you were one of a kind, Artemis, but that girl is a smart one.’

‘Yes,’ said Artemis, musing. ‘She’s a regular juvenile criminal mastermind.’

Below ground, in Section Eight HQ, Foaly groaned into his microphone.

‘Great,’ he said. ‘Now there are two of you.’







Chapter 8

Sudden Impact

Inside the Chateau Paradizo
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No1 was having a lovely dream. In the dream, his mother was holding a surprise party for him, in honour of his graduation from warlock college. The food was scrumptious. The dishes were cooked and most of the meat was already dead.

He was reaching for a beautifully presented basted pheasant in a basket of woven herb bread ropes, just like the one described in Chapter Three of Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow, when suddenly the vision retreated into the far distance, as though reality itself was being stretched.

No1 tried to follow the feast but it drew further and further away, and now his legs wouldn’t work and No1 couldn’t understand why. He looked down and saw to his horror that everything from his armpits down had turned to stone. The stone virus was spreading upwards across his chest and along his neck. No1 felt the urge to scream. He was suddenly terrified that his mouth would turn to stone before he could scream. To be petrified forever and hold that scream inside would be the ultimate horror.

No1 opened his mouth and screamed.

Billy Kong, who had been lounging on a chair watching, snapped his fingers at a camera on the ceiling.

‘The ugly one is awake,’ he said. ‘And I think it wants its mother.’

No1 stopped screaming when his breath ran out. It was a bit of an anticlimax really, starting out with a lusty howl and petering off to a reedy whine.

OK, thought No1.
 I am alive and in the land of men. Time to open my eyes and find out just how deep in the pig dung I actually am.

No1 cracked his eyes open warily, as though he might see something big and hard heading for his face at high speed. What he did see was that he was in a small bare room. There were rectangular lights on the ceiling that threw out the light of a thousand candles, and most of one wall was taken up by a mirror. There was a human, possibly a child, perhaps a female, with a ridiculous mane of blonde curls and an extra finger on each hand. The creature was wearing a ludicrously impractical toga-type arrangement and spongy-soled shoes, with lightning bolts embossed on the sides. There was another person in the room. A slouching, leering, thin man, who tapped a staccato rhythm on his leg. No1’s eyes were drawn to the second human’s hair. There were at least half a dozen colours in there. The man was a peacock.

No1 decided that perhaps he should raise his empty hands, to show that he wasn’t carrying a weapon, but it’s difficult to do that when you are tied to a chair.

‘I’m tied to a chair,’ he said apologetically, as though it was his fault. Unfortunately, he said this in Gnommish and in the demon dialect. To the humans it sounded like he was trying to dislodge a particularly annoying blockage from his throat.

No1 resolved not to talk again. Doubtless, he would say the wrong thing and the humans would have to ritually execute him.
 Thankfully, the female seemed eager to chat.

‘Hello, I am Minerva Paradizo and this man is Mister Kong,’ she said. ‘Can you understand me?’

It was all gibberish to No1. Not a single recognizable word from the text of Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow.

He smiled encouragingly, to show he appreciated the effort.

‘Do you speak French?’ asked the blonde girl, then switched languages. ‘How about English?’

No1 sat up. That last bit was familiar. Strange inflections, surely, but the words themselves were from the book.

‘English?’ he repeated.

This was the language of Lady Heatherington Smythe.
 Learned at her mother’s knee. Explored in the lecture halls of Oxford. Used to profess her undying love for Professor Rupert Smythe. No1 loved the book.
 He sometimes believed that he was the only one who did. Even Abbot didn’t seem to appreciate the romantic bits.

‘Yes,’ said Minerva. ‘English. The last one spoke it well enough. French too.’

Manners must be appreciated somewhere outside a book, No1 had always thought, so he decided to give them a go.

He growled, which was the polite demon way of asking to speak in front of your betters. This must not be how humans interpreted it because the skinny human jumped to his feet, pulling out a knife.

‘No, kind sir,’ said No1, hurriedly cobbling together a couple of sentences from Lady Heatherington. ‘Prithee sheathe thine weapon.
 I bring joyous tidings only.’

The skinny human was confounded. He spoke English as well as the next American, but this little runt was spouting some kind of medieval nonsense.

Kong straddled No1, holding the knife to his throat.

‘Talk straight, ugly,’ said the man, deciding to give Taiwanese a go.

‘I wish I could understand,’ said No1, shaking.
 Unfortunately, he said this in Gnommish. ‘What I… eh… meanest to say is…’

It was no good. Quotes from Lady Heatherington that he could generally shoehorn into any occasion just weren’t coming under pressure.

‘Talk straight or die!’ shrieked the human into his face.

No1 shrieked right back at him. ‘How can I talk straight, you son of a three-legged dog? I don’t speak Taiwanese!’

All of this was said in perfect Taiwanese. No1 was stunned. The gift of tongues was not one demons possessed. Except the warlocks. More proof.

He intended to ponder this development for a few moments, now that the knife-wielding human had backed off, but suddenly the beauty of language exploded inside his brain. Even his own tongue, Gnommish, had been severely culled by the demons. There were thousands of words that had dropped from regular use on the basis that they did not relate to killing things or eating them, and not necessarily in that order.

‘Cappuccino!’ shouted No1, surprising everyone.

‘Excuse me?’ said Minerva.

‘What a lovely word. And manoeuvre. And balloon.’

The skinny man pocketed his knife. ‘Now he’s talking. If he’s anything like the videos you showed me of the other one, we’ll never get him to shut up.’

‘Pink!’ exclaimed No1 delightedly. ‘We don’t have a word for that colour in the demon commonspeak. Pink is considered undemonlike, so we ignore it. It’s such a relief to be able to say pink!’

‘Pink,’ said Minerva. ‘Fabulous.’

‘Tell me,’ said No1. ‘What is a candyfloss? I know the words, and it sounds… scrumptious… but the picture in my head cannot be accurate.’

The girl seemed pleased that No1 could talk, but slightly miffed that he had forgotten his situation.

‘We can talk about candyfloss later, little demon. There are more important things to discuss.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Kong. ‘The demon invasion, for example.’

No1 rolled the sentence round in his head. ‘Sorry, my gifts must not be fully developed. The only meaning I have for invasion is a hostile entry of an armed force into a territory.’

‘That’s the one I mean, you little toad.’

‘Again, I’m a little confused. My new vocabulary is telling me that a toad is a froglike creature…’ No1’s face fell. ‘Oh, I see
 — you’re insulting me.’

Kong scowled at Minerva. ‘I think I preferred him when he spoke like an old movie.’

‘I was quoting scripture,’ explained No1, enjoying the shape of these new words in his mouth. ‘From the sacred book: Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow.’

Minerva frowned, looking at the ceiling as she thought back in time. ‘Lady Heatherington Smythe. Why is that familiar?’

‘Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow is the source of all our human knowledge. Lord Abbot brought it back to us.’ No1 bit his lip, shutting off his own babbling. He had said too much already. These humans were the enemy, and he had given them the blueprint to Abbot’s plans. Blueprint. Nice word.

Minerva clapped her hands once, sharply. She had found the memory she was looking for.

‘Lady Heatherington Smythe. My goodness, that ridiculous romance! Remember, Mister Kong?’

Kong shrugged. ‘I don’t read fiction. Manuals, mostly.’

‘No, remember the video footage of the other demon. We let him have a book; he carried it around like a security blanket.’

‘Ah, yes. I remember that. Stupid little goat. Always toting around that stupid book.’

‘You know, you’re repeating yourself,’ said No1, wittering nervously. ‘There are other words for stupid. Dim, dense, slow, thick. Just to name a few. I can do Taiwanese if you prefer.’

A knife appeared in Kong’s hand as if from nowhere.

‘Wow,’ said No1. ‘That’s a real talent. A bravura in fact.’

Kong ignored the compliment, flipping the knife so he was holding the blade.

‘Just shut up, creature. Or this goes between your eyes. I don’t care how valuable you are to Miss Paradizo. To me, you and your kind are simply something to be wiped off the face of the Earth.’

Minerva folded her arms.

‘I will thank you, Mister Kong, not to threaten our guest.
 You work for my father, and you will do what my father tells you to do. And I am pretty sure my father told you to keep a civil tongue in your head.’

Minerva Paradizo may have been a precocious talent in many areas, but because of her age, she had limited experience. From her studies, she knew how to read body language, but she did not know that a skilled martial artist can train himself to control his body, so that his real feelings are hidden. A true disciple of the discipline would have noted the subtle tightening of the tendons in Billy Kong’s neck. This was a man holding himself in check.

Not yet, his stance said. Not yet.

Minerva returned her attention to No1.

‘Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow, you say?’

No1 nodded. He was afraid to speak in case his runaway mouth leaked any more information than it already had.

Minerva spoke now to the large mirror. ‘You remember that one, Papa? The most ridiculous fluffy romance you are ever likely to avoid like the plague. I loved it when I was six. It’s all about a nineteenth-century English aristocrat. Oh, who’s the author… Carter Cooper Barbison. The Canadian girl. She was eighteen when she wrote it. Did absolutely no research. She had nineteenth-century nobles speaking like they were from the fifteen hundreds. Absolute tosh, so obviously a worldwide hit.
 Well, it seems our old friend Abbot brought it home with him. The cheeky devil has managed to sell it as gospel truth. It seems he has the rest of the demons spouting Cooper Barbison as though she were an evangelist.’

No1 broke his no-speaking vow. ‘Abbot? Abbot was here?’

‘Mais oui,’ said Minerva. ‘How do you think we knew where to find you. Abbot told us everything.’

A voice boomed through a wall-mounted speaker. ‘Not everything. His figures were flawed. But my young genius Minerva figured it out. I’ll get you a pony for this, darling. Whatever colour you like.’

Minerva waved at the mirror. ‘Thank you, Papa. You should know by now that I don’t like ponies. Or ballet.’

The speaker laughed. ‘That’s my little girl. What about a trip to Disneyland, Paris? You could dress as a princess.’

‘Perhaps after the selection committee,’ said Minerva with a smile. The smile was slightly forced, though. She did not have time for Disney dreams at the moment. ‘After I am sure of the Nobel nomination. We have less than a week to question our subjects and organize secure travel to the Royal Academy in Stockholm.’

No1 had another important question. ‘And Lady Heatherington Smythe’s Hedgerow? It’s not true?’

Minerva laughed delightedly. ‘True? My dear little fellow.
 Nothing could be further from the truth. That book is a cringeworthy testament to teenage hormonal fabrication.’

No1 was stunned. ‘But I studied that book. For hours.
 I acted out scenes. I made costumes.
 Are you telling me that there is no Heatherington Hall?’

‘No Heatherington Hall.’

‘And no evil Prince Karloz?’

‘Fiction.’

No1 remembered something. ‘But Abbot came back with a crossbow, just like in the book. That’s evidence.’

Kong joined the discussion; after all, this was his area of expertise. ‘Crossbows? Ancient history, toad. We use things like these now.’ Billy Kong drew a black ceramic handgun from a holster tucked in his armpit. ‘This little beauty shoots fire and death. We’ve got much bigger ones too. We fly round the world in our metal birds and rain down exploding eggs on our enemies.’

No1 snorted. ‘That little thing shoots fire and death?
 Flying metal birds? And I suppose you eat lead and blow golden bubbles too.’

Kong did not respond well to cynicism, especially from a little reptilian creature. In one fluid motion, he flicked the safety off his weapon and fired three shots, blowing apart the headrest of No1’s seat.
 The imp’s face was showered with sparks and splinters, and the sound of the shots echoed like thunder in the confined space.

Minerva was furious. She began screaming long before anyone could hear her.

‘Get out of here, Kong. Out!’

She kept screaming this, or words to that effect, until their ears stopped ringing. When Minerva realized that Billy Kong was ignoring her commands, she switched to Taiwanese.

‘I told my father not to employ you. You are an impulsive and violent man. We are conducting a scientific experiment here. This demon is of no use to me if he is dead; do you understand, you reckless man? I need to communicate with our guest, so you must leave, because you obviously terrify him. Go now, I warn you, or your contract will be terminated.’

Kong rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was taking every shred of patience he had not to dispose of this whingeing infant right now and take his chances with her security. But it would be foolhardy to risk everything because he could not hold his temper for a few more hours. For now, he would have to content himself with some more insolence.

Kong took a small mirror from his trouser pocket and plucked at the gelled strands of his hair.

‘I will go now, little girl, but be careful how you speak to me. You may come to regret it.’

Minerva split the fingers of her right hand into a W.

‘Whatever,’ she said in English.

Kong pocketed his mirror, winked at No1 and left. No1 did not feel comforted by that wink. In the demon world, you winked at your opponent in pitched battle to make clear your intention to kill him next.
 No1 got the distinct impression that this spiky-haired human had that same intention.

Minerva sighed, took a moment to compose herself, then resumed her interview with the prisoner.

‘Let’s start at the beginning. What is your name?’

No1 supposed that was a safe question to answer. ‘I have no real name, because I never warped. I used to worry about that, but now I seem to have a lot more to worry about.’

Minerva realized that her questions would have to be quite specific.

‘What do people call you?’

‘You mean human people? Or other demons?’

‘Demons.’

‘Oh… right. They call me Number One.’

‘Number One?’

‘That’s right. It’s not much of a name, but it’s all I have. And I console myself with the fact that it’s better than Number Two.’

‘I see. Well then, Number One, I suppose you would like to know what’s going on here.’

No1’s eyes were wide and pleading. ‘Yes, please.’

‘OK then,’ Minerva began, as she sat facing her prisoner.
 ‘Two years ago one of your pride materialized here. Just popped up in the middle of the night on the statue of D’Artagnan in the courtyard. He was lucky not to be killed actually. D’Artagnan’s sword actually pierced one of his arms. The tip broke off inside.’

‘Was the sword silver?’ asked No1.

‘Yes. Yes it was. Of course we realized later that the silver anchored him to this dimension, otherwise he would have been attracted to his own space and time. The demon was, of course, Abbot. My parents wanted to call the gendarmes, but I persuaded them to bring the poor half-dead beast inside. Papa has a small surgery here that he uses for his more paranoid patients. He treated Abbot’s burns, but we missed the silver tip until a few weeks later when the wound became infected and Papa did an X-ray. Abbot was quite fascinating to observe. Initially, and for many days, he flew into a psychotic rage whenever a human approached him. He tried to kill us all and vowed that his army was coming to exterminate humankind from the face of the Earth. He conducted long arguments with himself. It was more than split personality.
 It was as if there were two people in one body. A warrior and a scientist.
 The warrior would rage and thrash, then the scientist would write calculations on the wall. I knew that I was on to something important here.
 Something revolutionary. I had discovered a new species, or rather rediscovered an old one. And if Abbot really was to bring a demon army, then it was up to me to save lives. Human and demon. But of course, I am merely a child so no one would listen to me. But if I could record this and present it to the Nobel Committee in Stockholm, I could win the physics prize and establish demons as a protected species. Saving a species would give me a certain satisfaction, and no child has ever won the prize before, not even the great Artemis Fowl.’

Something had been puzzling No1. ‘Aren’t you a little young to be studying other species? And you’re a girl too. That pony offer made by the magic voice box sounded pretty good.’

Minerva had obviously come across this attitude before.
 ‘Times are changing, demon,’ she snapped. ‘Children are a lot smarter than they used to be. We’re writing books, mastering computers, tearing apart scientific myths. Did you know that most scientists won’t even acknowledge the existence of magic? Once you add magic into the energy equation, nearly all the current laws of physics are shown to be seriously flawed.’

‘I see,’ said No1, not convincing anyone.

‘I am exactly the right age for this project,’ added Minerva. ‘I am young enough to believe in magic and old enough to understand how it works. When I present you in Stockholm, and we put forward our thesis on time travel and magic as elemental energy, it will be a historic moment.
 The world will have to take magic seriously, and make ready for the invasion!’

‘There is no invasion,’ protested No1.

Minerva smiled as a nursery school teacher would at a fibbing child. ‘I know all about it. Once Abbot’s warrior personality became dominant, he told us about the Battle of Taillte and how the demons would return and wage a terrible war with the Mud Men, as he called us. There was a lot of blood and hacking of limbs involved.’

No1 nodded. That sounded like Abbot.

‘That’s what Abbot believed, but things have changed.’

‘I explained that to him. I explained that he had been flitting through time and space for ten thousand years, and that we had come a long way since then. There are more of us than there used to be, and we didn’t use crossbows any more.’

‘You didn’t? You don’t?’

‘You saw Mister Kong’s gun. That’s only a tiny example of the kind of weaponry we have. Even if your entire pride of demons arrived all together, armed to the teeth, it would take about ten minutes to have you all locked up.’

‘Is that what you’re going to do? Lock us up?’

‘That was the plan, yes,’ admitted Minerva. ‘As soon as Abbot realized that the demons could never beat us, he changed his tactics.
 He voluntarily explained the mechanics of the time tunnel to me and in return I gave him books to read and old weapons to examine. After a few days’ reading, he asked to be called Abbot, after General Leon Abbot in the book. I knew that once I presented Leon Abbot in Stockholm, it would be easy to get funding for an international task force. Whenever a demon popped up, we could tag him with silver and house him in an artificial demon community for study. Central Park Zoo was my preferred location.’

No1 ran the word zoo
 through his new lexicon. ‘Aren’t zoos for animals?’

Minerva gazed at her feet. ‘Yes. I am rethinking that, especially having met you. You seem quite civilized, not like that Abbot creature. He was an animal. When he arrived, we tended his wounds, nursed him back to health, and all he could do was try to eat us. We had no choice but to restrain him.’

‘So, you’re not going to lock us up in a zoo any more?’

‘Actually, I don’t have a choice. Judging by my calculations, the time tunnel is unravelling at both ends and deteriorating along the shaft. Soon, any calculations will be unreliable and it will be impossible to predict where or when demons will materialize. I’m afraid, Number One, that your pride doesn’t have long left before it disappears altogether.’

No1 was stunned. This was more information than anyone could absorb in one day. For some reason the demoness with the red markings flashed into his mind. ‘Isn’t there any way to help? We are intelligent beings, you know. Not animals.’

Minerva stood and paced, stretching one of her corkscrew curls.

‘I have been giving this some thought. There’s nothing that can be done without magic, and Abbot told me the warlocks all died in the transition.’

‘It’s true,’ said No1. He did not mention that he might be a warlock himself. Something told him that this was valuable information and it was not a good idea to reveal too much valuable information to a person who had tied you to a chair. He had said too much already.

‘Maybe if Abbot had known about the time spell, he wouldn’t have been so eager to get back to Hybras,’ mused Minerva. ‘Papa told him that there was a silver chip in his arm, and that very night he dug it out with his nails and disappeared. We have the whole thing on tape. I have wondered every day if he managed to make it home.’

‘He made it,’ said No1. ‘The time spell took him right back to the beginning. He never said anything about this place. Just turned up with the book and the crossbow, claiming to be our saviour. It was all lies.’

‘Well then,’ sighed Minerva, and she seemed genuinely sorry. ‘I don’t have a single idea about how to save the pride. Maybe your little friend in the next room can help when she wakes up.’

‘What little friend?’ asked No1, puzzled.

‘The one who knocked out Bobo, my brother. The little creature we captured trying to rescue you,’ explained Minerva. ‘Or, more accurately, trying to rescue an empty golf bag. She looks like a magical creature. Maybe she can help.’

Who would want to rescue a golf bag? wondered No1.

The door opened a crack, and Juan Soto’s head appeared in the gap.

‘Minerva?’

‘Not now,’ snapped Minerva, waving at the man to go away.

‘There’s a call for you.’

‘I’m not available. Take a number.’

The security guard persisted; he stepped into the room, one hand cupped over the mouthpiece of a cordless phone.

‘I think you might want to talk to this person. He says his name is Artemis Fowl.’

Minerva gave Soto her full attention.

‘I’ll take it,’ she said, reaching for the phone.

The LEPrecon field helmet is an amazing piece of equipment. The Section Eight field helmet, on the other hand, is a miracle of modern science. To compare the two would be akin to comparing a flintlock to a laser-sighted sniper rifle.

Foaly had taken full advantage of his almost unlimited budget to indulge his every tech-head fantasy and stuff the helmet with every piece of diagnostic, surveillance, defence and just plain cool equipment he could cram in there.

The centaur was vocally proud of the entire package. But if forced to pick just one add-on to brag about, he would go for the bouncing bags every time.

Bouncing bags in themselves were not a recent addition.
 Even civilian helmets had gel bags in between their outer and inner shells, which provided a bit of extra buffering in case of a crash. But Foaly had replaced the helmet’s rigid outer shell with a more yielding polymer and then swapped the electro-sensitive gel for tiny electro-sensitive beads. The beads could be controlled with electronic pulses to expand, contract, roll or group, providing the helmet with a simple but highly effective propulsion system.

This little marvel can’t fly but it can bounce wherever you want it to, Foaly had said earlier, when Holly was signing out her equipment. Only commanders get the flying helmets. I wouldn’t recommend them though; the engine’s field has been known to straighten perms. Not that I’m saying you have a perm. Or need one for that matter.

While No1 was being interrogated by Minerva, Foaly was flexing his fingers over the remote controls for Holly’s Section Eight helmet. At the moment, the helmet was locked in a wire mesh strongbox at the rear of the security office.

Foaly liked to sing a little ditty while he worked. In this instance the song was the Riverbend classic: ‘If It Looks Like a Dwarf and Smells Like a Dwarf, Then It’s Probably a Dwarf (or a Latrine Wearing Dungarees)’. This was a relatively short title for a Riverbend song, which was the fairy equivalent of human country and western.

 
‘When I got an itch I can’t scratch,

When there’s a slug in my vole stew,

When I got sunburn on my bald patch,

That’s when I remember you…’



Foaly had considerately switched off his mike, so Artemis would not have the chance to object to his singing. In fact, he was using an extremely old hard-wired antenna to send his signal, in the hope that no one in Police Plaza would pick up on his transmission. Haven City was in lockdown, and that meant no communications with the surface. Foaly was knowingly disobeying Commander Ark Sool’s orders, and he was quite enjoying himself doing it.

The centaur donned a set of v-goggles through which he could see everything in the helmet’s vista. Not only that, but the goggles’
 picture-in-picture facility gave him rear and side views from the helmet’s cameras. Foaly already had control of the chateau’s security systems; now he wanted to have a little peek through their computer files — something he could not do from Section Eight HQ, especially not with the LEP waiting to pounce on any signal coming out of the city.

The helmet was naturally equipped with wireless omni-sensor capabilities, but the closer he could get to an actual hard drive, the quicker the job could be completed.

Foaly pressed a combination key command on his v-keyboard.
 To anyone watching, it would have seemed like the centaur was playing an invisible piano, but in fact the v-goggles interpreted the movements as key strokes. A small laser pencil popped out of a hidden compartment just above the right ear-cushion of Holly’s helmet.

Foaly targeted the wire mesh box’s locking mechanism.

‘One second burst. Fire.’ Nothing happened, so Foaly swore briefly, turned on his microphone, and tried it again.

‘One second burst. Fire.’

This time, a red beam pulsed from the pencil’s tip, and the lock melted into metallic mush.

Always good to have the equipment switched on, thought Foaly, glad that no one had witnessed his mistake, especially not Artemis Fowl.

Foaly targeted a desktop computer at the far side of the office with a glare and three blinks.

‘Compute bounce,’ he ordered the helmet, and almost immediately an animated dotted arrow appeared on the screen, dipping once to the floor and then rising to the computer desk.

‘Execute bounce,’ said Foaly and smiled as his creation rolled into life. The helmet hit the floor with a basketball ping then bounced across the room, directly on to the computer desk.

‘Perfect, you genius,’ said Foaly, congratulating himself.
 Sometimes his own achievements brought a tear to his eye.

I wish Caballine could have seen that, he thought. And then, Wow, I must be getting serious about this girl.

Caballine was a centaur he had bumped into at a gallery downtown. She was a researcher with PPTV by day and a sculptor by night. A very smart lady and she knew all about Foaly. Apparently, Caballine was a big fan of the mood blanket, a multi-sensor massage and homeopathic garment designed by Foaly specifically for centaurs. So they talked about that for half an hour. One thing led to another, and now he found himself jogging with her every evening. Whenever there wasn’t an emergency.

Which there is now! he reminded himself, turning his attention back to work.

The helmet was sitting next to the human computer keyboard, with its omni-sensor pointed directly at the hard drive.

Foaly stared at the hard drive and blinked three times, selecting it on the screen.

‘Download all files from this and any networked computers,’ instructed the centaur, and the helmet immediately began to suck information from the Apple Mac.

After several seconds, an animated bottle on the v-goggles screen was filled to the brim, and burped. Transfer completed. Now they could find out exactly how much information these humans had, and where they were getting it from. But there was still the matter of back-up files. This group could have burned their information on to CDs, or even sent it by email or stored it on the Internet.

Foaly used the virtual keyboard to open a data charge folder and send a virus into the human computer. The charge would completely wipe any computers on the network, but before that it would run along any Internet pathways explored by these humans and completely burn the sites.
 Foaly would like to be a bit more delicate about it and just erase fairy-related files, but he couldn’t afford to take chances with this mysterious group. The mere fact that they had avoided detection for so long was proof that they were not to be trifled with.

This was a major virus to lob into a human system. It would probably crash thousands of sites, including Google or Yahoo, but Foaly didn’t see that he had a choice.

On Foaly’s screen, the data charge appeared as a red flickering flame that chuckled nastily as it dived into the omni-sensor’s data stream. In five minutes, the Paradizos’ hard drives would be burned beyond repair. And as an added bonus, the charge would also attach itself to any storage devices within the sensor’s range that bore the network’s signature. So any information stored on CDs or flashdrives would disintegrate as soon as someone tried to load them. It was potent stuff, and there wasn’t a firewall or anti-virus that could stop it.

Artemis’s voice issued from two gel speakers in jars on the desk, interrupting his concentration.

‘There’s a wall safe in the office. It’s where Minerva keeps her notes. You need to burn anything inside it.’

‘Wall safe,’ replied Foaly. ‘Let’s see.’

The centaur ran an X-ray scan on the room and found the safe behind a row of shelving. Given the time, he would like to scan all the contents, but he had a rendezvous to keep. He sent a concentrated laser beam the width of a length of fishing line into the belly of the safe, reducing the contents to ash. Hopefully, he was destroying more than the family jewels.

The X-ray scan revealed nothing else promising so Foaly sent the helmet beads spinning, toppling Holly’s helmet off the desk. In a display of keyboard virtuosity, Foaly used the laser to carve a section from the base of the office door while the helmet was in mid-air. In two choreographed bounces the helmet was through the section and into the corridor outside.

Foaly grinned, satisfied.

‘Never even touched the wood,’ he said.

The centaur called up a blueprint for the Chateau Paradizo and superimposed it over a grid on his screen. There were two dots on the grid. One was the helmet, and the other was Holly. It was time the two were reunited.

As he worked, Foaly unconsciously sang a verse of the Riverbend dirge.


‘When my lucky numbers run out of luck,

When I’m stuck in the hole I tumbled into.

When my favourite dawg gets squashed by a truck,

That’s when I think me some thoughts of you.’



On the planet’s surface, Artemis winced as the song twanged through his tiny phone and along his thumb.

‘Please, Foaly,’ he said in pained tones, ‘I’m trying to negotiate on the other line.’

Foaly whinnied, surprised. He’d forgotten about Artemis.

‘Some people ain’t got no Riverbend in their souls,’ he said, switching off his microphone.

Billy Kong decided that he’d have a little word with the new prisoner. The female. If indeed she was female. How was he supposed to know for sure what class of a creature it was? It looked like a girl, but maybe demon girls weren’t the same as human ones. So, Billy Kong thought he might ask it what exactly it was, among other things. If the creature decided not to answer, Kong didn’t mind. There were ways to persuade people to talk. Asking them nicely was one way. Giving them candy was another. But Billy Kong preferred torture.

Back in the early eighties, when Billy Kong was still plain old Jonah Lee, he lived in the California beach town of Malibu with his mother, Annie, and big brother, Eric.

Annie worked two jobs to keep her boys in sneakers, so Jonah got left with Eric in the evenings. That should have worked out fine.
 Eric was sixteen and old enough to look after his kid brother. But like most sixteen-year-olds, he had more on his mind than little brothers. In fact, sitting with Jonah was seriously interfering with his social life.

The problem was, as Eric saw it, that Jonah was an outdoorsy kind of boy. As soon as Eric took off to hang out with his friends, Jonah would ignore his big brother’s orders and head out into the California evening. And outdoors in the city was no place for an eight-year-old. So what Eric needed to do was devise a strategy that kept Jonah indoors, and allowed him to roam free.

He came upon the perfect plan quite by accident one night, returning home after a late-night argument with his girlfriend’s other boyfriend and brothers.

For once, Jonah had not ventured out and was plonked in front of the TV watching horror shows on hacked cable. Eric, who had always been impulsive and reckless, had taken to sneaking around with the girlfriend of a local gangster. Now word had leaked out and the gang was after him. They had roughed him up a bit already, but he had got away. He was bloody and tired, but still kind of enjoying himself.

‘Lock the doors,’ he called to his little brother, startling him out of his TV stupor.

Jonah jumped to his feet, eyes widening as he noticed Eric’s bloodied nose and lip.

‘What happened to you?’

Eric grinned. He was that kind of person — exhausted, battered but buzzing with adrenaline.

‘I got… There was this bunch of…’

And then he stopped, because the spark of an idea was ricocheting around in his head. He must look pretty beat-up. Maybe he could use this to keep little Jonah indoors while Mom was working.

‘I can’t tell you,’ he said, dragging a smear of blood across his face with one sleeve.
 ‘I’ve sworn an oath. Just bolt the doors and close the shutters.’

Usually, Jonah didn’t have time for his brother’s theatrics, but tonight there was blood, and horror on the TV, and he could hear footsteps pounding up the driveway.

‘Dammit, they’ve found me,’ swore Eric, peeking through a shutter.

Little Jonah grabbed his brother’s sleeve.

‘Who’s found you, Eric? You gotta tell me.’

Eric appeared to consider it.

‘OK,’ he said finally. ‘I belong to a… uh… secret society.
 We fight a secret enemy.’

‘What, like a gang?’

‘No,’ said Eric. ‘We fight demons.’

‘Demons?’ said little Jonah, half sceptical, half scared out of his wits.

‘Yeah. They’re all over California. By day, they’re normal guys. Accountants and basketball players, stuff like that. But at night they peel off their skin and go hunting kids. Under tens.’

‘Under tens? Like me.’

‘Like you. Exactly like you. I found these demons chewing on a couple of twin girls. Maybe eight years old. I killed most of ’em, but a few must’ve followed me home. We gotta stay real quiet and they’ll go away.’

Jonah rushed for the phone. ‘We should call Mom.’

‘No!’ said Eric, snatching the phone. ‘You want to get Mom killed? Is that what you want?’

The idea of his mother dying started Jonah crying. ‘No.
 Mom can’t die.’

‘Exactly,’ said Eric gently. ‘You gotta leave the demon-slaying to me and my boys. When you’re fifteen, then you get to be sworn in, but until then, this is our secret. You stay in the house and let me do my duty. Promise?’

Jonah nodded, blubbering too much to say the word.

And so the brothers sat huddled on the sofa while Eric’s girlfriend’s boyfriend’s brothers battered on the windows and called him out.

This is a cruel trick, Eric thought. Maybe I’ll just let it run for a couple of months. It’ll keep the kid out of trouble until everything dies down.

The deception worked well. Jonah didn’t set foot outside the house after dusk for weeks. He sat on the settee, with his knees drawn to his chin, waiting for Eric to return with elaborate demon-slaying stories. Every night, he feared that his brother would not return, that the demons would kill him.

One night his fears came to pass. The cops said that Eric had been killed by a notorious gang of brothers who had been gunning for him. Something about a girl. But Jonah knew different. He knew the demons had done it. They had peeled off their faces and killed his brother.

So Jonah Lee, now known as Billy Kong, was going in to see Holly carrying the weight of his childhood memories. For the sake of his sanity, he had managed to convince himself over the decades that there were no demons, and that his beloved brother had lied to him. This betrayal had messed him up for years, preventing him forming lasting relationships, and making it a lot easier for him to hurt people. And now this crazy Minerva girl was paying him to help her hunt down actual demons, and it turns out they are real. He had seen them with his own eyes.

At this stage Billy Kong couldn’t tell fact from fiction.
 A part of him believed that he’d had a bad accident, and that all of this was coma hallucination. All Billy knew for sure was that if there was the slightest chance that these demons were the same ones who killed Eric, then they were going to pay.

Holly was not too happy playing the victim. She had enough of this in the Academy. Every time the curriculum threw up a role-playing game, Holly, as the only girl in that class, was picked to be the hostage, or the elf walking home alone, or the teller facing a bank robber. She tried to object that this was stereotyping, but the instructor replied that stereotypes were stereotypes for a reason, so get that blonde wig on. So when Artemis proposed that she allow herself to get caught, Holly took a bit of persuading. Now she was sitting tied to a wooden chair in a dark, damp basement room, waiting for some human to come and torture her. The next time Artemis had a plan involving someone being taken hostage, he could play the part himself. It was ridiculous. She was a captain in her eighties, and Artemis was a fourteen-year-old civilian, and yet he was dishing out the orders and she was taking them.

That’s because Artemis is a tactical genius, said her sensible side.

Oh, shut up, responded her irritated side eloquently.

And then Billy Kong came into the room and proceeded to irritate Holly even further. He glided across the floor like a pale, hair-gelled ghost, circling Holly silently several times before speaking.

‘Tell me something, demon. Can you peel off your face?’

Holly met his eyes. ‘With what? My teeth? Hands tied, moron.’

Billy Kong sighed. Lately everyone under five feet seemed to think it was their prerogative to give him verbal abuse.

‘You probably know I’m not supposed to kill you,’ said Billy, teasing his hair into spikes. ‘But I often do things that I’m not supposed to.’

Holly decided to crack this human’s confidence a little.

‘I know that, Billy, or should I say, Jonah. You’ve done a lot of bad things over the years.’

Kong took a step back. ‘You know me?’

‘We know all about you, Billy. We’ve been watching you for years.’

This wasn’t strictly true, of course. Holly knew no more about Kong than Foaly had told her. Perhaps she wouldn’t have baited him if she’d known about his demon
 history.

To Billy Kong, this simple statement was confirmation of everything Eric had told him. Suddenly, the building blocks of his beliefs and understandings toppled and smashed beyond repair.

It was all true. Eric had not lied. Demons walked the Earth and his brother had tried to protect him and paid with his life.

‘You remember my brother?’ he asked, his voice shaking.

Holly presumed that this was a test. Foaly had mentioned a brother.

‘Yes. I remember. Derek, wasn’t it?’

Kong pulled a stiletto from his breast pocket, gripping it so tightly his knuckles whitened.

‘Eric!’ he shouted, spittle spraying from his mouth. ‘It was Eric! Do you remember what happened to him?’

Holly felt suddenly nervous. This Mud Man was unstable. It would only take her a second to escape from these bonds, but maybe a second was too long. Artemis had requested that she remain bound for as long as possible, but from the look on Billy Kong’s face it seemed as if staying bound could be a fatal mistake.

‘Do you remember what happened to my brother?’ asked Kong again, waving the knife like a conductor’s baton.

‘I remember,’ said Holly. ‘He died. Violently.’

Kong was thunderstruck. Reeling internally. For several moments he circled the room muttering to himself, which didn’t encourage Holly any.

‘It’s true. Eric never betrayed me! My brother loved me.
 He loved me and they took him!’

Holly took advantage of this lack of focus to escape from the plastic ties binding her wrists. She did this using an old LEP trick taught to her by Commander Vinyàya back in the Academy. She rubbed her wrists against the rough edge, causing two small grazes. When magical sparks erupted from her fingertips to heal the wounds, she siphoned a few off to melt the plastic enough for her to yank her way out.

When Kong faced Holly again, she was untethered, but concealing the fact.

Kong knelt before her so their eyes were level. He was blinking rapidly and his pulse beat in a temple vein. He spoke slowly, in a voice fraught with barely repressed madness and violence. He had switched to Taiwanese, his family’s first language.

‘I want you to peel off your face. Right now.’

This, reasoned Kong, would be the final proof. If this demon could peel off her face, then he would stab her in the heart and damn the consequences.

‘I can’t,’ said Holly. ‘My hands are tied. Why don’t you peel it off for me? We have new masks now. Disposable. They come off easily.’

Kong coughed in surprise, rocking back on his hunkers.
 Then he steadied himself and reached out shaking hands. His hands did not shake from fear, but from anger and sorrow that he had dishonoured his brother’s memory by believing the worst of him.

‘At the hairline,’ said Holly. ‘Just grab and pull; don’t worry if you tear it.’

Kong looked up, and they made eye contact. This was all Holly needed to employ the magical fairy mesmer.

‘Don’t those arms feel heavy?’ she asked, her voice layered and irresistible.

Kong’s brow suddenly creased, and the creases filled with sweat.

‘My arms. What? They’re like lead. Like two lead pipes. I can’t…’

Holly pushed the mesmer
 a little harder. ‘Why don’t you put them down. Take it easy. Sit on the floor.’

Kong sat on the concrete. ‘I’m just going to sit for a second. We’re still doing the face-peeling thing. But in a second. I’m tired.’

‘You probably feel like talking.’

‘You know what, demon. I feel like talking. What should we talk about?’

‘This whole group you’re involved with, Billy. The Paradizos. Tell me about them.’

Kong snorted. ‘The Paradizos! You’re only dealing with one Paradizo here. And that’s the girl, Minerva. Her daddy is just a money man.
 If Minerva wants it, Gaspard pays for it. He’s so proud of his little girl the genius that he does whatever she says. Can you believe that she convinced him to keep the whole demon thing quiet until after the Nobel Committee get a look at her research?’

This was very good news. ‘You mean that no one outside this house knows about the demons?’

‘Hardly anybody inside
 the house knows. Minerva is paranoid that some other egghead will get hold of her work. The staff think we’re guarding a political prisoner who needs his face redone. Only Juan Soto, the chief of in-house security, and myself were told the truth.’

‘Does Minerva keep records?’

‘Records? She writes everything down, and I mean everything. We have records of every demon action, right down to toilet breaks. She’s got every twitch on video; the only reason that there’s no cameras down here is that we weren’t expecting anyone.’

‘Where does she keep these notes?’

‘A little wall safe in the security office. Minerva thinks I don’t know the combination, but I do. Bobo’s birthday.’

Holly touched a skin-coloured microphone pad glued to her throat. ‘A wall safe in the security office,’ she said clearly. ‘I hope you’re getting that.’

There was no reply. Wearing an earpiece had been too risky, so Holly had to make do with the mike pad on her neck, and iris-cam suckered like a contact lens over her right eye.

Kong still felt like talking. ‘You know, I’m going to kill all of you demons. I’ve got a plan. Real clever too. Miss Minerva thinks that she’s going to Stockholm, but that’s never going to happen. I’m just waiting for the right moment. I know that silver is the only thing keeping you in this dimension. So, I’m going to send you back and give you a little present to take with you.’

Not if I can help it, thought Holly.

Kong half smiled at her. ‘Are we doing the face-peeling thing? Can you really do that?’

‘Of course I can,’ said Holly. ‘Are you sure you want to see it?’

Kong nodded, slack-jawed.

‘OK, then. Watch carefully.’

Holly raised her hands to her face, and when she took them away, her head had disappeared. Her body and limbs quickly followed suit.

‘Not only can I peel off my face,’ said Holly’s voice from thin air. ‘I can do my entire body.’

‘It’s true,’ croaked Kong. ‘It’s all true.’

Then a tiny invisible fist swished through the air, knocking him into unconsciousness. Billy Kong lay on the concrete floor dreaming that he was Jonah Lee once more, and his brother stood before him saying: I told you so, bro. I told you there were demons. They murdered me back in Malibu. So what are you going to do about it?

And little Jonah answered: I’m working on it, Eric.

Minerva accepted the phone from the security guard.

‘Minerva Paradizo speaking.’

‘Minerva, this is Artemis Fowl,’ said a voice in perfect French. ‘We met once across a crowded room in Sicily.’

‘I know who you are; we nearly met in Barcelona too. And I know it’s really you. I memorized your voice pattern and cadence from a lecture you gave on Balkan politics two years ago at Trinity College.’

‘Very good. I find it strange that I haven’t heard of you.’

Minerva smiled. ‘I am not as careless as you, Artemis. I prefer anonymity, until I have something exceptional to be recognized for.’

‘The existence of demons, for instance,’ prompted Artemis.
 ‘That would be exceptional.’

Minerva gripped the phone tightly. ‘Yes, Master Fowl. It would be exceptional. It is exceptional.
 So you can keep your Irish paws off my research. The last thing I need is for some bigheaded teenage boy to hijack all my work at the last second. You had your own demon, but that wasn’t enough; you had to try and steal mine too. The moment I recognized you in Barcelona, I knew you would be after my research subject. I knew you would try to smoke us out, have someone hide in the car. It was the logical thing to do, so I booby-trapped the vehicle. You knocked out my baby brother too. How could you?’

‘Apparently, I did you a favour,’ said Artemis lightly.
 ‘Little Bobo is obnoxious by all accounts.’

‘Is that why you called me? To insult my family?’

‘No,’ replied Artemis. ‘I do apologize; that was juvenile.
 I called you to try and make you see sense. There is much more at stake here than a Nobel Prize, not to belittle the prize, of course.’

Minerva smiled knowingly. ‘Artemis Fowl, whatever your pretence, you called me because your plan failed. I have your demon and you want her back. But if it makes you feel better, please proceed with your
 good of humanity speech.’

Outside, on the bluff overlooking Chateau Paradizo, Artemis frowned. This girl reminded him a lot of himself eighteen months ago, when achievement and acquisition were everything, and family and friends were secondary. Honesty, on this occasion, actually was the best policy.

‘Miss Paradizo,’ he said gently. ‘Minerva. Listen to me for a few moments — you will feel the truth of what I say.’

Minerva tutted. ‘Why is that? Because we’re connected?’

‘Actually, we are. We are similar people. Both the most intelligent person in whatever room we happen to be in. Both constantly underestimated. Both determined to shine brightest in whichever discipline we pursue. Both dogged by scorn and loneliness.’

‘Ridiculous,’ scoffed Minerva, but her protestations rang hollow. ‘I am not lonely. I have my work.’

Artemis persisted. ‘I know how it feels, Minerva. And let me tell you, no matter how many prizes you win, no matter how many theorems you prove, it will not be enough to make people like you.’

‘Oh, spare me your amateur psychology lectures. You’re not even three years older than me.’

Artemis was injured. ‘Hardly amateur. And for your information, age is often detrimental to intelligence. I have written a paper on the subject in Psychology Today, under the pseudonym Doctor C. Niall DeMencha.’

Minerva giggled. ‘I get it. Senile Dementia. Very good.’

Artemis himself smiled. ‘You are the first person to get that.’

‘I always am.’

‘Me too.’

‘Don’t you find that tiresome?’

‘Incredibly. I mean, what is wrong with people? Everybody says that I have no sense of humour, then I construct a perfectly sound pun round a well-known psychological condition and it is ignored. People should be rolling in the aisles.’

‘Absolutely,’ agreed Minerva. ‘That happens to me all the time.’

‘I know. I loved that Murray Gell-Mann kidnapping a quark joke that you did on the train. Very clever analogy.’

The congenial conversation ground to a frosty halt.

‘How did you hear that? How long have you been spying on me?’

Artemis was quietly stunned. He had not meant to reveal that fact. It was most unlike him to chatter on about trifles when there were lives at stake. But he liked this Minerva girl. She was so like him.

‘There was a security camera in the corridor, on the train. I procured the tape, had it enhanced and read your lips.’

‘Hmm,’ said Minerva. ‘I don’t remember a camera.’

‘It was there. Inside a red plastic bubble. Fisheye lens.
 I apologize for the intrusion of your privacy, but it was an emergency.’

Minerva was silent for a moment. ‘Artemis. We could have a lot to talk about. I haven’t talked this much with a boy in… well, ever. But I have to finish this project. Can you call me again in six weeks?’

‘Six weeks will be too late. The world will be a different place and possibly not a better one.’

‘Artemis. Stop it. I was just beginning to like you, and now we’re back where we started.’

‘Just give me one more minute,’ Artemis insisted. ‘If I can’t convince you in a single minute, then I will hang up and leave you to your research.’

‘Fifty-nine,’ said Minerva. ‘Fifty-eight…’

Artemis wondered if all girls were so emotional. Holly could be this way too. Warm one moment and icy the next.

‘You are holding two creatures captive. Both sentient.
 Neither human. If you expose either one to the wider scientific community, then their kind will be hunted down.
 You will be responsible for the extinction of at least one species. Is that what you want?’

‘That’s what they want,’ retorted Minerva. ‘The first one we rescued threatened to kill us all, and possibly eat us. He said that the demons would return and wipe out the human scourge.’

‘I know all about Abbot,’ said Artemis, using what he had learned from Minerva’s own surveillance cameras. ‘He was a dinosaur. Demons could never take on humans now. Judging by my temporal calculations, Abbot was whisked ten thousand years into his own future and then sent back again.
 Declaring war on demons would be like declaring war on monkeys. In fact, monkeys would be a bigger threat. There are more of them. And anyway, the demons can’t even fully materialize unless we shoot them full of silver.’

‘I am sure they will find a way around that. Or one could get through accidentally, just like Abbot, then open the gates for the rest of them.’

‘Highly unlikely. I mean really, Minerva, what are the odds?’

‘So, Artemis Fowl wants me to forget all about my Nobel project and turn my demon captives loose.’

‘Forget the project certainly,’ said Artemis, checking his watch. ‘But I don’t think there is any need for you to set your captives free.’

‘Oh, really? And why is that?’

‘Because I imagine they are already gone.’

Minerva spun round to face the spot where No1 had been sitting. It was empty: her captive demon had disappeared along with his chair. A perfunctory sweep told her the entire room was empty, except for her.

‘Where is he, Artemis?’ she screamed into the phone.
 ‘Where is my prize?’

‘Forget about all of this,’ said Artemis softly. ‘It’s not worth it. Take it from someone who has made your mistakes. I will call you soon.’

Minerva squeezed the phone as though it were Artemis’s neck.

‘You tricked me!’ she said, the truth suddenly dawning on her. ‘You allowed me to capture your demon!’

But Artemis did not reply. He had reluctantly closed his fist on the conversation. Generally, outsmarting someone gave him a warm and fuzzy feeling, but hoodwinking Minerva Paradizo just made him feel like a sneak. It was ironic that he felt like a bad guy, now that he was almost a good guy.

Butler glanced across at him from his perch on the knoll.

‘How did that go?’ he asked. ‘Your first lengthy conversation with a girl your own age?’

‘Fabulous,’ said Artemis, voice dripping with sarcasm.
 ‘We’re planning a June wedding.’







Chapter 9

Turned Tables

Chateau Paradizo

[image: image]

WHEN Holly Short had opened the door of her makeshift basement cell, she found her helmet bouncing on the spot in front of her with a three-dimensional image of Foaly’s face projected on to it.

‘That is really creepy,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t you just text me?’

Foaly had included a three-dimensional help program in Holly’s helmet’s computer. It came as no surprise to Holly that he had given the help module his own features.

‘I’ve lost some weight since this model was constructed,’
 said Foaly’s image. ‘I’ve been jogging. Every evening.’

‘Focus,’ Holly ordered.

Holly dipped her chin and Foaly bounced the helmet on to her head. She sealed it tight.

‘Where is the demon?’

‘Straight up the stairs. Second on the left,’ answered Foaly.

‘Good. You’ve wiped our patterns from the security system?’

‘Of course. The demon is invisible, and you can’t be picked up no matter what kind of lens they use.’

Holly jumped up the human-sized steps. It would have been easier to fly, but she had left her wings outside, along with her suit computer. There had been no need to risk placing them in human hands, other than Artemis’s. And even that took a little thinking about.

She hurried along the corridor, past the first door on the left and crept through the open doorway of the second, taking in the situation with a quick scan of the room.

The demon was secured on a chair, and the human girl was on the phone facing away from him. There was a large two-way mirror on the wall. Holly used her thermal scan to ascertain that the adjoining room had one occupant — a large male. He appeared to be talking on his mobile phone, not facing the demon’s cell.

‘Should I stun her?’ asked Foaly hopefully. ‘She knocked you out with sleeping gas.’ He was quite enjoying playing with his new toy.
 It was like a first-person computer game.

‘I wasn’t actually unconscious,’ said Holly, her words contained by the helmet’s seal. ‘I was holding my breath.
 Artemis had told me that she would use gas. The first thing I did was vent the vehicle.’

‘What about that Mud Man next door?’ persisted Foaly. ‘I can focus the laser through the glass. It’s quite clever really.’

‘Shut up or you will pay for it when I get home,’ warned Holly. ‘We only shoot in an emergency.’

Holly skirted Minerva, careful to avoid brushing against the Mud Girl or treading on a loose board. A single creak now could scupper all their plans. She squatted before the little demon, who did not seem too worried about his plight. What he was actually doing was listing off words, and having a little giggle after every one.

‘Cornucopia, oh very good,’ he said. And then, ‘Sanitary.
 I like that one. Hee hee.’

Marvellous, thought Holly. This demon obviously lost a few brain cells in the transfer. She used voice command to type a text on her visor.

‘Nod if you can read this,’ the text read. To the demon, the words appeared floating in space before him.

‘Nod if you can…’ He mouthed, then stopped and began nodding furiously.

‘Stop nodding!’ sent Holly. ‘I am an elf. One of the first family of fairies. I am here to rescue you. Do you understand?’

No response, so Holly sent a command. ‘Nod once if you understand.’

A single nod from the demon.

‘Good. All you need to do is stay very still and quiet.’

Another nod. The little demon was catching on.

Foaly had transferred his image to the inside of Holly’s visor.

‘Ready?’ asked the centaur.

‘Yep. You keep an eye on the Mud Man next door. If he turns round, then you can stun him.’

Holly wiggled her hand up her right sleeve, pincering a sheet of foil between her index and middle fingers. This is not as easy as it sounds when a fairy is shielded and vibrating at speeds faster than the human eye can follow. It was made easier by the Section Eight suit, which reduced the amount of vibration necessary. Holly pulled out and unfolded a large square of cam foil that automatically projected a fair approximation of what should be behind it. Each bead on the cam foil was actually a fairy-made multifaceted diamond that could reflect accurately no matter what the viewing angle was.

She backed up close to No1, then held up the sheet of foil. The foil was equipped with multi-sensor technology, so it was a simple matter for Foaly to wipe No1 from the projection. To Minerva it would seem that her demon captive had simply vanished. To No1 it would seem like nothing whatsoever was happening, and that this was the lamest rescue in the history of rescues.

Seconds later, Minerva turned quickly to face them.

No1 nodded hello, and was amazed to find that she could not see him.

‘Where is he, Artemis?’ the girl screamed into her phone.
 ‘Where is my prize?’

No1 thought about saying I’m right here! but decided against it.

‘You tricked me!’ squealed Minerva. ‘You allowed me to capture your demon!’

Finally, the penny drops, thought Holly. Now go and search the chateau like a good girl.

Minerva obligingly stalked out of the room, yelling for her father. Next door, Papa Paradizo, hearing his daughter’s screams, closed his phone and began to turn…

Foaly activated the helmet laser and shot him in the chest. He tumbled to the floor and lay in a heap, his chest heaving with the slow breaths of the unconscious.

‘Sweet,’ crowed the centaur. ‘Did you see that? Not so much as a smudge on the glass.’

‘He was heading for the door!’ objected Holly, dropping the cam foil.

‘He was coming to the glass. I had to stun him.’

‘We will talk about this later, Foaly. I do not like your new gung-ho attitude.’

‘Caballine likes me to be masterful. She calls me her stallion.’

‘Who? Listen, just stop talking!’ hissed Holly, melting No1’s bonds with two sharp laser bursts.

‘Free!’ exclaimed the imp, jumping to his feet.
 ‘Liberated. Unbound. Without restrictions.’

Holly shut off her shield, revealing herself to No1.

‘I hope that’s a helmet,’ said No1.

Holly touched a button and her visor slid up. ‘Yes. I am a fairy just like you. Just a different family.’

‘An elf!’ exclaimed No1 delightedly. ‘An actual elf. I hear you cook your food and like music. Is that true?’

‘Occasionally, when we’re not trying to escape from murderous humans.’

‘Oh, they’re not murderous, pugnacious, homicidal, or even bellicose.’

‘Maybe not the one you met. But there’s a guy with funny hair in the basement. And believe me, when he wakes up he’s going to be murderous and all those other things you mentioned.’

No1 remembered Billy Kong; he had no desire to meet him again.

‘Very well, elf. What next?’

‘Call me Holly.’

‘I am Number One. So what next, Holly?’

‘Next, we escape. There are friends waiting for us… eh…
 Number One.’

‘Friends?’ said No1. He knew the word, of course, but never imagined it could apply to him. It was a warming notion, even in these dire straits.

‘What do I do?’

Holly wrapped the cam foil round him like a shawl.

‘Keep this on. It will cover most of you.’

‘Amazing,’ said No1. ‘A cloak of invisibility.’

Foaly moaned in Holly’s ear. ‘A cloak of invisibility?
 That is a highly sensitive piece of field equipment. What does he think?
 Some warlock pulled it out of his armpit?’

Holly ignored the centaur, something that was becoming a habit.

‘Hold the foil close with one hand. Hang on to my belt with the other. We need to get out of here quickly. I only have enough magic left for a few minutes’ shielding. Ready?’

No1’s anxious features peeped out from a shawl of invisibility.

‘Hold the foil. Hang on to the belt. Got it.’

‘Good. Foaly, watch our backs. Let’s move out.’

Holly shielded, then hurried out of the open door, pulling No1 behind her. The corridor was lined with tall potted plants and lush oils, including a Matisse. Holly could hear the humans shouting in adjacent rooms. There was activity all around them, and it could only be seconds before some Mud Men spilled into this corridor.

No1 struggled to keep up, his little legs stumbling along behind the super-fit elfin captain. It seemed impossible that they could escape. All around was the clatter of approaching footsteps. No1, slightly distracted, snagged a toe on the cam foil and trampled it underfoot. The foil’s electronics crackled and died. The demon was as visible as a blood stain on a patch of snow.

‘We lost the foil,’ said Foaly.

Holly clenched her fingers. She missed her handgun.

‘OK. Nothing to do but make a run for it. Foaly, you have free rein, if you’ll pardon the horse analogy.’

‘Finally,’ whinnied the centaur. ‘I added a game-pod joystick to my controls. A bit unorthodox, but very accurate. We’ve got hostiles converging from all sides. My advice is to take the direct route.
 Go to the end of the corridor and follow our friend Doodah’s path out of the window. Butler will cover you once you’re in the open.’

‘OK. Hold on, Number One; whatever happens, don’t let go.’

The first threat came from ahead. Two security guards rounded the corner, guns extended.

Ex-police, Holly guessed. Covering the diagonals.

The men were shocked to see No1. Obviously, they were not in the need-to-know loop.

‘What the hell?’ said one.

The other kept his nerve. ‘Hold it right there.’

Foaly hit them both in the chest with fat laser bursts.
 The energy sank through their clothes and they slid down the wall.

‘Unconscious,’ panted No1. ‘Comatose, cataleptic, out for the count.’ He realized that this vocabulary-spouting was a good way to deal with stress.

‘Stress. Pressure, strain and anxiety.’

Holly dragged No1 onwards, towards the still open window.
 More guards came from the side corridors, and Foaly dispatched them efficiently.

‘I should get bonus points for this,’ he said. ‘Or at the very least a free life.’

There were two more guards in the sitting room, sneaking an espresso. Foaly dropped them where they stood. And then flashed out a fan laser burst to evaporate the coffee before it hit the rug.

‘It’s Tunisian,’ he explained. ‘Very difficult to get coffee out. Now they can just suck up the grains.’

Holly stepped down into the room.

‘Sometimes I think you don’t quite get the gravity of field missions,’ she said, skirting a massive velvet sofa.

No1 stumbled down the human-sized steps after his rescuer.
 In spite of all his new vocabulary, the imp was not quite sure how he was feeling.

Scared, of course. Big Mud Men with fire weapons and all that. Excited too. Being rescued by some kind of elf superhero, who was invisible too. Pain in the leg, don’t forget that. The angry human had shot him in the leg, with a silver bullet, no doubt. But No1 realized that one feeling was missing from the melting pot. One that had been strong within him for as long as he could remember. Uncertainty. In spite of the frantic antics unfolding all around, he felt more at home on this planet than he ever had on Hybras.

A bullet whistled past his ear.

Then again, maybe Hybras hadn’t been so bad.

‘Wake up, Foaly!’ admonished Holly. ‘You’re supposed to be watching our backs.’

‘Sorry,’ said the centaur, swivelling the laser and strobing the doorway. The female guard smiled broadly then collapsed. On the ground she began singing a nursery rhyme about doggies and their bones.

‘Bizarre,’ said Foaly. ‘That guard is singing.’

‘Often happens,’ grunted Holly, clambering on to the window sill. ‘The laser knocks out some functions, but sometimes awakens others.’

Interesting, thought the centaur. A happy gun. Certainly worth investigating.

Holly reached down and grasped No1’s wrist, pulling him over the sill. She was dismayed to see that her own arms were not as invisible as she would have hoped. Her magic was wearing thin. Shielding was a real power siphon. She would flicker into visibility soon whether they were safely away or not.

‘Nearly there,’ she said.

‘Just across the wide open green space, is it?’ said No1, displaying a real gift for sarcasm.

‘I like him,’ said Foaly.

They tumbled out on to the lawn. The alarm was well and truly raised now, and guards poured from the various doors like beads from a ruptured beanbag.

‘Go crazy, Foaly,’ said Holly. ‘And take out their vehicles too.’

‘Yes sir, ma’am,’ said Foaly and began firing.

Holly ran flat out, pulling the imp behind her. There was no time to consider his physical abilities; either he kept up or he got dragged. The laser pencil on her helmet flashed out burst after burst, swivelling in wide arcs to cover the approaching guards. Holly felt the weapon’s heat on the crown of her head and resolved to mention the helmet’s supposedly revolutionary cooling system to Foaly if they ever made it out of this.

The centaur was too busy for chat now. All Holly could hear through her headset was grunting and whinnying as Foaly concentrated on his job. He was not concerned about pinpoint accuracy any more; there were too many things to shoot. He sent out scything fans of energy that socked half a dozen guards per burst. The guards would be perfectly fine in half an hour, though some might experience headaches, hair loss, irritability, loss of bowel control and other assorted side effects for a few days.

Foaly targeted the four-wheel drives next, firing several pulses into each petrol tank. The BMWs exploded in sequence, turning spectacular fiery cartwheels. The force of the blast cupped Holly and No1
 like a giant hand, scooting them on their way a little faster. Holly’s helmet protected her from the noise, but poor No1’s head would ring for quite a while.

Thick black smoke billowed from cracked engines and prowled across the tended garden, more effective than any smoke grenade.
 Holly and No1 raced just ahead of the smoke line towards the main gates.

‘Gates,’ Holly panted into her microphone.

‘I see them,’ said Foaly, melting the wrought-iron barriers right off their hinges. They collapsed to the ground with a big bell bong.

A rented MPV skidded to a halt outside the pillars, and the passenger door slid open.

Artemis was inside, reaching out to No1.

‘Come on,’ he said urgently. ‘Get in.’

‘Arrgh!’ said No1. ‘A human!’

Holly leaped inside the vehicle, dragging No1 with her.

‘It’s OK,’ she said, switching off her shield to conserve the little that was left. ‘He’s a friend.’

No1 clung to Holly’s back, trying not to throw up. He glanced towards the front of the MPV where Butler sat.

‘What about him? Please tell me he’s a friend too.’

Holly grinned, climbing on to a seat. ‘Yes, he’s a friend.
 The very best.’

Butler yanked the gear stick into ‘Drive’. ‘Buckle up, boys and girls. We’re about to be in a car chase.’

The sun was setting as Butler expertly steered the car round the natural chicanes of the Route de Vence. The road was hewn from the mountainside, with stone villas teetering above and the Gorge du Loup yawning below. It took a skilled driver to negotiate the bends at speed, but Butler had once driven an Al Fahd armoured vehicle through a crowded Cairo market, so the Alpine roads were not too much of a challenge for him.

As it turned out, there was no car chase. The Paradizo fleet lay in flaming, mangled, inverted heaps in the chateau driveway. There was not so much as a moped left intact to tail the getaway car.

Butler checked the rear-view mirror constantly, and only allowed himself a satisfied grin when they passed through the toll station at Cagnes sur Mer.

‘We’re clear,’ he pronounced, accelerating into the motorway’s fast lane. ‘There’s not a vehicle intact on that estate, including little Beau’s toy car.’

Artemis smiled, giddy with success. ‘Perhaps we should have left them Mister Day’s marvellous booster.’

Holly noticed that No1 was happily examining his seat belt.

‘Buckle up,’ she said, slotting the buckle into its catch.

‘Buckle,’ said No1. ‘Clasp, clip, fastener. Why are you with these humans?’

‘They’re going to help you,’ explained Holly gently.

No1 had a million questions, and knew exactly how to phrase every one of them. But for the moment, words took a back seat to pictures, and No1’s square impish jaw dropped further and further as he stared through the tinted glass, absorbing the wonders of the modern motorway.

Holly took the opportunity to catch up with events.

‘Doodah and Mulch got away OK?’

‘Yes,’ confirmed Artemis. ‘Foaly was anxious to have the shuttle returned, as he had taken it without clearance. We shouldn’t be more than a few hours behind them. By the time you get to the shuttle port, the shutdown should be lifted. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve earned yourself a medal, Holly. Job spectacularly well done.’

‘There are still loose ends.’

‘True. But nothing an LEP mind-wipe team can’t take care of. There is no physical evidence that anything other than humans caused this devastation.’

Holly leaned back against the seat. ‘I’m forgetting something.’

‘You’re forgetting the demons. Their spell is disintegrating. Their island will be lost in time. Will be, or has been.
 They drift in and out of time, making contact like a bouncing ball.’

No1 picked up on one word. ‘Disintegrating?’

‘Hybras is doomed,’ said Artemis frankly. ‘Your home will shortly be dragged through the time tunnel along with everything on it. When I say shortly, I mean at our end. At your end it could have already happened, or maybe it will happen in a million years.’ He extended his hand. ‘And by the way, my name is Artemis Fowl.’

No1 took the hand, nibbling the forefinger as was the demon custom.

‘I am Number One. Imp. Isn’t there something we can do to save Hybras?’

‘Hardly,’ replied Artemis, retrieving his finger and checking it for bite marks. ‘The only way to save Hybras is to bring it back to Earth under controlled circumstances. Sadly, the only people who could have done that were the warlocks, and they are all dead.’

No1 chewed his lip. ‘Em, well, I’m not too sure, but I might be a warlock. I can speak in tongues.’

Artemis sat forward, straining his seat belt. ‘Speaking in tongues could be merely an aptitude. What else can you do?’

‘Again, not positive about this, but I may have, possibly, turned wood to stone.’

‘The gargoyle’s touch. Now that is interesting. You know, Number One, there’s something about you. Those markings. You seem familiar to me.’ Artemis frowned, irritated that he couldn’t quite place the memory.
 ‘We haven’t met before; I would certainly remember. Nevertheless, there is something…’

‘These markings are quite common, especially the forehead hex. Demons often think they know me. Now, about saving Hybras?’

Artemis nodded. ‘Of course. The best course of action is to get you below ground. I only dabble in magical theory;
 Foaly has live experts just dying to examine you. I feel confident that the LEP can come up with a plan to save your island.’

‘Really?’

Butler interrupted from the front of the car, saving Artemis from answering.

‘We have a bit of a situation at Chateau Paradizo,’ he said, tapping the screen of a compact laptop suckered to the dashboard.
 ‘Maybe you’d better take a look.’

The bodyguard passed the computer over his shoulder. The screen was divided into a dozen boxes, the security feed from Chateau Paradizo, still being supplied by Foaly’s data twist.

Artemis balanced the laptop on his knees, his bright eyes flickering across the screen.

‘Oh dear,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘This is not good.’

Holly swapped seats, so she could see the screen.

‘Not good at all,’ she said.

No1 was not too worried about the computer. As far as he was concerned it was just a little box.

‘Not good,’ he mused, accessing the dictionary in his head. ‘A synonym for bad.’

Artemis did not look up from the screen. ‘That’s exactly right, Number One. This is bad. Very
 bad.’







Chapter 10

Kong the King

Chateau Paradizo

[image: image]

MINERVA Paradizo was simply furious. That odious Fowl boy had somehow stolen her research subject from right under her nose. And after all the money Papa had spent on security, even hiring that despicable Mister Kong. Sometimes Minerva wondered if all males were boors, except Papa, of course.

The grounds were a mess. Master Fowl had left quite a trail of destruction in his wake. The cars were so much scrap metal. The lawns were ploughed deep enough to plant vegetables, and the stink of smoke and oil had penetrated every corner of every room. Only a hurried phone call to the police station in Vence and a few improvised fabrications about a generator accident had prevented the arrival of a police car.

Once the fires were under control, Minerva called a staff meeting on the patio. Juan Soto, the security chief, her father, Gaspard, and of course Billy Kong were in attendance. Mister Kong seemed more agitated than usual.

‘Demons,’ muttered the Malibu native. ‘True, all true. I have a responsibility to my brother. Finish what he started.’

If Minerva had been paying attention to Billy Kong’s words, she might have noticed a touch of the ominous about them, but Minerva was busy worrying about her own problems. And in Minerva’s opinion, her own problems were far more important than anyone else’s.

‘Can we focus here, everyone? You may have noticed that my project is in crisis.’

Gaspard Paradizo had just about had it with Minerva’s
 project. So far, he had indulged her to the tune of one and a half million euros, but now his entire estate had been trashed. It really was too much.

‘Minerva, chérie,’ he said, smoothing back his silver hair. ‘I think we need to take a step back from this. Perhaps quit while we’re not too far behind.’

‘Quit, Papa? Quit? While Artemis Fowl conducts a parallel project? I think not.’

Gaspard spoke again, this time with a little iron in his tone. ‘You think not, Minerva?’

Minerva blushed. ‘Sorry, Papa. I am infuriated, that’s all. This Irish boy swans in here with his troops, and just like that, ruins all our work. It is unbearable, no?’

Gaspard was seated, as they all were, at a wrought-iron table on the rear patio overlooking the pool. He pushed back his chair and circled the table to his daughter’s seat. From her vantage point there was a spectacular view over the wooded gorge and down into Antibes. Nobody was very interested in the view on this evening.

‘I think, Minerva,’ he said, hunkering down beside her,
 ‘that we have gone too far in this matter. There are otherworldly forces at work here. Danger follows these creatures, and I can no longer allow you to place yourself, or others, in harm’s way. We fought a noble fight, and I am so proud of you that my heart may burst, but now this must become a government matter.’

‘It can’t, Papa,’ said Minerva petulantly. ‘We have no records. No sources. Nothing. All our computer files and disks were destroyed. They even drilled the safe and burned everything in it. I think Artemis Fowl crashed Google and Yahoo. It’s hopeless. How would it look, a little girl turning up at the Department of Defence wittering on about monsters in the basement? I need evidence.’

Gaspard stood, his knees cracking. ‘Evidence, little one?
 These are not criminals. I watched you talk with our visitor. He was alert, intelligent; he had done nothing wrong. He was not an animal. It is one thing to present the Nobel Committee with proof of an invasion through time, but quite another to hound innocent sentient creatures.’

‘But, Papa!’ Minerva pleaded. ‘One more try. I need a month to rebuild my time-tunnel model, then I can make a materialization prediction.’

Gaspard kissed his daughter on the forehead. ‘Look into your heart, my little genius. What does it tell you to do?’

Minerva scowled. ‘Look into my heart? Honestly, Papa, I am not a Care Bear.’

‘Please, chérie,’ said her father. ‘You know I love you, and I respect your genius, but just for once, couldn’t we go with the pony option? Couldn’t I just get Justin Timber-guy to play at your birthday party?’

Minerva fumed for several moments, but she knew Papa was right. She had no business detaining intelligent creatures. It was cruelty, nothing less. Especially when they intended no harm. But she could not just give up. Minerva silently resolved that Artemis Fowl would be her next project. She would find out all about the Irish boy, and what he knew of demons.

‘Very well, Papa,’ she sighed. ‘For you, I will forego my Nobel Prize. This year, at any rate.’

Next year will be different, she thought. When I know what Artemis Fowl knows. There are whole worlds just beyond my grasp.

Gaspard embraced his daughter warmly. ‘Good. It is for the best.’

The surgeon returned to his seat.

‘Now. Mister Soto: damage report.’

The Spanish security chief consulted his clipboard.

‘I have only a preliminary report, Monsieur Paradizo. I suspect we will be finding damage for many weeks. The vehicles are completely destroyed. Thankfully, we do have war-zone insurance so we should have new cars within five working days. There is shrapnel in the pool. One piece pierced the skimmer and the wall, so we have a leak and no filtration. I know a man in Tourrettes sur Loup. Very reasonable and he can keep his mouth shut.’

‘How about the men?’

Soto shook his head. ‘I don’t know what they hit us with.
 Some kind of ray gun. Like Martians. Anyway, most of the men are up and about. A few have headaches. No other side effects except for Thierry, who has spent the past half an hour in the toilet. We hear the odd scream…’

Suddenly, Billy Kong emerged from his mumbling daydream, slamming his palm on to the glass-topped iron table.

‘No. This will not do. Absolutely not. I need another demon.’

Gaspard frowned. ‘That unhappy experiment is over. I should never have allowed it. I was blinded by pride and ambition. There will be no more demons in this house.’

‘Unacceptable,’ said Kong, as though he were the employer and not the employee. ‘Eric’s work must be completed. I owe him that much.’

‘Now listen here, Mister,’ said Soto sternly. ‘What you find unacceptable is hardly an issue. You and your men were subcontracted to do a job, and that job does not include pronouncements on what is acceptable and what is not.’

As he spoke, Kong checked his hair in the small mirror he carried everywhere.

‘You need to understand a few things, Paradizo. First, you are not in charge here. Not really. Not since my men and I joined your little group. Second, I don’t generally work on this side of the law. My speciality is taking whatever I want by any means necessary. I only signed on for babysitting duty because I owe these demons a little payback. A lot of payback, actually. I know little Minerva just wanted to take photos of her guests and ask them a lot of psych questions, but I have my own plan for them. Something a little more painful.’

Gaspard turned his head towards Soto.

‘Mister Soto. Do you have a response to this outrageous statement?’

‘I do indeed,’ blustered Juan Soto. ‘How dare you speak to Monsieur Paradizo in this fashion. You are an employee here, that is all. As a matter of fact, you are no longer an employee. Your contract is terminated. You have one hour to vacate your room and be off the premises.’

Billy Kong’s grin was as dangerous as a shark’s. ‘Or else what?’

‘Or else my guards will remove you. I would remind you that there are only four men in your group and five times that number in mine.’

Kong winked at him. ‘Perhaps. But my four are the best.’

He flipped his jacket lapel to reveal a small clip-on microphone.

‘I am moving up the schedule,’ he said into the mike.
 ‘Open the horse.’

Soto was puzzled.

What was this idiot talking about?
 Horses?

‘Where did you get that microphone? Is that from the strongbox? Channels are to be kept clear for official transmissions.’

But Minerva caught the Iliad reference. Opening the horse could only refer to the Wooden Horse of Troy. Kong had planted traitors in the camp.

‘Papa,’ she said urgently. ‘We must leave.’

‘Leave? This is my house. I have agreed to almost everything you have asked of me, chérie, but this is ridiculous…’

Minerva pushed back her chair, racing round the table.

‘Please, Papa. We are in danger here.’

Soto tutted. ‘Mademoiselle is in no danger. My men will protect you. Perhaps the strain of the day has made you irritable. Maybe you should take a nap.’

Minerva scowled in frustration. ‘Can’t you see what is happening here? Mister Kong has given a signal to his men. Possibly they are already in charge. He has come among us as a wolf in sheep’s clothing.’

Gaspard Paradizo was well aware of his daughter’s intelligence.

‘Soto? Is this possible?’

‘Impossible!’ declared Juan Soto, but behind his enraged blushes was a tinge of pallor. Something about Kong’s grinning calmness unnerved him. And, truth be told, he was not quite the soldier that his résumé declared him to be. True, he had spent a year with the Spanish peacekeeping force in Namibia, but he’d been attached to a journalist for the entire tour and had never participated in any action. He had got by in this job with mere bluster and a rudimentary knowledge of weaponry and tactics. But if someone were to come along who actually knew what he was talking about…

Soto reached to his belt, snicking off a walkie-talkie.

‘Impossible,’ he repeated. ‘But to reassure you, I will double the guard and instruct my team to be on alert.’ He clicked the ‘Talk’
 button. ‘Report in pairs. From the top.’

Soto released the button, filling the air with static. The empty hiss seemed more ominous than a ghost’s howl. This went on for several seconds. Soto tried valiantly to maintain a jaunty confidence, but was betrayed by a bead of sweat rolling down his forehead. ‘Equipment malfunction,’ he said weakly.

Billy Kong shook his head.

‘Two shots,’ he said into his lapel mike.

Barely a second later, two sharp cracks echoed across the estate.

Kong grinned. ‘Confirmation,’ he said. ‘I’m in control here.’

Soto had often wondered how he would react if faced with actual danger. Earlier, when he had believed that they were under siege, he had panicked slightly, but followed procedure. This was different.

Soto went for his gun. A practised pistol man could do this without looking down. Soto was not practised enough. By the time he glanced towards his holster, Kong had already leaped on to the table and knocked Soto unconscious.

The security chief keeled over backwards with a dainty sigh.

Kong sat atop the table, elbows resting on knees.

‘I need that demon back,’ he said, casually drawing a stiletto blade from a secret pocket in the sleeve of his jacket. ‘How do we find him?’

Gaspard Paradizo smothered Minerva in his arms. Protecting every inch of his daughter.

‘If you hurt her, Kong…’

Billy Kong rolled his eyes. ‘No time for negotiations, Doctor.’

He twirled the blade between his fingertips, then snapped his wrist, flicking the stiletto at Gaspard. The weapon’s handle thunked against the doctor’s forehead, and he fell away from Minerva like a discarded coat.

Minerva knelt, cradling her father’s head.

‘Papa? Wake up, Papa.’ For a moment she was a little girl, then her intellect kicked in. She checked her father’s pulse and tapped the point of impact with her index and middle fingers.

‘You are lucky, Mister Kong, not to be facing a murder charge.’

Kong shrugged. ‘I’ve faced them before. It’s amazing how easy it is to elude the authorities. It costs exactly ten thousand dollars.
 Three for the face job, two for new papers and five for a really good hacker to create a computer past for you.’

‘Nevertheless, one more half-revolution of your blade and my father would be dead, and not merely unconscious.’

Kong pulled a second blade from his sleeve pocket.
 ‘There’s still time. Now, tell me how we go about finding our little friend.’

Minerva stood facing Kong, her fists clenched defiantly.

‘Listen to me, idiot. That demon is gone. I have no doubt that his benefactors plucked the silver bullet from his leg as soon as they had him in the car. He is back on his island. Forget about him.’

Kong frowned. ‘It makes sense. That’s what I would do.
 Well, OK then, when is the next materialization?’

Minerva should have been terrified. Her ability to do anything besides witter and sob should have deserted her. After all, her father was lying unconscious, and the man who had put him in that state was sitting on her patio table, brandishing a knife. But Minerva Paradizo was no ordinary twelve-year-old. She had always displayed remarkable composure in times of stress. So, even though she was scared, Minerva was more than capable of communicating her scorn to Billy Kong.

‘Where have you been for the past thirty minutes?’ she asked, then clicked her fingers. ‘Of course — asleep. I believe you people call it neutralized. And by a tiny demoness too. Well, let me fill you in on what’s happened. Our entire operation has been neutralized. I have no research, no calculations and no subject. I am starting from scratch. In fact, I wish I was starting from scratch. Starting from scratch would be a dream come true. Last time I was handed the time-tunnel calculations; this time I have to work them out by myself. Now don’t get me wrong, I could do it. I am a genius after all, but it will take at least seventeen months. At the very least. Comprenez-vous, Monsieur Kong?’

Billy Kong understood all right. He understood that this little pain in the rear was trying to blind him with science.

‘Seventeen months, eh? How long if you had some incentive?’

‘Incentive won’t change the laws of science.’

Kong leaped down from the table, landing soundlessly on the balls of his feet. ‘I thought that was your speciality — changing the laws of science. Wasn’t this project all about proving how every other scientist in the world is a dummy, except you?’

‘It’s not that simple…’

Kong began flipping his knife, catching it without so much as a glance at the blade. End over end it twirled, a silver fan in the air. Hypnotic.

‘I’m making it simple. I think you can get me a demon, and I think you can do it in less than seventeen months. So, here’s what I am going to do.’ He leaned down and heaved Juan Soto’s chair upright. The security chief slumped forward on to the table.

‘I am going to hurt Mister Soto. Simple as that. There is nothing you can do to stop that happening. This is a demonstration of my earnestness. It connects you with the reality of your situation. And then you know I mean business. So, after that, you start talking. And if you don’t start talking, then we move on to lucky contestant number two.’

Minerva had no doubt that contestant number two was her father.

‘Please, Mister Kong, there is no need for any of this. I am telling you the truth.’

‘Oh, it’s please now, is it?’ said Kong in mock surprise. ‘And Mister Kong too. What happened to idiot and moron?’

‘Don’t kill him. He’s a nice man. He has a family.’

Kong grabbed a bunch of Soto’s hair, yanking his head back. The chief’s Adam’s apple stuck out like a plum.

‘He’s an incompetent,’ snarled Kong. ‘Look how easily your demon escaped. See how simple it was for me to take over.’

‘Let him live,’ pleaded Minerva. ‘My father has money.’
 Kong sighed. ‘You’re just not getting it, are you? For a smart girl you can be pretty stupid a lot of the time. I don’t want money. I want a demon. Now stop talking and pay attention. There is no point in trying to negotiate.’

Minerva’s heart sank as she realized just how far out of her depth she actually was. In less than an hour she had crossed over to a world of darkness and cruelty. And her own arrogance had led her to it.

‘Please,’ she said. She struggled to maintain her composure. ‘Please.’

Kong adjusted his grip on the knife. ‘Don’t look away now, little girl. Watch and remember who’s boss.’

Minerva could not avert her eyes. Her gaze was trapped by this terrible tableau. It was like a scene from a scary movie, complete with its own soundtrack.

Minerva frowned. Real life did not have a soundtrack.
 There was music coming from somewhere.

The somewhere proved to be Kong’s trouser pocket. His polyphonic phone was playing ‘The Toreador Song’ from Carmen. Kong pulled the phone from his pocket.

‘Who is this?’ he snapped.

‘My name is not important,’ said a youthful voice. ‘The important thing is that I have something you want.’

‘How did you get this number?’

‘I have a friend,’ replied the mystery caller. ‘He knows all the numbers. Now, to business. I believe you’re in the market for a demon?’

 Minutes earlier Butler had pulled off the motorway at the airport exit, and crammed himself into the back seat beside Artemis and Holly. They had watched the drama unfold in the Chateau Paradizo on their tiny laptop.

Artemis gripped his knees tight. ‘I can’t allow this. I won’t allow it.’

Holly placed a hand over his. ‘We have no choice, Artemis.
 We’re clear now. This is not our fight. I can’t risk exposing Number One.’

Artemis’s frown cut a furrow from his hairline to the bridge of his nose.

‘I know. Of course. But, still, how can this not be my fight?’ He glanced sharply at Butler. ‘Will Kong kill that man?’

‘Without a doubt,’ replied the bodyguard. ‘In his mind, it’s already done.’

Artemis rubbed his eyes, suddenly fatigued. ‘I am responsible, indirectly. I can’t have a man’s death on my conscience. Holly, you do what you have to do, but I need to save those people.’

‘Conscience,’ said No1. ‘What a lovely word. The sh in the middle.’

It was plain that the imp was not actually listening to the conversation, just picking up on certain words. The incongruity of this simple statement made Artemis look across. His eyes rested for a moment on No1’s chest markings. And suddenly he knew where he had seen them before. A plan hit him like a bolt of lightning.

‘Holly, do you trust me?’

Holly groaned. ‘Artemis, don’t ask me that. I just know one of your outrageous plans is coming.’

‘Do you trust me?’

‘Yes,’ Holly sighed. ‘I do. More than anyone.’

‘Well then, trust me to get us all out of this. I will explain later.’

Holly was torn. This decision could affect the rest of her life, and the imp’s too. And the effect could be to shorten them dramatically.

‘OK, Artemis. But I’ll be watching.’

Artemis spoke into his ring-phone. ‘Foaly, can you put me through to Mister Kong’s mobile phone.’

‘Not a problem,’ replied the centaur from Section Eight HQ. ‘But it’s going to be the last thing I do for you. Sool has tracked my line out. In thirty seconds I’m going to be shut down, and you’ll be on your own.’

‘I understand. Put me through.’

Butler gripped Artemis’s shoulder. ‘If you call him, then he has the upper hand. Kong will want to choose where to meet.’

‘I know where we should meet. I just have to convince Mister Kong that the rendezvous point is his idea.’ Artemis closed his fist, covering the phone. ‘Quiet. It’s ringing.’

‘Who is this?’ snapped Kong.

‘My name is not important,’ said Artemis. ‘The important thing is that I have something you want.’

‘How did you get this number?’

‘I have a friend,’ replied the mystery caller. ‘He knows all the numbers. Now, to business. I believe you’re in the market for a demon?’

‘So, you must be the great Artemis Fowl: Minerva’s idol. I am so sick of you smart kids. Why can’t you just boost cars or steal stuff like normal kids.’

‘We do steal stuff.
 Just bigger stuff. Now, are you interested in my demon or not?’

‘I could be,’ said Kong. ‘What do you have in mind?’

‘A straight trade. I pick a public place and we swap. My demon for your girl.’

‘You’re not picking anything, kid. I pick the rendezvous point. You called me, remember? What do you want with this girl anyway?’

‘Her life,’ said Artemis simply. ‘I do not like murder or murderers. You and your crew walk out of there with one hostage, and we do a swap. It’s a simple transaction. Don’t tell me you’ve never released a hostage before.’

‘I’m an old hand, kid. I’ve been picking up ransoms for years.’

‘Good. I’m glad we can do business. Now, why don’t you name your preferred location. I’ll be wearing a burgundy tie. Pay attention to that. There are a hundred and one ways this could go wrong. If it does, the police could tie one of us up for a long time.’

In the getaway car, Holly frowned quizzically at Artemis.
 It wasn’t like him to chatter. He calmed her with a look and a wave of his hand.

‘OK,’ said Kong. ‘I just thought of somewhere. You know Taipei 101?’

‘In Taiwan?’ said Artemis. ‘One of the world’s tallest buildings? You are not serious. That’s on the far side of the world.’

‘I am deadly serious. Taipei is my second home. I know it well. You will have a tough enough time getting there by the deadline, so there will be no tricks. We will exchange on the observation deck at twelve noon, two days from now. If you don’t show, then the girl takes the express elevator down. If you see what I mean.’

‘I see. I’ll be there.’

‘Good. Don’t come alone. Bring the ugly guy with you, or the female. I don’t care, I only need one.’

‘We have already released the female.’

‘OK. The guy then. You see how easy it is to deal with me.
 I’m a reasonable man, unless I’m crossed. So don’t cross me.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Artemis. ‘I won’t.’

And he said it with such conviction that, if you didn’t know him, you would absolutely believe it.







Chapter 11

A Long Way Down

Taipei, Taiwan
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TAIPEI 101 is among the tallest buildings in the world. Some say it is the tallest, if the sixty-metre spire can be counted, but others argue that a spire is not a building, and so Taipei 101 can technically only be called the tallest structure in the world.
 In any event, there were four buildings in construction — two in Asia, one in Africa and the fourth in Saudi Arabia — with their sights set on the world’s tallest building crown. So Taipei’s claim to fame could be a fleeting one.

Artemis and company landed in Chiang Kai-Shek International Airport barely three hours before the deadline in a rented Lear jet. And though Butler was a registered pilot, qualified for day and night flying in various aircraft, it was Artemis who flew most of the way.

Flying helped him think, he claimed. Also, no one would interrupt while he put the finishing touches to his audacious plan. Artemis was fully aware of the risks involved with this particular scheme. The pivotal element was purely theoretical and the rest was highly unlikely.

He briefed the others on the details in the back of a rented Lexus on the forty-minute drive from the airport to downtown Taipei. The entire group looked drained, even though they had eaten and rested on the plane. Only No1 was in high spirits.
 Everywhere he looked there were new wonders to be gaped at, and he could not imagine that anyone would be able to injure him while he was under Butler’s protection.

‘The bad news is that we are running close to the deadline,’ said Artemis. ‘So there will be no time to set a trap.’

‘And the good news, Artemis?’ said Holly grumpily.
 She was grumpy for a few reasons. She was dressed as a human girl, because Artemis had asked her to save her magic for when it would be needed. She had managed to boost her magical energy by burying a sealed acorn she kept round her neck, but there had been no full moon, so her power reserves were limited. Also she was completely shut off from the People, and to top it all she had no doubt that Ark Sool would have her up on charges if any of them did manage to survive the trade-off. After all, she had brought No1 halfway across the world instead of escorting him safely to Haven City.

‘The good news is that Kong can’t be too far ahead of us, so it is unlikely he had time to set up any traps either.’

The Lexus entered the Xinyi district, and Taipei
 101 rose from the cityscape like a giant bamboo shoot. The buildings around it seemed to shrink back in awe.

Butler craned his head back to see the top of the five-hundred-plus-metre building. ‘We never do anything small, do we? Why can’t we for once have a meeting in a Starbucks?’

‘I didn’t pick this building,’ said Artemis. ‘It picked us. Fate has brought us here.’

He tapped Butler on the shoulder and the bodyguard pulled over into the first space he could find. It took forever.
 Taipei morning traffic was thick and slow-moving and spewed smoke like an irritated dragon. Many of the thousands of pedestrians and cyclists had smog masks strapped across their faces.

When the vehicle had stopped, Artemis continued his briefing.

‘Taipei 101 is a miracle of modern engineering.
 The architects took their inspiration from the humble bamboo. But this shape alone would not keep the skyscraper steady in the event of an earthquake or high winds, so the designers built it on a frame of concrete-filled, steel-boxed super columns, and installed a seven-hundred-tonne steel ball as a mass damper pendulum to absorb the force of the wind. Ingenious. The pendulum swings instead of the building. It’s become quite the tourist attraction. You can even watch it from the observation deck. The owners have covered the damper with fifteen centimetres of solid silver, which has been etched by the famous Taiwanese artist Alexander Chou.’

‘Thanks for the fine-art lesson,’ interrupted Holly. ‘Now how about you let us in on your plan. I want to get this over with and take off this ridiculous tracksuit. It’s so shiny, I feel sure I can be picked up on satellite.’

‘I don’t much like this outfit either,’ complained No1, who was dressed in a bonnet and an orange floral muumuu.
 Orange, he had decided, was definitely not for him.

‘Your outfit is the least of your worries,’ noted Holly. ‘I’m guessing that we’re about to hand you over to a bloodthirsty hit man, eh, Artemis?’

‘That we are,’ confirmed Artemis. ‘But only for a few seconds. There will be little or no danger to you. And if my suspicions are correct, it is just possible that we may save Hybras.’

‘Go back to me being in danger for a few seconds,’
 said No1, his thick brow folding in a frown. ‘In Hybras, a few seconds can last a very long time.’

‘Not here,’ said Artemis, in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. ‘Here a few seconds is how long it will take you to open your hand.’

No1 opened his fingers a couple of times experimentally. ‘That’s still pretty long. Any way to cut it down?’

‘Not really. If we do, it means sacrificing Minerva.’

‘Well, she did tie me to a chair.’ No1 glanced round at the shocked faces. ‘What? I’m joking. Of course I’ll do it.
 But no more orange. Please.’

Artemis smiled, but it did not quite reach his eyes. ‘Very well, no more orange. Now, the plan. It is in two parts.
 If the first part doesn’t work, then the second is redundant.’

‘Redundant,’ said No1, almost unconsciously. ‘Not needed, superfluous.’

‘Exactly. So I’ll explain that when necessary.’

‘What about the first part?’ asked Holly.

‘In the first part, we meet a vicious hit man and his band of thugs and he will expect us to hand over Number One.’

‘So what do we do?’

‘We hand over Number One,’ said Artemis. He turned to the slightly nervous imp. ‘How do you like the plan so far?’

‘Well, I don’t like the first bit and I don’t know the last bit. So, I’m really hoping the middle bit is exceptional.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Artemis. ‘It is.’

Taipei 101

The group took a high-speed lift from Taipei 101’s cavernous lobby to the observation floor. Holly and No1
 had technically been given permission to enter the building by a small plaque over the main door which simply urged visitors to come and go as they pleased. And seeing as she did not feel the urge to throw up in the lift, Holly guessed that the plaque counted as an invitation.

‘Toshiba lifts,’ said Artemis, reading from a pamphlet he had picked up at information. ‘These are the fastest lifts in the world. We are moving at eighteen metres per second, so it shouldn’t take much more than half a minute to reach the eighty-ninth floor.’

Artemis consulted his watch when the doors dinged open.

‘Hmm. Right on time. Impressive engineering. I may get one of these for the house.’

They stepped out into the observation area, which had a restaurant at the far end. From this lofty vantage point, visitors could walk all the way round the floor and shoot video of the panoramic view. From this height it was even possible to see China across the Taiwan Strait.

For a moment the group forgot their worries and allowed themselves to be awestruck by the grace of this enormous structure. The sky was outside the window and blended almost seamlessly with the sea on the horizon. No1 was especially dumbfounded. He turned in small circles, the muumuu swishing round his legs.

‘Less of the pirouetting, little man,’ advised Butler, the first to get his mind back on the job. ‘You’re showing your legs. And pull that bonnet down over your face.’

No1 obliged, though he was not happy with the bonnet. It was shapeless and saggy, and made his head look like a bag of washing.

‘Good luck, Holly,’ said Artemis, into thin air.
 ‘We will meet you on the twenty-third floor.’

‘Get this done as quickly as you can,’ Holly whispered into his ear. ‘I don’t have enough magic for a long shield. I’m barely invisible as it is.’

‘Understood,’ said Artemis, from the side of his mouth.

The small band walked slowly towards the bar area and took a table below the enormous mass damper, suspended a metre above the eighty-ninth floor. The seven-hundred-tonne ball was a sight to behold, like an indoor moon, its surface etched with traditional Yuanzhumin drawings.

‘This is the legend of Nian,’ explained Artemis casually, while Butler scanned the room. ‘A ferocious beast that would feed on human flesh each New Year’s Eve. To scare Nian away, torches were lit and firecrackers were set off, because Nian was known to fear the colour red. Thus the splashes of red paint. It seems likely from the pictures that Nian was actually a troll. Chou must have based his work on contemporary accounts.’

A waitress came to their table.

‘Li ho bo,’
 said Artemis. ‘Can we have a pot of Oolong tea. Organic, if you have it.’

The waitress blinked at Artemis, then looked up at Butler, who was still standing.

‘You are Mister Fowl?’ she asked, in excellent English.

‘I am Master Fowl,’ said Artemis, tapping the table for attention. ‘Do you have something for me?’

The waitress passed him a napkin.

‘From the gentleman along the bar,’ she said.

Artemis glanced down the arc of the metal railing and buffer system which kept patrons away from the mass damper, and more importantly kept the mass damper away from them.

Billy Kong was seated a dozen tables down, waggling his eyebrows in their direction. He was not alone. No one else was eyebrow-waggling, but three men were at the table with him, and several others were dotted around the bar area. Minerva was on Kong’s knee. He held her fast by the forearm. Her shoulders were tense but there was defiance in the set of her mouth.

‘Well?’ Artemis said to Butler.

‘At least twelve,’ replied the bodyguard. ‘Billy must have friends in Taiwan.’

‘None of them invisible, thank goodness,’ said Artemis, opening the napkin.

Send the creature to the reserved table, read the message on the napkin.
 I will send the girl. No tricks or people will get hurt.

He passed the napkin to Butler. ‘What do you think?’

Butler gave the message a summary glance. ‘I think he won’t try anything here. Too many cameras. If the security doesn’t get him on film, a tourist will. If Kong goes for a double-cross, it will be outside.’

‘And by then, it should be too late.’

‘So we hope.’

The waitress returned with a bamboo tray, bearing a clay pot of tea and three glasses. Artemis took his time pouring himself some of the steaming liquid.

‘How are you feeling, Number One?’

‘My leg hurts a bit.’

‘The painkiller is wearing off. I’ll ask Butler to give you another shot later. Are you ready to go? Everything will be fine, I assure you.’

‘All I have to do is open my hand?’

‘As soon as we’re in the lift.’

‘That’s it? Do you want me to distract the bad man with some witty banter, like you do with Holly?’

‘No. That won’t be necessary. Just open your hand.’

‘Should I look scared?’

‘That would be appropriate.’

‘Good. Shouldn’t be a problem.’

Butler was functioning in full action mode.
 Generally, he reined himself in, walking with a slight stoop to avoid drawing attention. But now, he stood tall and tensed, ready to spring into action. His gaze was fierce, and muscles bulged in his neck. He caught Billy Kong’s gaze and zeroed in on his eyeballs. Even across a crowded room, the hostility was almost palpable. A couple of more psychically sensitive bystanders suddenly felt anxious and cast their eyes about for the nearest public toilet.

When he was finished staring down Billy Kong, Butler knelt to give final instructions to No1.

‘All you have to do is walk down to that table with the reserved sign. Wait until Minerva gets there, then continue on to Kong. If they hustle you out straight away, count to twenty then open your hand. If they wait for us to leave, open your hand when the lift doors have closed. Understand?’

‘I understand everything. In any language you care to speak in.’

‘Are you set?’

No1 took a deep breath. He could feel his tail vibrating anxiously. He had been in a bit of a daze since the time tunnel. How could anyone take all of this in? Skyscrapers, for heaven’s sake. Buildings that actually scraped the sky.

‘I’m set,’ he said.

‘Off you go then. Good luck.’

No1 began his long, lonely walk back into captivity. Scores of humans thronged around him, excited, sweating, chewing things, pointing machines at each other.

Those would be cameras, I suppose.

The noon sun flashed through the ceiling-to-floor windows, catching on the silver of the mass damper, lighting it up like a disco ball. The tabletops loomed just above head height. Waiters and waitresses bustled past with loaded trays. Glasses fell; children screamed.

Too many people, thought No1. I miss demons. Even Abbot. Well, OK, maybe not Abbot.

No1 reached the reserved table. He had to stand on tippy-toes to see the folded piece of card with the word printed on it. He lifted the flap on his bonnet to get a clear look. He was beginning to realize that a muumuu and bonnet were not typical Mud Child garb, as Artemis had told him.

This is a terrible disguise. I look like a freak. Surely someone will see that I am not human. I wish I could shield, like Holly.

Unfortunately, even if No1 could control his burgeoning magical powers, shielding had never been a weapon in the demon warlock arsenal.

No1 took a step to the right, squinting past the glare of the giant mass damper. Minerva was on her way down. Taking small careful steps towards the reserved table. Behind her, Kong leaned forward in his seat, toes tapping with excitement and anticipation. He was like a dog on a leash with the scent of a fox in his nose.

Minerva arrived. She lifted the brim of No1’s bonnet to check it was him.

‘It’s not my bonnet,’ said No1. ‘And this is certainly not my muumuu.’

Minerva took his hand. Before the abduction she had been eighty per cent genius and twenty per cent twelve-year-old girl. Now it was about fifty-fifty. ‘I’m sorry for everything. For tying you up, and the rest. I thought you would try to eat me.’

‘We’re not all savages,’ said No1. ‘And my wrists did hurt for ages. But I forgive you, I suppose. As long as your tying-up days are over.’

‘Yes. I promise.’ Minerva looked over No1’s head, towards Artemis’s table. ‘Why is he helping me? Do you know?’

No1 shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. Holly, our friend, said it was something about puberty. Apparently, you’re pretty, though to be honest, I can’t see it myself.’

Their conversation was interrupted by a whistle from further down the bar. Billy Kong was growing impatient. The ex-Paradizo employee beckoned No1 on with his index finger.

‘I should go. Leave. Depart.’

Minerva nodded. ‘OK. Be careful. I will see you soon. Where is it? In your hand?’

‘Yes,’ said No1 automatically. Then, ‘How did you know?’

Minerva walked on slowly. ‘Genius. Can’t help it.’

This place is littered with genii, thought No1. I just hope Mister Kong isn’t another one.

He continued on his way, being careful to keep his feet and hands inside the muumuu. The last thing he wanted to do was cause a panic by exposing his grey stumpy digits. Although, perhaps the humans would bow down and adore him. After all, he was incredibly handsome compared to their own gangly males.

Billy Kong was all smiles when No1 reached the table. On his face, a smile looked like the first symptom of a disease. His hair was spiked in perfect points. Even in the middle of a kidnapping, Kong still made time for hair. Good grooming says a lot about a person.

‘Welcome back, demon,’ he said, grabbing a hank of the muumuu. ‘So nice to see you. If it is you…’

‘If it is me?’ said No1, confused. ‘Me is all I can be.’

‘Excuse me if I don’t take your word for it,’
 snorted Kong, tugging back the bonnet’s frill for a quick peek at No1’s face. ‘If that Fowl kid is half as smart as I’ve heard, then he’s sure to be trying something.’

Kong examined the imp’s face, poking the plate on his forehead, pulling back the lips to check the pink gums and square white teeth. Finally, he traced the rune on No1’s forehead with a finger, to make sure it wasn’t painted on.

‘Satisfied?’

‘Pretty much. I guess little Artemis didn’t have time to do a switch. I ran him too hard.’

‘You ran us all too hard,’ complained No1. ‘We had to fly here in a machine. I saw the moon close up.’

‘You’re breaking my heart, demon. After what you did to my brother, you’re lucky to be alive. Something I hope to remedy in the next few minutes.’

No1 twisted his head to catch a glimpse of the lifts. Artemis, Butler and Minerva were two steps away from the doors.

‘Don’t look at them. They can’t help you. Nobody can help you.’

Kong clicked his fingers, and a muscular man joined them at the table. He was hefting a large metal suitcase.

‘In case you’re wondering, this is a bomb. You know what a bomb is, don’t you?’

‘Bomb,’ said No1. ‘Explosive. Incendiary device.’
 His eyes widened. ‘But that could hurt someone. A lot of some-ones.’

‘Exactly. Not humans though. Demons. I am going to strap this on to you, set the timer, then send you back to your island. The blast should at the very least put a big dent in the demon population. You won’t be crossing over here for your little night-time hunts for quite a while.’

‘I won’t do it,’ said No1, actually stamping his foot.

Kong laughed. ‘Are you sure you’re a demon? From what I hear, the last one was more… demonic.’

‘I am a demon. A warlock demon.’

Kong leaned close enough for No1 to smell his citrus aftershave. ‘Well, little Mister Warlock, maybe you can turn this bomb into a bunch of flowers, but I doubt it.’

‘I don’t have to do anything, because you can’t make me go back to Hybras.’

Kong took a set of handcuffs from his pocket. ‘On the contrary. I know exactly what to do. I picked up a thing or two in the chateau. All we have to do is dig that silver slug out of your leg, and Hybras will suck you home.’

No1 glanced again towards the lift. The doors were closing on his new friends.

‘You mean this silver slug?’ he asked, showing Kong what had been concealed in his hand.

‘He took it out,’ breathed Billy Kong. ‘Fowl took out the slug.’

‘Took it out,’ agreed No1. ‘Extracted.
 Removed.’

Then he dropped the silver nugget and disappeared.

Holly had been crouched on the mass damper watching events unfold. So far, everything had gone according to plan. Minerva had reached Artemis, and Butler had hustled them both to the lift. At the other end of the bar, Billy Kong was doing his whole grinning psycho bit. When this was all over, that Mud Man would have to be mind-wiped. There would be quite a few loose ends to clear up, actually. Not by her, though — she was not LEP any more. After this she would be lucky to be Section Eight.

Holly tapped a button on her wrist computer, zooming in on No1. The imp raised his left hand. The signal.
 This was it. Time to test theories. It was either hello again or goodbye forever.

Artemis’s plan was a risky one because his calculations were theoretical, but it was the only chance to save the demon island. And Artemis had been right so far. If Holly had to rely on someone’s theories, she would prefer those theories to be Artemis Fowl’s.

As Holly watched No1 drop the silver slug and disappear, she could not resist snapping a photo of Kong’s face with her helmet camera. His reaction was priceless. They would have a good laugh over that later.

Then she activated her wings, rising above the giant silver ball, watching for signs.

Seconds later, a faint blue electrical rectangle began spinning at the silver ball’s crown, exactly where Artemis had known it would. No1 was coming back. Just as Artemis had predicted.

Such a large mass of silver within three metres should interrupt No1’s journey home. It should cause a momentary materialization at the summit, where the damper’s energy field is most concentrated. You, Holly, have to be there to make sure this momentary materialization becomes more permanent.

On the mass damper, No1’s shape was visible inside the glowing rectangle. He seemed a little confused, as though half asleep. One arm snaked through into this world, grasping at reality.
 It was enough for Holly. She darted down and clamped a silver bracelet round No1’s grey wrist. The ghostly fingers wiggled, then solidified. Solidity sped along No1’s arm like grey paint, rescuing him from Limbo. In seconds, where there had only been space, now crouched a shivering creature.

‘Did I go?’ asked the little imp. ‘Am I back?’

‘Yes and yes,’ said Holly. ‘Now stay quiet and still. We have to get you out of here.’

The mass damper swung slowly, dissipating the wind power buffeting Taipei 101. Holly leaned into the sway, grabbed hold of No1 and took off vertically, careful to keep her cargo shielded by the seven-hundred-tonne silver ball.

The next floor up was another observation floor, but it was closed for decoration. A single workman was slicing carpet for a corner section, and he did not seem surprised to see a muumuu-clad imp come sailing over the railing.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘It’s an imp in a muumuu. You know something, imp?’

No1 landed on the floor with a thump. ‘No,’ he said cautiously. ‘Tell me something.’

‘I am not a bit surprised to see you,’ said the man. ‘In fact, you are so unremarkable that I am going to forget all about you as soon as you’ve gone.’

No1 picked himself up, straightening his bonnet.
 ‘You’ve had a talk with him, I see.’

Holly switched off her shield, speckling into view. ‘I gave him a blast of the mesmer.’ She peered over the railing down into the restaurant. ‘Come here, Number One. You’ll enjoy this.’

No1 placed his fingers against the glass. Kong and his cronies were creating chaos below, blundering towards the lifts.
 Kong was particularly perturbed, barging tourists from his path and overturning tables.

‘We probably don’t have time for this,’ said No1.

‘Probably not,’ agreed Holly. Neither fairy moved.

‘Hey, look,’ said the workman. ‘Another fairy. How utterly unremarkable.’

Only when the Toshiba lift doors had closed behind Billy Kong and his crew did Holly turn to leave.

‘Where to now?’ asked No1, wiping a happy-tear from his eye.

‘Now, we go to stage two,’ replied Holly, calling the lift. ‘Time to save Hybras.’

‘Never a dull moment,’ said No1, scurrying into the metal box. ‘Hey, my first cliché.’

Artemis and Butler had watched Minerva cross the restaurant towards them. She bore herself with considerable courage under the circumstances. Her chin was up and she had a determined look in her eye.

‘Butler, can I ask you something?’ said Artemis.

Butler was trying to keep an eye on every single person in the restaurant.

‘I’m a little busy at the moment, Artemis.’

‘Nothing taxing. Just a “yes” or “no” answer. Is it normal, during puberty, to feel these blasted feelings of attraction at stressful times? During a ransom drop, for instance.’

‘She’s pretty, isn’t she?’

‘Extremely. And funny too — remember that quark joke?’

‘I do. We must have a talk about jokes someday.
 Perhaps Minerva could sit in. And in response to your question, it
 is normal. The more stressful the situation, the more your body pumps out the hormones.’

‘Good. Normal then. Back to business.’

Minerva didn’t rush. She picked her way around tourists and tables as she walked steadily towards them.

When she drew level, Butler placed a guiding and protective hand on her back.

‘Get kidnapped every day, do you?’ he growled, steering her to the lift.

Artemis followed, glancing back over his shoulder to make sure they were not being pursued. Kong was not even looking at them, so happy was he with his prize.

The lift opened and the trio stepped inside. On the lift wall, the floor light was rapidly winking downwards.

Artemis held out his hand to Minerva. ‘Artemis Fowl the Second. Pleased to meet you finally.’

Minerva shook the hand warmly. ‘Minerva Paradizo.
 Likewise. You gave up your demon for me. I do appreciate it.’ She blushed slightly.

The lift slowed to a smooth stop, and the steel doors slid open with barely a hiss.

Minerva peeked out. ‘This is not the lobby. Why aren’t we leaving?’

Artemis stepped out on to the fortieth floor. ‘Our work here is not finished. I need to get our demon back and it’s about time you knew what you almost went up against.’







Chapter 12

Heart of Stone

Taipei 101, Fortieth Floor, Kimsichiog Gallery
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ARTEMIS strode through the Kimsichiog Gallery lobby, flanked by Butler and Minerva.

‘We’re in an art gallery,’ said Minerva. ‘Do we really have time for art?’

Artemis halted, surprised. ‘There’s always time for art,’
 he said. ‘But we’re here for a very special piece of art.’

‘Which is?’

Artemis pointed at painted silk banners hanging at regular intervals from the ceiling. Each banner was emblazoned with a single dramatic spiralling rune.

‘I follow what is happening in the art world. This exhibition is of particular interest to me. The centrepiece is the remains of a fantastic sculpture. A semicircle of strange dancing creatures. Maybe ten thousand years old. Believed to have been found off the shore of Ireland, and yet here it is, in Taiwan, being exhibited by an American oil company.’

‘Artemis, why are we here? I need to get home to my father.’

‘Don’t you recognize the rune? Haven’t you seen it somewhere?’

Minerva remembered immediately. ‘Mais oui! Certainement. It is the rune from the demon’s forehead. The very same.’

Artemis snapped his fingers and continued walking.

‘Exactly. When I met Number One, I knew his markings were familiar. It took me a while to remember where I had seen them before, but once I knew, then it occurred to me that maybe this sculpture was not a sculpture at all.’

Minerva’s brain raced ahead. ‘It was the ring of warlocks.
 From the original time spell.’

‘Precisely. What if they were not blasted into space. What if one of them had the quick thinking to use the gargoyle’s touch, to turn them all to stone.’

‘And if Number One is a warlock, then he is the only one who can reanimate them.’

‘Very good, Minerva. You catch on quickly. Young, quick and arrogant. You remind me of someone. Who could that be?’

‘Beats me,’ said Butler, rolling his eyes.

‘But how did you set this up?’ the French girl wondered.
 ‘The meeting site was Kong’s idea. I heard him on the phone.’

Artemis smiled at his own cleverness. ‘While he was thinking about it, I said, “I’ll be wearing a burgundy tie. Pay attention to that. There are a hundred and one ways this could go wrong.
 If it does, the police could tie one of us up for a long time.” Do you see?’

Minerva plucked at a curl thoughtfully. ‘Mon Dieu! You used the power of suggestion.
 Tie pay. A hundred and one. Tie one.’

‘Or what Kong’s subconscious heard: “Taipei 101. Taiwan.”
 ’

‘Brilliant, Artemis. Extraordinary. And coming from me, that means something.’

‘It was brilliant,’ said Artemis, with characteristic lack of modesty. ‘Allied to the fact that Kong’s second home is Taiwan, I was reasonably confident that it would work.’

There was a harried-looking man at the gallery’s reception desk. He was dressed in a neon blue suit, and his head was completely shaven, except for a spiral of stubble in the shape of No1’s rune. He spoke in rapid Taiwanese into a Bluetooth headset clipped to his ear.

‘No, no. Salmon is not good enough. Squid and lobster are what we ordered. You have them here by eight o’clock, or I will come down there, slice you up and serve you as sushi instead.’

‘Trouble with the caterers?’ said Artemis pleasantly in Taiwanese, when the man had disconnected.

‘Yes,’ replied the man. ‘The exhibition is opening tonight and…’

The man stopped because he had looked up to see who he was talking to and spotted Butler.

‘Well, wow. Big. I mean hello. I am Mister Lin, the curator here. Can I help you?’

‘We were hoping for a private preview of the exhibition,’
 said Artemis. ‘Specifically, the dancing figures.’

Mister Lin was so surprised he could do little more than bluster. ‘What? A what? Private? No, no, no. Impossible, out of the question. This is important art. Look at my head. Look! I don’t just do this for any old exhibition.’

‘I realize that, but my friend here, the large one, would be extremely happy if you could let us in for a minute.’

Mister Lin opened his mouth to answer, but something down the hall caught his attention.

‘What is that? Is that a muumuu?’

Artemis didn’t bother to look.

‘Oh, yes. We have disguised our fairy friend as a child in a muumuu.’

Mister Lin frowned, and the spiral on his head moved.
 ‘Fairy friend? Oh, really? Who are you people? Are you from Pop Art Today? Is this one of Dougie Hemler’s postmodernist stunts?’

‘No. He’s a real fairy. A demon warlock to be precise. The one behind him, flying, is an elf.’

‘Flying? You tell Dougie Hemler from me that there isn’t a chance in…’ Then he spotted Holly hovering over No1’s head. ‘Oh!’

‘Oh!’ agreed Artemis. ‘That’s a fair reaction. Now, can we go in? It’s extremely important.’

‘Are you going to ruin the exhibition?’

‘Probably,’ Artemis admitted.

Mister Lin’s lip quivered as he spoke. ‘Then I can’t let you in.’

Holly darted forward, collapsing her helmet visor.

‘I think you can let us in,’ she said, her voice layered with magic. ‘Because these three humans are your oldest friends. You invited them for a sneak preview.’

‘And what about you two?’

‘Don’t worry about us. We’re not even here. We’re just inspiration for your next exhibition. So why don’t you buzz us all in.’

Mister Lin flapped a hand at Holly. ‘Why would I worry about you? You’re not even here. Just some silly idea flying round my head.
 As for you three guys, I am so glad you could make it.’

‘You don’t need to video us,’ prompted Holly. ‘Why don’t you shut down the gallery cameras?’

‘I’ll just switch off the gallery cameras — give you guys a little privacy.’

‘Good idea.’

The curator had turned his attention to the pile of posters on his desk before the security door closed behind Artemis and his group.

 The exhibition hall was ultra-modern, with dark wooden floors and slatted blinds. The walls were hung with photographs — giant blow-ups of the dancing figures in the centre of the room. The figures themselves were raised on a dais, to make their detail easier to view. There were so many spotlights on them that there was barely a shadow on the stone.

No1 absently pulled off his bonnet, approaching the exhibit in a daze, as though he had been mesmerized and not the curator.

He climbed on to the dais, stroking the stone skin of the first figure.

‘Warlocks,’ he whispered. ‘Brothers.’

The sculpture was beautiful in its detail, and yet horrific in its subject matter. It consisted of four creatures, ranged in a broken semicircle, in the act of dancing or recoiling from something. They were small squat fairies, like No1, with thrusting jaws, barrel chests and stumpy tails. Their bodies, limbs and foreheads were covered with swirling runes. The demons were all holding hands, and the fourth held on to the severed hand of the next in line.

‘The circle was broken,’ said No1. ‘Something went wrong.’

Artemis climbed on to the dais beside him. ‘Can you bring them back?’

‘Bring them back?’ said No1, startled.

‘From what I know of the gargoyle’s touch, it can transform living things to stone and back again. You have the touch — can you use it?’

No1 rubbed his palms nervously. ‘I may have the touch. You know, maybe, and that’s a big maybe. I turned a wooden skewer to stone, at least I think it was stone. Maybe it was just coated with ash. I was under a lot of pressure. Everybody was watching.
 You know how it is; maybe you don’t. How many of you have even been in imp school? None, right?’

Artemis gripped his shoulder. ‘You’re babbling, Number One. You need to concentrate.’

‘Yes. Of course. Concentrate. Focus. Think.’

‘Good. Now, see if you can bring them back. It’s the only way to save Hybras.’

Holly shook her head. ‘Way to keep the pressure off, genius.’

Minerva was circling the exhibit in a daze not unlike her former captive’s.

‘These statues are
 actual demons. They have been among us all this time. I should have seen it, but Abbot looked nothing like this.’

Holly landed beside the girl, up close.

‘There are entire species that you know nothing about. You almost helped to wipe out one of them. You were lucky; if that had happened, a dozen Artemis Fowls would not have been enough to rescue you from the fairy police.’

‘I see. I said sorry already. Can we move on?’

Holly frowned at her. ‘Glad to see you’ve forgiven yourself so quickly.’

‘Harbouring feelings of guilt can have a negative effect on mental health.’

‘Child geniuses,’ growled Holly.

‘Genii,’ said Minerva.

On the dais, No1 was laying hands on one of the petrified demons.

‘So, back in Hybras. I just kind of held the skewer and got excited, then it started. I wasn’t trying to turn it into stone.’

‘Could you get excited now?’ asked Artemis.

‘What? Just like that? I don’t know. I feel a bit sick, to be honest. I think the muumuu is giving me a headache. It really is bright.’

‘Maybe if Butler gave you a fright?’

‘It’s not the same thing. I need some real pressure. I know Mister Butler wouldn’t actually kill me.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure.’

‘Oh, ha ha. You’re a rum one, Artemis Fowl. I can see I’m going to have to stay on my toes around you.’

Butler was checking his pistol when he heard noises in the corridor. He ran to the security door and peered out through the small rectangle of toughened glass.

‘We’ve got company,’ he declared, cocking his pistol.
 ‘Kong found us.’

The bodyguard put a single round into the electronic lock, frying the chip and sealing the door.

‘It’s not going to take them long to open that door. We need to wake up those demons and get out of here. Now!’

Artemis squeezed No1’s shoulder, nodding at the security door.

‘That enough pressure for you?’

On the other side of the security door Kong and his men were halted by the sight of a smoking keypad.

‘Dammit,’ swore Kong. ‘He busted the lock. We’re going to have to shoot our way in. There’s no time for planning. Don, you have the case?’

Don held up the suitcase. ‘Right here.’

‘Good. If by some miracle there is a demon in there, clip the case on to its little wrist, good and tight. I don’t want to miss another chance.’

‘Will do. We have grenades, boss. We could blow the door.’

‘No,’ snapped Kong. ‘I need Minerva and I don’t want her injured. Anyone hurts her, I hurt them. Understood?’

Everybody understood. Nothing complicated about it.

Inside the gallery, Artemis was getting a little anxious.
 He had hoped that Kong would leave the building immediately, but the hit man must have spotted one of the exhibition posters in the elevator and come to the same conclusion that Artemis himself had.

‘Anything?’ he asked No1, who was vaguely rubbing a statue’s arm.

‘Not yet. I’m trying.’

Artemis patted his shoulder. ‘Try a little harder. I have no desire to get involved in a firefight in a high-rise building. At the very least we would all end up in a Taiwanese prison.’

OK, thought No1.
 Concentrate. Reach into the stone.

He held the stone warlock’s finger tightly and tried to feel something. From the little he knew about warlocks, he guessed that this was probably Qwan, the elder magician. The stone figure’s head was circled by a simple band with a spiral motif at the front — the sign of leadership.

How terrible it must have been, No1 reflected. To see your home dematerialize and be left behind. To know it was all your own fault.

It was not my fault!
 snapped a voice in No1’s head. It was that stupid demon N’zall. Now are you going to get me out of here or not?

No1 almost fainted. His breath came in short explosive gasps and his heart seemed to hike upwards in his chest.

Come on, young warlock. Release me! I have been waiting for a long, long time.

The voice, the presence, was inside the sculpture. It was Qwan.

Of course it’s Qwan. You’re holding my hand. Who did you think it was? You’re not a simpleton, are you? Just my luck. Wait
ten thousand years and then a simpleton turns up.

‘I am not a simpleton!’ blurted No1.

‘Of course not,’ said Artemis encouragingly. ‘Just do your best. I will instruct Butler to hold Kong back for as long as he can.’

No1 bit his lip and nodded. If he spoke aloud, it could get confusing. And this situation was confusing enough without him adding to it.

He would try thought-power. Qwan was speaking in his mind;
 maybe it would work the other way.

Of course it works!
 Qwan sent. And what is all that nonsense about cooked food? Just release me from this prison.

No1 winced, trying mentally to black out his dreams of a cooked banquet.

I don’t know how to set you free, he thought. I don’t know if I can.

Of course you can, responded Qwan. You have enough magic in you to teach a troll to play an instrument. Just let it out.

How? I have no idea how.

Qwan was silent for a moment, while he took a quick peek into No1’s memories.

Oh, I see. You are a complete novice. No training of any kind. Just as well really. Without expert tuition you could have blown up half of Hybras. Very well, I will give you a little nudge in the right direction. I can’t do much from here, but maybe I can get your power flowing. It will get easier after this. Once you have been in contact with a warlock, some of his knowledge is passed on to you.

No1 could have sworn that the stone fingers round his own tightened a fraction, but that could just have been his imagination. What was definitely not in his imagination was the sudden feeling of cold loss that sped along his arm. As though life itself were being sucked from him.

Don’t worry, young warlock. I’m simply siphoning off a little magic to get the sparks running. It feels terrible, but that will not last.

It did feel terrible. No1 imagined that dying piece by piece would feel something like this, which in a way was what was happening.
 And in such a situation the body will try to defend itself by seeing off the intruder. The magic that had lain dormant inside No1 until recently suddenly exploded in his brain and gave chase to the invader.

To No1 it felt as though he suddenly had an entire new spectrum of vision. He had been blind before, but now he could see through walls. Of course, it was not really some kind of super-vision, it was an understanding of his own abilities. The magic flowed through him like liquid fire, chasing impurities out through his pores. Venting steam through his orifices and setting the runes on his body aglow.

Good lad, sent Qwan.
 Now let it go. Chase me out.

No1 found that he was able to do exactly that — to control the magical flow. He sent it after Qwan’s tendril, through his own fingers and into Qwan’s. The dead feeling was replaced by a buzzing of power. He began to vibrate, and so did the statue, shedding wafers of stone like a dead snakeskin. The old warlock’s fingers were solid no more, but living, breathing skin. They held on to No1
 tightly, keeping the connection solid.

That’s it, lad. You’re doing it.

I am doing it, thought No1 incredulously. This is really happening.

Artemis and Holly looked on in amazement as the magic spread through Qwan’s body, sloughing the stone from his limbs with pistol-shot cracks and orange flame. Life claimed Qwan’s hand, then his arm, then his torso. Stone fell from his chin and mouth, allowing the warlock to heave his first breath in ten millennia. Bright blue eyes squinted against the light and shut tightly. And still the magic ran on, blasting every last shard of stone from Qwan’s body, but there it stopped. When the sparks of No1’s power reached the next warlock in line, they simply fizzled and died.

‘What about the others?’ asked No1. Surely he could free them too.

Qwan hacked and coughed for several moments before he answered.

‘Dead,’ he said, then collapsed in the rubble.

On the other side of the gallery security door, Kong was emptying a third clip from his machine pistol into the keypad.

‘The door won’t hold much longer,’ said Butler. ‘Any second now.’

‘Can you slow them down?’ asked Artemis.

‘Shouldn’t be a problem. I don’t want to leave any bodies here, Artemis. I imagine the police are already on their way.’

‘Maybe you could just scare them a bit.’

Butler grinned. ‘My pleasure.’

The shooting stopped and the security door drooped slightly on its hinges. Butler ripped the door open smartly, yanking Billy Kong inside, then jammed the door closed again.

‘Hello, Billy,’ he said, pinning the smaller man to the wall.

Kong was too demented to be scared. He lashed out with a series of blows, any one of which would have been fatal to a normal person.
 They bounced off Butler like a fly bouncing off a Tiger Tank. That’s not to say they didn’t hurt. Kong’s trained hands felt like heated brands where they impacted. Butler’s only reaction to the pain was a slight tightening round the corners of his mouth.

‘Holly?’ he said.

‘Pull,’ said Holly, aiming her Neutrino at a point in space.

Butler catapulted Billy Kong straight up, and Holly plucked him out of the air with a blast from her weapon. Kong spun across the floor, still throwing spasmodic punches.

‘The snake’s head is out of action,’ said Artemis. ‘Let’s hope the rest will follow suit.’

Minerva decided to take advantage of Billy Kong’s unconsciousness to indulge in some payback. She stalked over to her prone kidnapper.

‘You, Mister Kong, are nothing but a thug,’ she said, kicking him in the leg.

‘Young lady,’ said Butler sharply, ‘move away. He may not be completely out.’

‘If my father has as much as a hair out of place,’
 continued Minerva, oblivious to Butler’s warnings, ‘I will personally ensure that you spend the maximum time in prison.’

Kong cracked open a weeping eye. ‘That’s no way to talk to your staff,’ he croaked, and wrapped steely fingers round her ankle.

Minerva realized that she had made a drastic mistake and decided that the best course of action was to scream as shrilly as possible.
 Which she did.

Butler was torn. His duty was to protect Artemis, not Minerva, but through years of working with Artemis and indeed Holly, he had unconsciously adopted the role of general protector. Whenever somebody was in danger, he helped them to get out of it. And this foolish girl was certainly in danger. Mortal danger.

Why is it, he wondered,
 that the smart ones always think that they’re invincible?

And so Butler made a decision, the consequences of which would haunt his dreams and waking hours for years to come. As a professional bodyguard, he knew the futility of second-guessing his own actions, but in the nights ahead he would often sit by the fire with his head in his hands and replay the moment in his mind, wishing that he had acted differently. Whatever way he played it out, the results were tragic, but at least they would not have been tragic for Artemis.

So Butler acted. He took four smart steps away from the door to disentangle Minerva from Kong’s grasp. It was a simple thing, the man was barely semi-conscious. He seemed to be operating on some kind of psychotic energy. Butler simply stepped down hard on his wrist, then rapped him sharply between the eyes with the knuckle of his index finger. Kong’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his fingers relaxed like the legs of a dying spider.

Minerva stepped smartly out of Kong’s range.

‘That was very foolish. I apologize,’ she mumbled.

‘It’s a little late for that,’ reprimanded Butler. ‘Now will you please take cover?’

The entire mini-episode took about four seconds, but in that four seconds a lot happened on the other side of the security door.
 Don, who was holding the bomb, and who had recently been punched for no good reason by his boss, decided to win Kong’s favour by bursting into the gallery and taking on the giant in there. He put his shoulder to the door at the exact moment that Butler stepped away at the other side, and to his own surprise, went tumbling head first into the room, followed quickly by four more of Kong’s henchmen, brandishing an assortment of weapons.

Holly, who was covering the door with her Neutrino, was not unduly worried. She began to worry when a grenade rolled out of the tangle of men and tapped against her foot.
 It would be easy enough for her to escape the explosion, but Artemis and No1
 would be well within the blast radius.

Think fast!

There was a solution, but it was costly in terms of equipment. She holstered her weapon, whipped off her helmet and jammed it down over the grenade, holding it there with her own weight. This was a trick she had employed before with mixed results. She had hoped it wouldn’t become a habit.

She squatted there like a frog on a toadstool for what seemed like a long time, but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. She noticed, from the corner of her eye, that a thug with a silver case was slapping the man who had rolled the grenade. Perhaps using lethal force had been against orders.

The grenade exploded, blasting Holly into a sharp arc. The helmet absorbed most of the shock, and all of the shrapnel, but there was still enough force to shatter both of Holly’s shinbones and fracture one femur. She landed on Artemis’s back like a sack of rocks.

‘Ow,’ she said and passed out.

Artemis and No1 were attempting to revive Qwan.

‘He’s alive,’ said Artemis, checking the warlock’s pulse.

‘Steady heartbeat. He should come out of it soon. You keep a strong contact with him or he could disappear.’

No1 cradled the old demon’s head. ‘He called me a warlock,’ he said tearfully. ‘I am not alone.’

‘Time enough for a talk-show moment later,’ said Artemis brusquely. ‘We need to get you out of here.’

Kong’s men were in the gallery now and shots were being fired. Artemis was confident that Butler and Holly could take care of a few thugs, but this confidence took a blow when there was a sudden explosion and a battered Holly landed on his back. Her body was instantly enveloped in a cocoon of blue light. Sparks dropped from the cocoon, like falling stars, pinpointing the most severe injuries.

Artemis crawled out from beneath her, laying his recuperating friend gently on the floor beside Qwan.

Kong’s men were now embroiled with Butler, and probably regretting choosing this line of work. He tore into them like a bowling ball into a pack of quivering pins.

One made it past Butler. A tall man with a tattooed neck and an aluminium case. Artemis guessed that this case probably did not contain a selection of Asian spices, and realized that he would have to take action himself. While he was wondering exactly what it was he could do, the man sent him sprawling. By the time he made it back to Holly’s side, his friend was sitting up groggily and there was a suitcase handcuffed to her wrist.

The man who had delivered the case had returned to the fray, where he had lasted less than a second before Butler took him out of it again.

Artemis knelt by Holly’s side.

‘Are you all right?’

Holly smiled, but it was an effort. ‘Just about, thanks to the magic. I’m out though, not a drop left. So I would advise everyone to stay healthy until I can complete my ritual.’ She shook her wrist, jangling the chain. ‘What’s in the case?’

Artemis seemed paler than usual. ‘I would guess nothing pleasant.’ He flicked the clips and lifted the lid. ‘And I would be right.
 It’s a bomb. Big and complicated. They sneaked it past security somehow.
 Through an area still under construction, I would guess.’

Holly blinked herself alert, shaking her head until the pain woke her up.

‘OK. Bomb. Can you see a timer?’

‘Eight minutes. And counting.’

‘Can you disarm it?’

Artemis pursed his lips. ‘Perhaps. I need to open the casing and get into the works before I know for sure. It could be a straight detonator or we could have all kinds of decoys.’

Qwan struggled to his elbows, coughing up large globs of dust and spit. ‘What? I’m flesh and bone after ten thousand years and now you’re telling me a bomb is going to blow me to a million pieces?’

‘This is Qwan,’ explained No1. ‘He’s the most powerful warlock in the magic circle.’

‘I’m the only one now,’ said Qwan. ‘I couldn’t save the rest. Just us two left now, lad.’

‘Can you petrify the bomb?’ asked Holly.

‘It will take several minutes before my magic is up and running. Anyway, the gargoyle’s touch only works on organic matter. Plants and animals. A bomb is full of man-made compounds.’

Artemis raised an eyebrow. ‘You know about bombs?’

‘I was petrified. Not dead. I could see what was happening around me. The stories I could tell you. You wouldn’t believe where tourists stick gum.’

Butler was piling unconscious bodies against the security doors.

‘We have to get out of here!’ he called. ‘The police are in the hallway.’

Artemis stood and took half a dozen steps away from the group, closing his eyes.

‘Artemis, this is no time to fall apart,’ chided Minerva, crawling from behind a display case. ‘We need a plan.’

‘Shh, young lady,’ said Butler. ‘He’s thinking.’

Artemis gave himself twenty seconds to rack his brains.
 What he came up with was very far from perfect.

‘Very well. Holly, you must fly us out of here.’

Holly did a few sums in her head. ‘It will take two trips, maybe three.’

‘No time for that. The bomb must go first. There are a lot of people in this building. I must go with the bomb as there is a chance I can defuse it.
 And the fairies must come too; it is imperative that they are not taken into custody. Hybras would be lost.’

‘I can’t allow this,’ objected Butler. ‘I have a duty to your parents.’

Artemis was stern with his protector.

‘I am giving you a new duty,’ he said. ‘Look after Minerva. Keep her safe until we can rendezvous.’

‘Let Holly fly out over the sea and drop the bomb,’ argued Butler. ‘We can mount a rescue later.’

‘It will be too late. If we don’t get these fairies out of here, the eyes of the world will be on Taipei. And anyway, the local seas are thronged with fishing boats. This is the only way. I will not allow humans or fairies to die when I might have prevented it.’

Butler would not give up. ‘Listen to yourself. You sound like a… like a good guy! There’s nothing in this for you.’

Artemis had no time for emotions. ‘In the words of H. P.
 Woodman, old friend, Time is ticking on, and so we must be gone. Holly, tie us to your belt, all except Butler and Minerva.’

Holly nodded, still slightly shell-shocked. She reeled out a number of pitons from her belt, wishing she had been issued one of Foaly’s Moonbelts, which generated a lo-grav field around everything attached to it.

‘Under the arms,’ she instructed No1. ‘Then clip it back on to the loop.’

Butler helped Artemis with his strap. ‘This is it, Artemis. I’ve had it, I swear. When we get home I am retiring. I’m older than I look, and I feel older than I am. No more plotting. Promise me?’

Artemis forced a smile. ‘I am simply flying to the next building. If I cannot defuse the bomb, then Holly can fly it out to sea and endeavour to find a safe spot.’

They both knew that Artemis was lying. If he could not defuse the bomb, there would be no time to find a safe drop point.

‘Here,’ said Butler, handing him a flat leather wallet.
 ‘My picks. So you can at least get into the works.’

‘Thank you, old friend.’

Holly was loaded to the chin. No1 and Qwan clung to her waist, while Artemis was cinched to the front.

‘OK. Everyone ready?’

‘I wish my magic would come back,’ grumbled Qwan. ‘I’d turn myself into a statue again.’

‘Terrified,’ said No1. ‘Freaking. Planking. Up the creek.’

‘Colloquialisms,’ said Artemis. ‘Very good.’

Butler closed the case. ‘One building across. That’s as far as you need to go. Get that panel off and go straight for the explosive itself. Rip out the detonator if you have to.’

‘Understood.’

‘OK. I won’t say goodbye, just good luck. I will see you as soon as I can talk us out of here.’

‘Thirty minutes, if that.’

Up to that point Minerva had hung back looking shamefaced.
 Now she came forward.

‘I’m sorry, Artemis. I shouldn’t have gone near Mister Kong.’

Butler lifted her bodily aside. ‘No, you shouldn’t, but there’s no time for apologies now. Just stand by the door and look innocent.’

‘But I…’

‘Innocent! Now!’

Minerva obliged, wisely realizing that this was not the time for arguing.

‘OK, Holly,’ said Artemis. ‘Lift off.’

‘Check,’ said Holly, activating her backpack. The wings struggled with the extra weight for a moment, and there was something about the engine vibration that Holly didn’t like, but gradually her rig took the strain and lifted all four of them off the floor.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘I think we’re good.’

Butler nudged the flying group towards a window. This was all so risky he couldn’t believe that he was letting it happen. But there was no time to deliberate. It was do or die.

He reached up, yanking down on the window’s security catch. The entire two-metre pane swung wide, allowing the high altitude wind to scream into the building. Suddenly, everyone was deafened and under attack from the elements. It was hard to see anyone and even harder to hear them.

Holly floated the group outside and they would have been whipped away had Butler not held on for a second.

‘Go with the wind,’ he shouted to Holly, releasing his grip. ‘Make your descent gradual.’

Holly nodded. Her wing motor skipped a beat and they dropped two metres.

Artemis’s stomach lurched.

‘Butler,’ he called, his voice thin and childlike in the wind.

‘Yes, Artemis, what?’

‘If something goes wrong, wait for me. No matter how it looks, I will return. I will bring them all back.’

Butler nearly jumped out after them. ‘What are you planning, Artemis? What are you going to do?’

Artemis called back, but the wind caught his words, and his bodyguard could only stand framed by steel and glass, shouting into the wind.

They dropped quickly. A bit more quickly than Holly would have liked.

The wings can’t take it, she realized. Not the weight and the wind. We’re not going to make it.

She rapped a knuckle on Artemis’s head. ‘Artemis!’ she shouted.

‘I know,’ shouted the Irish boy. ‘Too much weight.’

If they fell now, the bomb would detonate in the middle of Taipei. That was unacceptable. There was only one thing to do. Artemis had not even mentioned this option to Butler, as he knew the bodyguard would reject it no matter how sound his own reasoning.

Before Artemis had time to act on his theory, Holly’s wings spluttered, jerked and died. They fell in ragged free fall like a sack of anchors, head over heels, dangerously close to the skyscraper wall.

Artemis’s eyes were scalded by wind, his limbs were folded back to breaking point by rushing air, and his cheeks were ballooned to comical proportions, though there was nothing funny about falling hundreds of metres to a certain death.

No! said Artemis’s iron core. I will not let this be the end.

With a grim and physical determination that he must have picked up from Butler, Artemis raised his arms and grabbed No1’s arm. The object he sought was right there, almost in his face, and yet it seemed impossible to reach.

Impossible or not, I must reach it.

It was like trying to push against the skin of a giant balloon, but push Artemis did.

The ground rushed up from below, smaller skyscrapers jutting up like spears. And still Artemis pushed.

Finally, his fingers closed round No1’s silver bracelet.

Goodbye, world, he thought. One way or another.

And he ripped the bracelet off, flinging it into the air.
 Now, the demonkind were no longer anchored to this dimension. For a second there was no obvious reaction to this, but then, just as they were passing between the first of the lower skyscrapers, a revolving purple trapezoid opened in the sky and swallowed them as neatly as a kid catching a Cheerio in his mouth.

Butler staggered back from the window, trying to process what he had seen. Holly’s wings had failed, that much was clear, but then what? What?

It dawned on him suddenly. Artemis must have had a secondary plan; that boy always did. Artemis wouldn’t go to the bathroom without a back-up. So they weren’t dead. There was a good chance of that.
 They had just disappeared into the demon dimension. He would have to keep telling himself that until he believed it.

Butler noticed that Minerva was crying.

‘They’re all dead, aren’t they? Because of me.’

Butler placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘If they were all dead, it would be because of you, but they’re not — Artemis has everything under control. Now, chin up, we have to talk our way out of here, daughter.’

Minerva frowned. ‘Daughter?’

Butler winked, though he felt anything but cheery. ‘Yes, daughter.’

Seconds later a squad of Taiwanese regular police heaved open the door, flooding the room with blue and grey uniforms. Butler found himself looking down the barrels of a dozen police special pistols. Most of these barrels were wobbling slightly.

‘No, you dolts,’ squealed Mr Lin, threading his way through the policemen, slapping at their gun arms. ‘Not that one. He is my good friend. Those other ones, the unconscious ones. They are the ones who broke in here; they knocked me down. It is a miracle my friend and his…’

‘Daughter,’ prompted Butler.

‘And his daughter were not harmed.’

Then the curator noticed his demolished exhibit and faked a faint. When no one rushed to aid him, he picked himself up, went off into a corner and had a little cry.

An inspector, who wore his gun cowboy-style, ambled across to Butler.

‘You did this?’

‘No. Not me. We were hiding behind a crate. They blew up the sculpture then started fighting among themselves.’

‘Do you have any idea why these people would want to destroy a sculpture?’

Butler shrugged. ‘I think they think they’re anarchists.
 Who knows with these people.’

‘They have no ID,’ said the inspector. ‘Not one of them. I find that a bit strange.’

Butler smiled bitterly. After all Billy Kong had done, he would only be prosecuted for property damage. Of course, they could mention the kidnapping, but that would lead to weeks, possibly months of red tape in Taiwan. And Butler did not particularly want anyone looking too deeply into his past, or indeed the selection of false passports in his jacket pocket.

Then something struck him. Something about Kong from a conversation back in Nice.

Kong used a kitchen knife on his friend, Foaly had said. There’s still a warrant out for him there, under the name Jonah Lee.

Kong was wanted for murder in Taiwan, Butler realized, and there was no statute of limitations on murder.

‘I heard them talking to that one,’ said Butler, pointing to the supine Billy Kong. ‘They called him Mister Lee, or Jonah. He was the boss.’

The inspector was interested. ‘Oh, really. Did you hear anything else? Sometimes the smallest detail can be important.’

Butler frowned, thinking about it. ‘One of them said something, I don’t even know what it means…’

‘Go on,’ urged the inspector.

‘He said… let me think. He said, You’re not such a tough guy, Jonah. You haven’t notched your barrel in years. What does that mean, notching your barrel?’

The inspector pulled a mobile phone from his pocket. ‘It means that man is a murder suspect.’ He hit ‘one’ then speed dial. ‘Base?
 Chan here. I need you to run the name Jonah Lee through records — go back a few years.’ He closed the phone. ‘Thanks, Mister… ?’

‘Arnott,’ said Butler. ‘Franklin Arnott, New York City.’
 He had been using the Arnott passport for several years. It was genuinely rumpled.

‘Thanks, Mister Arnott, you may just have caught a murderer.’

Butler blinked. ‘A murderer! Wow. Do you hear that, Eloise? Daddy caught a murderer.’

‘Well done, Daddy,’ said Eloise, looking unhappy with Daddy for some reason.

The inspector turned to pursue his inquiries, then stopped.

‘The curator said there was another person. A boy. A friend of yours?’

‘Yes. And no. He’s my son. Arty.’

‘I don’t see him around.’

‘He just stepped out, but he’ll be back.’

‘Are you sure?’

Butler’s eyes lost their focus. ‘Yes, I’m sure. He told me.’







Chapter 13

Out of Time
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THE journey between dimensions was more violent than Artemis remembered. There was no time to reflect on various scenery changes, and barely time for his senses to register sights, sounds or temperature changes. They were ripped from their own dimension and dragged through wormholes of space and time with only their consciousnesses intact. Only once did they materialize for the briefest second.

The landscape was grey, bleak and pockmarked, and in the distance Artemis could see a blue planet camouflaged by cloud cover.

I’m on the moon, thought Artemis, then they were gone again, drawn by the lure of Hybras.

It was an unnatural feeling, this out-of-body, out-of-mind travel. How am I still aware? thought Artemis. How is any of this possible?

And stranger still, when he concentrated, Artemis could feel the thoughts of the others swirling around him. It was mostly broad emotions, such as fear or excitement. But after a bit of mental twiddling, Artemis detected specific thoughts too.

There was Holly, wondering if her weapon would arrive intact. Typical soldier. And there was No1, fretting incessantly, not about the journey itself but about someone who would be waiting for him in Hybras.
 Abbot. A demon named Abbot.

Artemis reached out and found Qwan floating in the ether.
 His mind was formidable, juggling complex computations and philosophical puzzles.

You are keeping the mind active, young human.

Artemis’s consciousness realized that this thought was directed at him. The warlock had felt his clumsy probe.

Artemis could feel a difference between his mind and the others. They had something different. An alien energy. It was difficult to explain a feeling without senses, but for some reason it seemed to be blue.
 A blue plasma, electric and alive. Artemis allowed this rich feeling to flow through his mind and was instantly jolted by its energy.

Magic, he realized.
 Magic is in the mind. Now this was something worth knowing. Artemis retreated to his own mind-space, but he took a sample of the blue plasma with him. You never know when a touch of magic would come in useful.

They materialized on Hybras, inside the crater itself.
 Their arrival was accompanied by a flash of displaced energy. The group lay on the soot-blackened slopes, panting and steaming. The ground beneath them was warm to the touch, and the acrid stink of sulphur stung their nostrils.
 The euphoria of materialization soon dissipated.

Artemis breathed experimentally, the air from his mouth blowing up small dust eddies. Volcanic gas made his eyes water, and flat flakes of ash instantly coated every exposed patch of skin.

‘This could be hell,’ he commented.

‘Hell or Hybras,’ said No1, climbing to his knees. ‘I got some of this ash on a tunic before. It never comes out.’

Holly was up too, running a systems check on her equipment.

‘My Neutrino is fine. But I can’t get a lock on a communications signal. We’re on our own. And I seem to have lost the bomb.’

Artemis kneeled, his knees cracking through the ash crust, releasing the heat below. He glanced at his watch and caught sight of his own face. His hair was grey with ash, and for a second he thought he was looking at his father.

A thought struck him. I look like my father, a father I may never see again. Mother.
 Butler. I have only one friend left.

‘Holly,’ he said. ‘Let me look at you.’

Holly did not look up from her wrist computer.

‘No time right now, Artemis.’

Artemis padded across to her, walking gingerly on the thin crust.

‘Holly, let me look at you,’ he said again, holding her shoulders.

Something in Artemis’s voice made Holly stop what she was doing and pay attention. This was not a tone Artemis Fowl used very often.
 It could almost class as tenderness.

‘I just need to make sure you’re still you. Things get mixed up between dimensions. On my last trip, I switched fingers.’

He held up his hand for her to see. ‘Strange, I know. But you seem to be fine. All present and correct.’

Something flashed in the corner of Artemis’s eye. There was a metal case half buried in the ash further up the crater wall.

‘The bomb,’ sighed Artemis. ‘I thought we’d lost it in transit. There was a flash when we landed.’

Qwan hurried across to the bomb. ‘No. That was energy displacement. Mostly mine. Magic is almost another being. It flows where it will. Some of mine did not flow back to me in time, and ignited on re-entry.
 I am happy to say that the rest of my power is fired up and ready to go.’

Artemis was struck by how much of this prehistoric being’s language was similar to NASA jargon. No wonder we don’t have a chance against the fairies, he thought. They were solving dimensional equations when we were still knocking stones together.

Artemis helped the warlock to heave the bomb from the ash’s grip. The timer had been knocked for six by the time-jump and now read over five thousand hours. Finally, a stroke of luck.

Artemis used Butler’s picks to examine the bomb’s workings. Maybe he could disarm it if he had a few months, a couple of computers and some laser tools. Without those things, there was about as much chance of him disarming this weapon as there was of a squirrel making a paper aeroplane.

‘This bomb is perfectly operational,’ he said to Qwan.
 ‘Only the timer was affected.’

The warlock stroked his beard. ‘That makes sense. That instrument is relatively simple, compared to the complexity of our bodies.
 The dimension tunnel would have no trouble reassembling it. The timer is another matter. It will be affected by any time-flares we run across here.
 It could blow at any second, or never.’

Not never, thought Artemis. I may not be able to disarm this thing, but I can certainly blow it, when I need to.

Holly peered at the deadly device. ‘Is there any way we can dispose of it?’

Qwan shook his head. ‘Inanimate objects cannot travel unaccompanied in the time tunnel.
 We, on the other hand, could get sucked back in at any moment. We need to get some silver on us immediately.’

Holly glanced at Artemis. ‘Maybe some of us want to get sucked back in.’

‘Maybe you do,’ said Qwan. ‘But under certain conditions.
 If you just let yourselves go, who knows where you’ll end up. Or when. Your natural space and time will attract you, but with the spell deteriorating, you could arrive encased in rock a mile below the surface, or stranded on the moon.’

This was a sobering thought. It was one thing to have a quick tourist’s look at the surface of the moon. It was quite another to be stuck there forever. Not that you would know anything about it after the first minute.

‘So we’re stuck here?’ said Holly. ‘Come on, Artemis. You have a plan. You always have a plan.’

The others gathered round Artemis. There was something about him that made people assume that he was the leader. Perhaps it was the way he assumed it himself. Also, in this instance, he was the tallest person in the group.

He smiled briefly. So this is how Butler feels all the time.

‘We all have our reasons for wanting to go back,’ he began. ‘Holly and I have left loved ones behind. Friends and family we would dearly love to see again. Number One and Qwan, you need to get your People out of this dimension. The spell is unravelling, and soon nowhere on this island will be safe. If my calculations are correct, and I feel certain that they are, then not even silver can anchor you here for much longer. Now, you can go when the spell dictates, or we can decide when to make the jump.’

Qwan did his sums in his head. ‘Not possible. It took seven warlocks and a volcano to move the island here. To get us back I would need seven magical beings. Warlocks preferably. And of course, a live volcano, which we don’t have.’

‘Does it have to be a volcano? Wouldn’t any energy source do?’

‘Theoretically,’ agreed Qwan. ‘So, you’re saying we could use the bomb?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Highly unlikely, but possible. I still need seven magical beings.’

‘But the spell is already cast,’ argued Artemis. ‘The infrastructure is there. Couldn’t you do it with fewer?’

Qwan wagged a finger at Artemis. ‘You are a smart Mud Boy.
 Yes, maybe I could do it with fewer. Of course, we would not know until we arrived.’

‘How many?’

‘Five. Five at the absolute least.’

Holly ground her teeth. ‘We only have three, and Number One’s a novice. So we need to find two demons with magic on this island.’

‘Impossible,’ snapped Qwan. ‘Once an imp warps, that’s the end of any magic they might have. Only warlocks, like myself and Number One, do not warp. So we keep our magic.’

Artemis brushed ash from his jacket.

‘Our first priority is to get out of this crater and find some silver. I suggest we leave the bomb here. The temperature is not enough to ignite it, and if it does explode, the volcano will absorb some of the force. If we are going to find some other magical creature, we will undoubtedly have a better chance outside this crater. At any rate, the sulphur is giving me a headache.’

Artemis did not wait for agreement. He turned and made for the crater lip. After a moment, the others followed, struggling with each footfall through the crust of ash. It reminded Artemis of a giant sand dune he’d trudged up with his father once. Here, falling would have harsher consequences.

It was a difficult and treacherous hike. The ash concealed grooves in the rock and small crevasses that vented warm air from the volcano. Colourful fungi grew in clusters around these vents, and they glowed in the crater shadows like coral night lights.

Nobody spoke much during the climb. No1 muttered his way through large tracts of the dictionary, but the others realized that this was his way of keeping his chin up.

Artemis glanced upwards occasionally. The sky was dawn red and glowed above him like a lake of blood.

That’s a cheery metaphor, thought Artemis. Maybe it says something about my character that a lake of blood is the only image I can come up with.

No1’s build was best suited for the steep climb. He had a low centre of gravity, and could rest on his stumpy tail if need be. His thick feet anchored him securely and armoured plates covering his body protected him from sparks or bruising in the event of a fall.

Qwan was clearly suffering. The old warlock had been a statue for the past ten thousand years and was still working the kinks out of his bones. Magic soothed the process somewhat, but even magic could not completely erase the pain. He winced each time his foot punctured the soot crust.

Finally, the group reached the summit. If time had passed it was impossible to tell how much. The sky still had the same red tinge, and all timepieces had virtually stopped.

Holly jogged the last few steps, then raised her right hand, fingers closed in a fist.

‘That means halt,’ Artemis told the others. ‘It’s a military thing. Human soldiers use the exact same sign.’

Holly poked her head above the rim for a moment, then returned to the group.

‘What does it mean if there are a lot of demons on their way up the mountain?’

Qwan smiled. ‘It means our brother demons saw the flash of our arrival and are coming to greet us.’

‘And what does it mean if they are all armed with crossbows?’

‘Hmm,’ mused Qwan. ‘That could be a touch more serious.’

‘How bad can they be?’ asked Artemis. ‘We’ve faced trolls together.’

‘It’s fine,’ said Holly, powering up her handgun. ‘They’re not so big. We’re going to be fine. Really.’

Artemis frowned. Holly only bothered reassuring him when they were in deep trouble.

‘That bad?’ he said.

Holly whistled, shaking her head. ‘You have no idea.’







Chapter 14

Leader of the Pack

The Island of Hybras
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 WHILE Artemis and company had been zooming around the time tunnel, Leon Abbot had been in Council with the pride elders. Council was where all the big decisions were made, or more accurately, where Abbot made all the big decisions. The others thought they were participating, but Leon Abbot had a way of bringing them round to his way of thinking.

If only they knew, he thought, biting the inside of his cheek to prevent a smug grin spreading across his face. They would eat me alive. But they can never know, because there is nobody left alive to tell them.
 That dolt Number One was the last, and he’s gone. What a pity.

Abbot had something big planned for today. A big departure for the pride, the dawn of a new era. The Leon Abbot era.

He looked down the table at his fellow demons, sucking the bones from a bucket of recently live rabbits that he had laid on for the meeting. He despised the other Council members. Every one. They were weak, stupid creatures, ruled by their baser appetites. What they needed was leadership. No arguments, no debates, just his word was law, and that was that.

Of course, under normal circumstances, the other demons might not share his vision of the future. In fact, if he suggested it, then they would most likely do to him what they were currently doing to the rabbits. But these were not normal circumstances. He had certain advantages when it came to negotiating with the Council.

At the far end of the table, Hadley Shrivelington Basset, a recent addition to the Council, stood and growled loudly. The signal that he wished to speak. In truth, Basset worried Abbot slightly. He was proving a little resistant to Abbot’s regular powers of persuasion, and some of the others were beginning to listen to him. Basset would have to be handled soon.

Basset growled again, cupping both hands round his mouth to ensure that the sound travelled to the head of the table.

‘I would speak, Leon Abbot. I would have you listen.’

Abbot sighed wearily, waving at the demon to go ahead.

The young ones certainly loved their formality.

‘Things are happening that worry me, Abbot. Things are not as they should be with the pride.’

There were murmurs of assent from round the table. Not to worry. The others would soon change their tune.

‘We are known by human names. We venerate a human book. I find this sickening. Are we to become human altogether?’

‘I have explained this, Basset. Perhaps a million times.
 Are you so dull-witted that my words do not penetrate your skull?’

Basset growled low in his throat. These were fighting words. And pride leader or not, Abbot would soon find those words rammed down his throat.

‘Let me try one more time,’ continued Abbot, plonking his boots on the table, a further insult to Basset. ‘We learn the human ways so we can better understand them, and so more easily defeat them. We read the book; we practise with the crossbow; we bear the names.’

Basset would not be cowed. ‘I have heard these words a million times, and each time they seem ridiculous to me. We do not give each other rabbit names when we hunt rabbit. We do not live in foxholes to hunt the fox. We can learn from the book and the bow, but we are demon, not human. My family name was Gristle.
 Now that’s a real demon name! Not this stupid Hadley Shrivelington Basset.’

It was a good argument and well presented. Maybe in different circumstances Abbot would have applauded and recruited the young demon as a lieutenant, but lieutenants grew up to be challengers and that was one thing Abbot did not want.

Abbot stood, walking slowly down the length of the table, gazing into the eyes of each Council member in turn. At first, their eyes blazed with defiance, but as Abbot began to speak, this fire faded to be replaced by a dull sheen of obedience.

‘You are right, of course,’ said Abbot, running a talon along one curved horn. An arc of sparks followed the path of his nail.
 ‘Everything you say is exactly right. The names, that ridiculous book, the crossbow. Learning the language of English. It’s all a joke.’

Basset’s lips curled back over pointed white teeth, and his tawny eyes narrowed. ‘You admit this, Abbot? You hear him admit it?’

Before, the others had grunted their approval of the young buck’s challenge, but now it was as if the fight had gone out of them. All they could do was stare at the table, as if the answers to life’s questions were etched into the wood grain.

‘The truth is, Basset,’ continued Abbot, drawing ever nearer. ‘That we’re never going back home. This is our home now.’

‘But you said…’

‘I know. I said that the spell would end, and we would be sucked back to where we came from. And who knows, it may even be true. But I have no idea what will actually happen. All I know is that for as long as we are here, I intend to be in charge.’

Basset was stunned. ‘There will be no great battle? But we’ve been training for so long.’

‘Distraction,’ said Abbot, waving his fingers like a magician. ‘Smoke and spells. It gave the troops something to concentrate on.’

‘To what on?’ asked Basset, puzzled.

‘Concentrate, you moron. Think about. As long as there’s a war to be planned, demons are happy. I provided the war, and I showed them how to win. So, naturally, I am a saviour.’

‘You gave us the crossbow.’

Abbot had to stop and laugh. This Basset really was a prize fool. He could almost pass for a gnome.

‘The crossbow,’ he panted at last, when his mirth had petered away. ‘The crossbow! The Mud Men have weapons that shoot death. They have iron birds that fly, dropping exploding eggs. And there are millions of them. Millions! All they would have to do is drop one egg on our little island and we would disappear. And this
 time, there would be no coming back.’

Basset did not know whether to attack or flee. All these revelations were hurting his brain, and all the other Council members could do was sit there drooling. It was almost as if they were under a spell…

‘Come on,’ said Abbot mockingly. ‘You’re getting there.
 Wring out that sponge of a brain.’

‘You have bewitched the Council.’

‘Full marks!’ crowed Abbot. ‘Give that demon a raw rabbit!’

‘B-but that can’t be,’ stammered Basset. ‘Demons are not magical creatures, except the warlocks. And warlocks do not warp.’

Abbot spread his arms wide. ‘And I am so obviously a magnificently warped creature. Does your brain hurt? Is this all too much for you, Basset?’

Basset pulled a long sword from its scabbard.

‘My name is Gristle!’ he roared, lunging at the pride leader.

Abbot batted the blade aside with his forearm, then pounced on his opponent. Abbot may have been a liar and a manipulator, but he was also a fearsome warrior. Basset may as well have been a dove attacking an eagle.

Abbot drove the smaller demon to the stone floor, then squatted on his chest, ignoring the blows Basset drove into his armoured plates.

‘Is that the best you can do, little one? I have had better tumbles with my dog.’

He grabbed Basset’s head between his hands and squeezed until the younger demon’s eyes bulged.

‘Now I could kill you,’
 said Abbot, and the thought gave him obvious pleasure. ‘But you are a popular buck among the imps, and they would pester me with questions. So I will let you live. After a fashion. Your free will shall belong to me.’

Basset shouldn’t have been able to speak, but he managed to moan one word.

‘Never.’

Abbot squeezed harder.

‘Never? Never, you say? But don’t you know that never comes quickly here in Hybras?’

Then Abbot did what no warped demon should be able to do:
 he summoned magic from inside himself and let it shine through his eyes.

‘You are mine,’ he said to Basset, and his voice was layered with magic, and irresistible.

The others were so conditioned that they succumbed to just a tinge of the mesmer in his voice, but for Basset’s fresh young mind, Abbot was calling forth every spark of magic in his system. Magic that he had stolen. Magic that, by fairy law, was never to be used to mesmerize another fairy.

Basset’s face was turned red, and his forehead plate cracked.

‘You are mine!’ repeated Abbot, staring straight into Basset’s captive eyes. ‘You will never question me again.’

To Basset’s credit, he fought the enchantment for several seconds, until the magic’s power actually burst a blood vessel in his eye.
 Then, as the blood spread across the orange sclera of his eye, Basset’s resolve faded, to be replaced by docile dullness.

‘I am yours,’ he intoned. ‘I will never question you again.’

Abbot closed his eyes for a moment, drawing the magic back into himself. When he opened them again, he was all smiles.

‘That’s good. I am so glad to hear that, Basset. I mean, your option was quick and painful death, so you’re better off as a mindless lapdog anyway.’

He climbed to his feet and graciously helped Basset to his.

‘You’ve had a fall,’ he explained, in a doctor—patient voice. ‘And I’m helping you to your feet.’

Basset blinked dreamily. ‘I will never question you again.’

‘Oh, never mind all that now. Just sit down and do whatever I say.’

‘I am yours,’ said Basset.

Abbot slapped his cheek gently. ‘And the others said we wouldn’t get along.’

Abbot returned to his own chair at the head of the lodge.
 The chair was high-backed and made from various animal parts. He settled into it, paddling the armrests with his palms.

‘I love this chair,’ he said. ‘Actually, it’s more of a throne than a chair, which brings me to our main business here today.’ Abbot reached under a leather flap in the chair and pulled out a roughly fashioned bronze crown.

‘I think it’s about time the Council declared me king for life,’ he said, fixing the crown on his head.

This new king-for-life idea would be a tough sell. A demon pride was always ruled over by the fittest, and it was a very temporary position. Abbot had only survived as long as he had by mesmerizing anyone who dared challenge him.

Most of the Council had been under Abbot’s spell for so long that they accepted the suggestion as if it were a royal decree, but some of the younger ones shuddered with violent spasms as their true beliefs wrestled with this new repugnant idea.

Their struggles didn’t last long. Abbot’s suggestion spread like a virus through their conscious and subconscious, subduing revolution wherever it was found.

Abbot adjusted his crown slightly. ‘Enough debate. All in favour, say graaargh!’

‘GRAAARGH!’ howled the demons, battering the table with gauntlets and swords.

‘All hail King Leon,’ prompted Abbot.

‘ALL HAIL KING LEON!’ mimicked the Council, like trained parrots.

The adulation was interrupted by a soldier demon, who burst through the lodge’s flap.

‘There’s a… there was a big…’

Abbot whipped off the crown. The general population wasn’t ready for that yet.

‘There’s a what?’ he demanded. ‘A big what?’

The soldier paused, catching his breath. He realized suddenly that he’d better communicate the bigness of what had happened on the mountain, or else Abbot was liable to behead him for interrupting the meeting.

‘There was a big flash.’ A big flash? That didn’t sound
 big enough.

‘Let me start again. A huge flash of light came from the volcano. Two of the hunting party were nearby. They say someone came through. A group. Four beings.’

Abbot frowned. ‘Beings?’

‘Two demons, maybe. But the other two. The hunter doesn’t know what they are.’

This was serious. Abbot knew it. These beings could be humans, or worse still, surviving warlocks. If it was a warlock, he would surely guess Abbot’s secret. All it would take was one demon with some real power, and his hold on the pride would be gone. This situation had to be contained.

‘Very well. The Council will investigate. Nobody else goes up there.’

The soldier’s Adam’s apple bobbed nervously, as if he was about to bear bad news. ‘It’s too late, Master Abbot. The entire pride is climbing the volcano.’

Abbot was halfway to the door before the soldier finished his sentence.

‘Follow me!’ he shouted to the other demons. ‘And bring your weapons.’

‘GRAAARGH!’ roared the spellbound Council members.

Artemis was surprised at how calm he felt. You would think that a teenage human would be terrified at the sight of a pride of demons climbing towards him, but Artemis was more nervous than terrified, and more curious than nervous.

He glanced backwards over his shoulder, into the crater they had just climbed out of.

‘The pride comes before a fall,’ he said softly, then smiled at his own joke.

Holly overheard. ‘You certainly pick your moment to develop a sense of humour.’

‘Usually, I would be planning, but this is out of my hands. Qwan is in charge now.’

No1 led them along the rim of the crater towards a low rocky ledge. There was a wooden rod jammed into the ground beside the ledge, and hooked over the rod were dozens of silver bangles. Most tarnished and soot-caked.

No1 wiggled a bunch over the top of the rod.

‘Dimension jumpers leave these here,’ he explained, passing them out. ‘Just in case they make it back. No one ever did, until now. Except Leon Abbot, of course.’

Qwan slipped a bangle on to his wrist. ‘Dimension jumping is suicide. Without silver, a demon will never be able to stay in one place for more than a few seconds. They will drift between times and dimensions until they are killed by exposure or starvation. Magic is the only reason we’re here. I am amazed this Abbot person made it back. What is his demon name?’

No1 squinted down the mountain pathway.

‘You can ask him yourself. That’s him, the big one elbowing his way to the head of the group.’

Holly squinted down at the pride leader.

‘The one with the curved horns and big sword?’ she asked.

‘Is he smiling?’

‘No.’

‘That’s Abbot.’

It was a strange reunion. There was no hugging, no champagne and no teary-eyed reminiscing. Instead, there were bared teeth, drawn swords and threatening behaviour. The latest batch of imps were especially eager to skewer the newcomers and prove their valour. Artemis was the number one target in the group. Imagine, an actual live human here on Hybras. He didn’t look so tough.

Artemis and company had stayed put on the ledge, waiting for the demons to come to them. They didn’t have to wait long. The imps arrived first, breathless from the climb and just dying to kill something.
 If it hadn’t been for Qwan, Artemis would have been ripped to shreds on the spot. In fairness, Holly had something to do with keeping Artemis alive too. She tagged the first half-dozen imps with a charge from her Neutrino strong enough to send them scurrying back to what they thought was a safe distance. After that, Qwan managed to hold their attention by conjuring a multicoloured dancing monkey in the air.

Soon every demon who was able to climb the mountain had done so, and they were all staring at the magical monkey.

Even No1 was entranced. ‘What is that?’

Qwan fluttered his fingers, causing the monkey to somersault.

‘It’s a simple magical construct. Instead of allowing the sparks to roam on instinct, I marshal them into a recognizable form. It takes time and effort, but in time you will have this micro-control too.’

‘No,’ said No1. ‘I mean what is that?’

Qwan sighed. ‘It’s a monkey.’

As their numbers grew, the demons became more and more agitated. The warriors crashed horns in a show of strength. They bashed each other’s chest plates with their forearms and made a big show of sharpening their swords on stones.

‘I miss Butler,’ said Artemis.

‘Me too,’ said Holly, scanning the crowd for the greatest threat. It wasn’t easy to decide. Every demon in the crowd seemed as though he was on the verge of hurling himself at the new arrivals. Holly had seen three-dimensional models of demons, of course, but she had never seen the real thing. The models were accurate enough, but they couldn’t capture the bloodlust in the creatures’ eyes, or the eerie whines that curled out of their noses as battle fever possessed them.

Abbot barged through to the front of the group and Holly instantly trained her weapon on his chest.

‘Qwan!’ said Abbot, obviously amazed. ‘You’re alive? I thought the warlocks were all dead.’

‘Except the one that helped you,’ said No1 before he could stop himself.

Abbot took a step back. ‘Well, yes. Except that one.’

Qwan closed his fist and the monkey disappeared. ‘I know you, ‘he said slowly, searching for the memories. ‘You were at Taillte. You were a dissenter.’

Abbot drew himself up. ‘That’s right. I am Abbot the dissenter. We never should have come here. We should have met the humans head-on. The warlocks betrayed us!’ He levelled his sword at Qwan. ‘You betrayed us!’

The other demons growled and rattled their weapons.

Abbot took a moment to study the other members of the group.

‘A human! That’s a human. You have brought the enemy to our door. How long before the rest of them follow in their metal birds?’

‘Metal birds?’ said Artemis in Gnommish. ‘What metal birds? All we have are crossbows, remember?’

There followed a collective ooh, as the demons realized that this human spoke their language, albeit with an accent.

Abbot decided to change the subject. This boy was picking holes in his story. ‘And you brought an elf too, warlock. Armed with a magical weapon. The elves betrayed us at Taillte!’

Qwan was getting bored with all this posturing. ‘I know, everybody betrayed you at Taillte. Why don’t you give the order you’re working up to? You want us dead. Give the order, and see if our brother demons will attack the only being who can save them.’

Abbot realized that he was on very dangerous ground. This poisonous little bunch had to be dealt with. Quickly and permanently.

‘You want to die so much? So be it, you can die.’ He pointed his sword at the small group and was on the verge of roaring ‘Kill them!’ or perhaps ‘Death to the traitors!’ when Qwan snapped his fingers. He did this in a very showy way, setting off a magical mini-explosion.

‘I remember you now. Your name isn’t Abbot. You’re N’zall, the idiot who ruined the time spell. But you seem different. Those red markings.’

Abbot flinched as if struck. A few of the older demons sniggered. Abbot’s demon name wasn’t brought up very much. Abbot was a little embarrassed by it, not surprisingly since N’zall meant ‘little horn’
 in the old demon cant.

‘It is you, N’zall.
 It’s all coming back to me now. You and that other moron, Bludwin — you were against the time spell. You wanted to fight it out with the humans.’

‘I still do,’ roared Abbot, overcompensating after the mention of his true name. ‘There’s one right here. We can start with him.’

Qwan was angry now, for the first time since he came back to life. ‘We had it all worked out. We had a circle of seven in the volcano, the lava was rising, and everything was under control, then you and Bludwin hopped out from behind a rock and broke the circle.’

Abbot’s laugh was hollow. ‘This never happened. You have been away too long, warlock. You have gone mad.’

Qwan’s eyes burned with blue sparks, and magic rippled along the length of his arms. ‘I have been a statue for ten thousand years because of you.’

‘Nobody believes a word of this, warlock.’

‘I believe it,’ said No1. And there were some in the demon camp who believed it too. It was in their eyes.

‘You tried to murder the warlocks!’ continued Qwan accusingly. ‘There was some commotion and Bludwin went into the volcano. His energy tainted the spell. Then you dragged my apprentice, Qweffor, into the lava too. Both of you went in. I saw it.’ Qwan frowned, trying to piece it all together. ‘But you didn’t die. You didn’t die because the spell had already started. The magic transported you away before the lava could melt your bones. But where did Qweffor go? Where did you go?’

No1 knew the answer to that question. ‘He went into the future. He told our secrets to the humans in exchange for one of their storybooks and an ancient weapon from a museum.’

Abbot pointed the sword at him. ‘I was going to let you live, impling.’

No1 felt a knot of rage in his stomach. ‘Like you
 let me live the last time? You told me to jump into the crater. You mesmerized me!’

Abbot was in a tough spot. He could order the Council to attack, but that would leave many questions unanswered, and he couldn’t mesmerize everybody. But if he let Qwan keep talking, every one of his secrets could be exposed. What he needed was some time to think.
 Unfortunately, time was something he did not have. He would have to use his wits and weapons to get out of this situation.

‘I mesmerized you! Don’t be ridiculous. Demons don’t have magic. We abhor magic. ‘Abbot shook his head in disbelief. ‘What am I even doing explaining myself to a runt like you? Shut your mouth, Number One, or I’ll stitch it shut and throw you into the volcano.’

Qwan did not appreciate his new apprentice being threatened.

‘I have had enough of you, N’zall. You would threaten warlocks? Number One, as you call him, has more power inside him than you will ever have.’

Abbot laughed. ‘For once you are right, old warlock. I have no power inside me. Not a single spark of magic. What I do have is the power of my fist, and the strength of the pride behind me.’

Artemis was growing tired of this bickering.

‘We don’t have time for this,’ he said, stepping out from behind Qwan. ‘The time spell is unravelling and we need to make preparations for the journey home. For that journey, we need all the magic we can get.
 Including yours, N’zall or Abbot or whatever your name is.’

‘I don’t argue with humans,’ growled Abbot. ‘But if I did, I might repeat that I don’t have any magic.’

‘Oh, come on,’ scoffed Artemis. ‘I know the side effects of the mesmer. Including ragged pupils and bloodshot eyes. Some of your friends here have been mesmerized so much they barely have pupils any more.’

‘And where did I get this magic?’

‘You stole it in the time tunnel. I imagine you and Qweffor were literally melted together by the combination of lava and magic.
 When you emerged in Earth’s recent past, you managed to hold on to some warlock magic.’

This was a bit of a stretch for everyone present. Abbot realized that he wouldn’t need the mesmer
 to convince anybody that the human’s theory was ridiculous. He could destroy this human’s argument before destroying the human.

Abbot made a great show of scoffing at Artemis. He did the whole big tribe leader bit, running his nails along the curves of his horns, and barking out short bursts of laughter. Pretty soon, almost everyone else was laughing along.

‘So, human,’said Abbot, when the furore had died down. ‘I
 stole magic in the time tunnel.
 You must be losing your mind, Mud Boy. Maybe that’s because I’m about to order my imps to skin your bones and suck the marrow from them. Even if what you say were possible, how would you know? How would a human know?’ And Abbot grinned smugly, certain that no satisfactory answer could possibly be forthcoming.

Artemis Fowl grinned right back at him and pointed his index finger at the sky. Actually, it was his middle finger, due to the time-tunnel switch. From the tip of this finger sprang a small blue spark which exploded like a tiny firework.

‘I know magic can be stolen,’ said Artemis. ‘Because I stole some myself.’

This piece of melodrama was greeted by a moment of stunned silence; then Qwan cackled loudly.

‘I said you were smart, Mud Boy. I was wrong, you are exceptional. Even in the time tunnel you were plotting. Stole a little magic, did you?’

Artemis shrugged, closing his fingers on the sparks. ‘It was floating around. I wondered what would happen if I embraced it.’

Qwan squinted at him. ‘Now you know. You are changed.

A magical creature like us. I hope you will use your gift wisely.’

‘Just what we need,’ moaned Holly. ‘Artemis Fowl with magical powers.’

‘I believe that if we count Mister N’zall here that makes five magical beings. Enough to reverse the time spell.’

Abbot was sunk and he knew it. The other demons were looking at him curiously. Wondering if he had been manipulating them magically. Even a few of the mesmerized Council were struggling to shake off their mental chains. It was only a matter of minutes before his dreams of kingship floated forever out of his reach.

There was only one option left to him.

‘Kill them all!’ he roared, not quite as fiercely as he would have liked. ‘Imps, you have free rein.’

The mesmerized Council members lurched into action, not quite as graceful in battle as they would normally be. The imps were so delighted to be given a chance to kill something with only two legs that they barged forward with unconfined glee.

‘Blood and guts!’ howled one, and they all took up the cry. It was not particularly eloquent, but it got the message across.

Holly was not particularly worried. Her Neutrino could fire as fast as she could aim, and with a wide beam setting she could stun the entire line of demons and imps before they could do any damage. In theory.

She elbowed Artemis aside, took a stand and began firing.
 The beams erupted from the pistol in a spreading cone pattern. Blasting the demons off their feet and keeping them down for at least ten minutes. Except for the ones that were getting back up immediately. Which seemed to be most of them. Even the imps were shaking off the blasts as if they were mere gusts of wind.

Holly frowned. This should not be happening. And she didn’t dare raise the setting for fear of doing permanent damage. Something she would not risk under any circumstances.

‘Qwan?’ she said. ‘My beam’s not having much effect. Any ideas?’

Holly knew that warlocks weren’t much use in combat situations. It was against their credo to harm, and they would only do so in the most dire situations. By the time Qwan overcame his pacifist nature, it would be too late.

While Qwan scratched his chin, Holly kept firing. Each pulse brought down a bunch of demons, but they were back on their feet in seconds.

‘If the Council has been mesmerized, I can heal them,’
 concluded Qwan. ‘But the brain is delicate; I need direct contact.’

‘No time for that,’ said Holly, loosing another burst.
 ‘Artemis, have you got anything?’

Artemis had his hand on his stomach. ‘I really need to use a bathroom. A second ago I was fine. But now…’

Holly really wished her wings were operational. If she could just get a bird’s eye view on the targets, it would be much easier.

‘Bathroom, Artemis? Is this really the time?’

One demon made it past the laser bursts. Close enough to smell. Holly ducked under his swinging mace, kicking him in the chest. The air left his lungs in a whoof, and the demon went down gasping for breath.

‘I need the bathroom, and your Neutrino is having barely any effect. Time is speeding up. We’re in a surge.’ Artemis grabbed Holly’s shoulder, causing a burst to sail off high and wide.

‘I need to get to the bomb. It could explode at any moment.’

Holly shrugged him off. ‘Safety tip, Artemis. Don’t jiggle me when I’m firing. Qwan, can you buy us some time?’

‘Time,’ said Qwan, smiling. ‘You know, it’s ironic that we need time because…’

Holly ground her teeth. Why did she always have to end up with the intellectuals?

No1 had been equal parts terrified and thoughtful during the attack. Terrified for the obvious reasons: dismemberment, painful death, etc. But also thoughtful. He was a warlock. There must be something he could do. Before he left the island, he would have been stunned into inactivity by the suddenness and ferocity of this attack. Now, it wasn’t even the worst thing he’d faced. Those security Mud Men in the chateau. The big ones with the suits and fire sticks. No1 could see them in his head, as clearly as though they were here.

Instead of allowing the sparks to roam on instinct, I marshal them into a recognizable form.

No1 concentrated on the human figures in his memory, wrapping them with magic, bringing them forth. He felt them solidifying as though the blood in his forehead were freezing. When the pressure became too much for his forehead, he expelled it into reality, conjuring up ghostly images of a dozen human mercenaries, blasting away with automatic weapons.
 It was a spectacular sight. Even Abbot reared back. The rest more than reared back — they turned and ran.

‘Nice, Qwan. Good thinking,’ said Artemis.

Qwan was puzzled. ‘You can read my thoughts? Oh, you mean the soldiers. That was not me. Number One is a very powerful little warlock.
 In ten years he could move this island on his own.’

Abbot was left standing ten paces from the group with his sword in his hand and a hailstorm of blue bullets cascading around him. In fairness to the pride leader, he stood his ground, facing certain death the demon way — with a sword in his hand and a snarl on his face.

Qwan shook his head. ‘Just look at that. It’s that kind of idiocy that got us into trouble in the first place.’

Abbot had some experience with magic, and he soon realized that these new humans and their missiles were mere illusions.

‘Come back, you fools,’ he shouted after his soldiers.
 ‘They can’t hurt you.’

Artemis tapped Holly’s shoulder. ‘Sorry to jiggle you again. But we need to get back to the bomb. All of us. And if possible, lure Abbot down there too.’

Holly put several bursts into Abbot’s chest to buy them a couple of minutes. The pride leader flew backwards as though a giant had pounded his chest with a mallet.

‘OK. Let’s go. Artemis, you go ahead, I’ll hold them off from the rear.’

They scrambled back into the crater, skidding on their heels through the ash crust. They made faster progress on the way down, but it was just as treacherous. It was hardest for Holly because she was moving backwards, ready to take a potshot at anyone who poked so much as a hair over the crater rim.

It was a scene from a five-year-old’s nightmare. Acrid smells that burned the eyes and throat, a surface that sucked at the feet, a red sky and the sound of breath and heartbeats. Not to mention the constant fear that the demons were coming.

Things were about to get worse. The release of Qwan’s displaced magical energy had accelerated the deterioration of the time spell and it was on the point of collapsing entirely. Unfortunately, this would happen in reverse order, starting on Hybras. Artemis knew this, but he hadn’t had a spare second to run any calculations. Soon, he guessed — it would happen soon. And who could tell when soon was during a time surge?

Artemis realized that it was more than a guess. He knew the collapse of the tunnel was imminent. He could feel it. He was in touch with magic now. He was part of it and it was part of him.

Artemis pulled Qwan’s arm round his shoulder, urging him forward.

‘Quickly. We need to hurry.’

The old warlock nodded. ‘You feel it? Chaos in the air.
 Look at Number One.’

Artemis glanced behind. No1 was on their heels, but his brow was furrowed with pain and he knuckled his forehead.

‘He’s sensitive,’ gasped Qwan. ‘Puberty.’

Suddenly, human puberty didn’t seem so bad.

Holly was in trouble. Her years of training and experience hadn’t prepared her for the moment when she would be retreating into a volcano, guarding a human and two members of a supposedly extinct species during a time surge.

The surge was playing havoc with her bodily functions, but it was also having an effect on her gunfire. She was laying down a covering fire on the ridge but a cluster of blasts disappeared in mid-air.

Where do those shots go? Holly wondered briefly. Into the past?

Groups of ghost images fizzled into existence for a brief moment, giving the illusion that there were twice as many demons as there had been. Added to this she was suddenly struck with hunger cramps and she could swear her fingernails were growing.

Abbot’s demons came fast, and not in a tight group as Holly had hoped. They had ranged themselves along the rim, and came over the top in a coordinated wave. It was a fearsome sight — dozens of warriors bounding over the lip, their markings glowing in the red light, teeth bared, horns quivering and bloodcurdling battle cries echoing around the crater walls. This was not like fighting trolls. Trolls had some basic smarts, but these demons were organized and battle ready. Already they knew to spread out and avoid the laser bursts.

Holly picked out the pride leader.

Hello there, Abbot, she thought. Whatever happens here, you’re going home with a headache.

She loosed three bolts at him. Two disappeared, but one connected, sending Abbot tumbling into the dirt.

Holly did her best, widening the spread as much as possible, setting the trigger on automatic. If she’d had her full combat pack, then there wouldn’t have been a problem. A few flash grenades at the right moment would have stunned the entire wave of demons, and a pulse assault rifle could have held them back for a few hundred years if necessary. As it was, she had one handgun, no back-up and a time surge gobbling half her rays. It seemed an impossible task to slow down Abbot and his goons long enough for Artemis to reach the bomb. And even if she did manage it, what then?

The demons kept coming, bent low and bobbing. They loosed bolts from their crossbows on the run, none of which were affected by the surge. Of course, they wouldn’t be. The rays from her Neutrino were calibrated to have a short life: once they made contact with air, they would dissipate after five seconds unless specifically reset to hold together for longer.

Thankfully, the bolts were falling short, but not as short as they had been a few moments earlier. Time was running out in more ways than one.

A group of especially daredevil imps made it past Holly’s arc of fire. Their method of travel was foolhardy and suicidal. Only idiot luck saved them from crushed skulls. Using a hide shield as a sled, three of them skidded down the crater’s inner slope, being tossed hither and thither by rocks and changes in gradient.

One second they were fifty metres away, and the next Holly could smell the sweat glistening on their brow plates. Holly swung her gun barrel towards them, but it was too late; she could never make it. And even if she did, the others would use the distraction to make ground.

The imps were leering at her. Lips pulled back over sharp pointed teeth. One was especially agitated and had some kind of slime flowing from his pores.

The imps seemed to hang suspended in the air for the longest time, and then something
 happened. The air pulsed, and reality momentarily split into coloured pixels like a faulty computer screen. Holly felt sick to her stomach and the imps winked out of existence, taking a two-metre diameter tube of the crater with them.

Holly fell back from the hole, which collapsed in on itself.

No1 fell to his knees and threw up.

‘Magic,’ he gasped. ‘Breaking down. The lure of Earth is stronger than silver now. No one is safe.’

Artemis and Qwan were in slightly better shape, but only slightly.

‘I am older and have more control over my empathy,’ said Qwan. ‘That’s why I didn’t throw up.’ And having said that, he threw up.

Artemis didn’t even give the old warlock time to recover himself. There was no time. Time was surging and unravelling at the same time.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Forward.’

Holly back-pedalled to her feet, pulling No1 to his.
 Behind them on the slopes, the demons froze at the sight of the disappearing imps, but now were advancing again with renewed determination. No doubt they believed that Holly was responsible for the disappearance of their little brothers.

Temporal booms echoed around the island, as chunks of Hybras spun into the time tunnel. Some would materialize on Earth and some in space. It was doubtful that any demons unlucky enough to be transported would survive. Not without concentrated magic to forge a compass for them.

Artemis dragged himself the last few steps to the bomb, dropping to his knees beside it. He wiped ash from the read-out with his sleeve, then spent a while studying it, nodding along with the flickering of its digital timer.

The numbers of the timer were behaving seemingly erratically: jumping forward, slowing down and even backing up slightly. But Artemis knew that there would be a pattern in here somewhere. Magic was simply another form of energy, and energy conformed to certain rules. It was simply a matter of watching the timer and counting. It took a while longer than they could afford, but eventually Artemis spotted the repeat. He ran the numbers quickly in his head.

‘I see it,’ he shouted to Qwan, who was on his knees beside him. ‘It’s mainly forward. An hour per second for a count of forty, followed by a deceleration to thirty minutes per second for a count of eighteen, then a slight jump backwards in time, one minute per second back for a count of two. Then it repeats.’

Qwan smiled weakly. ‘What was the first one again?’

Artemis stood heaving the bomb from its cradle of ash and fungus.

‘Never mind. You need to prepare to transport this place.
 I’ll move this bomb to wherever you need it.’

‘Very well, smart Mud Boy. But we still only have four magical beings. We need N’zall.’

Holly backed into the group, still firing. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Qwan nodded. ‘I have faith in you, Captain. Then again I am a trusting person, and look where that got me.’

‘Where do you want this?’

Qwan considered. ‘We need to form a circle round it, so somewhere flat. Look, that level spot. There.’

Artemis began dragging the bomb towards the indicated spot. It wasn’t so far. And then they could all stand round in a ring and watch it explode.

Everyone had their jobs to do now. And the chances of their tasks coming to fruition were slightly less than the chances of a dwarf-goblin marriage ever taking place. And a goblin would rather eat his own feet than marry a dwarf.

Artemis had to position the bomb. No1 and Qwan were in charge of spell-casting, and Holly had the unenviable tasks of keeping them all alive, and persuading Abbot to join their group. And all this while the island was disintegrating around them.

The volcano was literally being torn apart. Huge segments vanished into space like parts of a giant three-dimensional jigsaw. In minutes, there would be nothing left to transport.

Qwan took No1’s hand in his own, leading him to the small level spot.

‘OK, young fellow. That thing you did up there, with the soldiers — that was good. I was impressed. But this is the big time. I know you’re in pain. That’s just because you are sensitive to the spell’s breakdown. But you have to ignore that. We have an island to move.’

No1 felt his tail vibrate nervously. ‘An island? An entire island?’

Qwan winked. ‘And everyone on it. No pressure.’

‘What do we do?’

‘I only need one thing from you. Call up your magic, every drop. Let it pass through me and I’ll do the rest.’

That sounded easy enough. But calling up magic when there were arrows flying and chunks of the countryside disappearing was about as easy as going to the toilet on command, with a dozen people watching. Who all hated you.

No1 closed his eyes and thought magical thoughts.

Magic. Come on, magic.

He tried to open the same doors in his mind as he had when he had conjured up the human soldiers. To his surprise, he found the magic came easier now, as if it was ready to come out. The cage had been opened and the beast was free. No1 felt the power surge through his arms, animating him like a puppet.

‘Whoa there, big fellow,’ said Qwan. ‘No need to blow my head off. Put a leash on it until it’s time to go. ‘The old warlock shouted to Artemis, his thin voice almost whipped away by sonic booms. ‘How long?’

Artemis was dragging the bomb with some difficulty, digging his heels into the crust and heaving. He couldn’t help thinking that Butler would have simply slung the bomb and its casing over one shoulder and hefted it on to the plateau.

‘Count to three hundred. Maybe two ninety-nine. Providing the deterioration remains constant, which it should.’

Qwan had stopped listening after the words three hundred. He gripped No1’s hands tightly.

‘Five minutes and we’re going home. Time to start the mantra.’ Qwan closed his eyes and bobbled his head from side to side, muttering in the ancient demon tongue.

No1 could feel the power of the words, shaping the magic into rising circles of blue fire around them. He held on to his new mentor and joined in, repeating the mantra as if his life depended on it. Which, of course, it did.

Holly had a new mission now. Somehow she had to draw Abbot into their little group, and persuade him to join the magic circle. It seemed, judging by the way he was waving his fancy sword, highly unlikely that he would do this voluntarily.

The demon attack was mostly in disarray now, what with large tracts of the surroundings flashing off into another dimension, but Abbot and his Council members were as dogged as ever, forging ahead with barely a pause when some of their number disappeared.

Holly held her fire, wondering what was the best way to communicate with the pride leader. She was a trained negotiator, and suspected from her own observations and what No1 had told her, that Abbot had Acquired Situational Narcissism. He was completely in love with himself and his own importance in the community. Narcissists would often chose to die rather than accept what they saw as demotion. To Abbot, Holly would represent someone who was trying to remove him as pride leader, and therefore someone to be dealt with immediately.

Great, thought Holly.
 No matter what dimension you’re in, there’s a big-headed male trying to take over the world.

The demons were advancing in a ragged line. Abbot was at the head, waving his fancy sword, urging his mesmerized troops forward. The red sky was splitting into interwoven tendrils behind his head. The world as Abbot knew it was ending, but still he would not give up his position. Death for all before disgrace for him.

‘Call off your warriors, Abbot,’ shouted Holly. ‘We can talk about this.’

Abbot did not reply as such. Not unless howling and waving a sword could count as a reply.

The demons were spreading out even more now. Flanking her and avoiding being sucked off into another dimension all in one group. Abbot skidded ahead, digging his heels through the crust of ash, leaning his torso back to avoid tumbling. He was completely coated in ash now, even his ram’s horns were grey. Grey maelstroms trailed behind him as each lurch forward threw up a thousand flakes.

There’s nothing I can do, thought Holly. This guy wouldn’t listen to his own mother. If he knew who his mother was.

There was no way out. She would have to up the charge and knock him senseless for a couple of hours. Qwan would have to put Abbot in the magic circle unconscious.

‘Sorry,’ she said, and flicked up the power setting above the pistol’s thumb-rest.

Holly aimed with practised accuracy. The beam which pulsed from the Neutrino’s barrel was a more dangerous red now, and should knock Abbot head over heels a couple of times.

I’ll try not to enjoy that sight, thought Holly.

It was a sight she never got to enjoy, for at that precise moment the time surge reversed for a count of two. The beam disappeared into the past and Holly felt like throwing up as her atoms were scrambled once again by time quandary. She caught a glimpse of her ghostly past self less than a metre to her right. Out-of-focus past versions of the demons scrambled behind them like speed trails. Then the past was gone for another minute.

Abbot was still coming. Dangerously close now. Holly reckoned she had time for another shot. And with any luck, the demon Council would lose their singularity of purpose with their leader out of the picture.

She adjusted her aim, then the world shattered before her like a broken mirror. A curved section of the earth rose above her like a tidal wave, then dematerialized in a glittering flurry of sparks. Holly caught a glimpse of alternate dimensions through the gaps. There was sun and space and enormous multi-tentacled creatures.

The sheer amount of magic present in the air squeezed Holly’s head like a vice. She vaguely noted groaning behind her as Artemis and the others succumbed to the magical overload.

But she could not succumb. Some of the demons may have been sucked up into the time tunnel, but there could be more left. The air shimmered and settled. Rivulets of dust and rock spilled from mid-air. Huge chasms yawned all around, with nothing below but red space. There was more emptiness now than land.

Most of the demons were gone. Most, but not all. Abbot alone was left. Grinning maniacally, his sword extended before him.

‘Hello, elf,’ he said and plunged the sword into Holly’s chest.

Holly felt the steel slide through the delicate membrane of elfin skin, between the eighth and ninth ribs, and lodge a millimetre below her heart. It was cold as ice and more painful than words can describe. She fell backwards, slipping off the slick blade, crashing through the crust of ash. Blood poured out of her like water from a ruptured vessel.
 Her own heart did gravity’s work, emptying her veins with every beat.

‘Magic,’ she gasped, through the pain.

Abbot was jubilant. ‘Magic cannot help you, elf. I’ve been working on this sword for a long time, in case the warlocks ever showed up.
 There’s enough enchantment in this steel to stop an entire magic circle.’ He shook the sword as he talked. Spittle sprayed from his mouth, and Holly’s blood dripped from the blade, splattering lines on the ash.

Holly coughed; the action felt like it was splitting her in two. Magic could not help her here. There was only one person who could.

‘Artemis,’ she said, her voice weak and thin. ‘Artemis, help me.’

Artemis Fowl glanced her way briefly, then returned his gaze to the bomb’s timer, leaving Holly Short to die on the ground. Which she did.







Chapter 15

Home Again, Home Again
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ARTEMIS was hauling the bomb when the big shift came. The magical overspill hit him like a rugby tackle, driving him to his knees. For a moment his senses were completely overloaded and he was left gasping in a vacuum. Sight was first to return, distorted by tears and stars.

He checked the bomb’s timer. Three minutes to go, providing the pattern did not disintegrate. He glanced to his left where Qwan and No1 were returning to the business of conjuring, while over his right shoulder Holly was holding whatever demons were left. All around, the world was vibrating itself out of this existence. The noise was hellacious and the smell coated the inside of his nostrils.

The bomb was heavy enough to make Artemis’s knuckles crack, and not for the first time, he wished Butler was at his side to take the strain. But he wasn’t at his side, and wouldn’t be again if Artemis did not get going. It was a simple plan:
 move the box to the plateau. Object A to point B. There was no sense in thinking about it.

Then Holly got stabbed and the plan got a lot more complicated.

Artemis saw the blade going in out of the corner of his eye. And worse still he heard the sound it made. A clean snick, like a key going into a lock.

This can’t be real, he thought. We have been through too much together for Holly to be taken so quickly.

The sound the sword made coming out of Holly was hideous beyond imagination. Artemis knew that he would take that sound to his own grave.

Abbot was gloating now. ‘Magic cannot help you, elf. I’ve been working on this sword for a long time.’

Artemis sank to his haunches, fighting the urge to crawl to Holly’s side. Magic could not help Holly, but perhaps a combination of magic and science could. He forced himself to ignore the spurts of deep red blood seeping from her wound. There was nothing in Holly Short’s future but death.

Her current future. But the future could be changed.

No1 and Qwan had not seen the assault. They were deep in concentration, building the blue rings. Abbot was moving towards them now.
 The tip of his sword dripped blood on the ash like a leaky pen joining the dots to his next victims.

Holly spoke her last. ‘Artemis,’ she said. ‘Artemis, help me.’

Artemis glanced at her. Once. Briefly. He shouldn’t have.
 The sight of his friend dying almost threw off his count. And right now, the count was the most important thing.

Holly died without a friend to hold her hand. Artemis felt her go — another gift of the magic. He kept on counting, brushing away the tears on his cheeks.

Keep counting. That’s all that matters.

Artemis rose, walking swiftly to his fallen friend. Abbot saw him go. He pointed the sword in Artemis’s direction.

‘You’re next, Mud Boy. First the warlocks, then you. Once you are gone, things will return to how they were.’

Artemis ignored him, nodding along with the count in his head, making sure not to rush. The count must be accurate or all was lost.

Abbot elbowed his way between Qwan and No1. They were so focused that they barely realized that he was there. With two strokes of his cursed sword, the job was done. No1 fell backwards, blue magic trailing from his fingers. Qwan did not fall, because the tip of Abbot’s sword was keeping him upright.

Artemis did not look into Holly’s eyes. He could not.
 Instead, he prised the handgun from her hand and pointed it away from him.

Be careful now. Timing is everything.

Abbot yanked his sword from Qwan’s chest, and the small body slumped lifelessly to the ground. Three dead in less time than it would take to tie a shoelace.

Artemis ignored the last breaths and the rhythmic crunching of ash that told him Abbot was coming. Not that the demon was trying to hide it.

‘I’m back here, human. Why don’t you see if you can turn round in time.’

Artemis searched the volcano floor around Holly for footprints. There were many, but only two side by side, where Abbot had stood as he struck. All the while, he counted, remembering his own calculations.

An hour per second for a count of forty, followed by a deceleration to thirty minutes per second for a count of eighteen, then a slight jump backwards in time, one minute per second back for a count of two. Then it repeats.

‘Maybe I’ll keep you,’ chuckled Abbot, prodding Artemis’s back with his sword. ‘It’d be nice to have a pet human around. I could teach you tricks.’

‘I have a trick for you,’ said Artemis and he fired a single blast from the gun.

The blast exited the barrel, and then was whipped one minute into the past, just as Artemis had calculated it would be. It faded from the present and emerged just in time to strike the ghostly image of Abbot as he drew back his sword to thrust it into Holly.

The Abbot of one minute ago was lifted and tossed against the crater wall.

The present-time Abbot had barely time to say, ‘What happened?’ before he winked out of existence, no longer flesh, merely unrealized possibility.

‘You didn’t kill my friends,’ replied Artemis, though he was talking to himself. ‘That never happened.’

Artemis glanced down nervously. Holly was no longer there.
 Thank God.

Another quick glance told him that Qwan and No1 were back building their magic circle, as if nothing had happened.

Of course not. Nothing did happen.

Artemis concentrated on the memory. Picturing Abbot spinning through the air. He wrapped the incident in magic to preserve it.

Remember, he told himself. What he had just done, now never had to be done, and so wasn’t done. Except, of course, he had done it.
 Time quandaries such as these should be forgotten for the sake of sanity, but Artemis was loathe to surrender any of his memories.

‘Hey,’ said a familiar voice. ‘Don’t you have a job to do, Artemis?’

It was Holly. She was hog-tying Abbot with his own bootlaces.

Artemis could only stare at her and smile. He still felt the pain of her death, but that would heal quickly now that she was alive again.

Holly caught him smiling. ‘Artemis, could you get that box on to the plateau? It’s a simple plan.’

Artemis smiled some more, then shook himself. ‘Yes. Of course. Put the box on the plateau.’

Holly had been dead and now she was alive.

Artemis’s hand tingled with the phantom memory of a gun it may or may not have held moments before.

There will be consequences for this, he thought. You can’t alter events in time and be unaffected. But whatever the consequences are, I will bear them, because the alternative is too terrible.

He returned to his mission, dragging the bomb the final metres to the plateau. He kneeled, then put his shoulder into the casing, slotting the bomb between Qwan and No1’s legs. No1 didn’t even notice that Artemis was there. The little apprentice warlock’s eyes were solid blue now, flush with magic. The runes on his chest glowed, then began to move, swirling like snakes, slithering upwards to his neck and swirling on his forehead like an enchanted Catherine wheel.

‘Artemis! Give me a hand with this!’

It was Holly, struggling to roll Abbot’s unconscious body across the bumpy crater. With each revolution, the demon’s horns got snagged in the earth, ploughing a small furrow.

Artemis plodded across to her, legs aching from the climb and descent. He grabbed one horn and heaved. Holly took the other.

‘Did you shoot him?’ Artemis asked.

Holly shrugged. ‘I don’t know. May be. It got a bit hazy there for a minute. Must be the time spell.’

‘Must be,’ said Artemis, relieved that Holly didn’t remember what had happened. Nobody should have to remember dying, though he would be interested to find out what exactly came next.

Time was running every which way, including out. One way or another, the island of Hybras was not going to be here much longer.
 Either the time spell would take it in pieces, or Qwan would get a grip of the bomb’s energy and transport them back to Earth. Artemis and Holly dragged Abbot into the circle, dumping him at Qwan’s feet.

‘Sorry he’s out,’ said Holly. ‘It was that or dead.’

‘Difficult choice with this one,’ said Qwan, grabbing one of Abbot’s horns.

Artemis took the other, and between them they pulled Abbot into a kneeling position. There were now five in the circle.

‘I had been hoping for five warlocks,’ grumbled Qwan. ‘One warlock, one apprentice, an elf, a human and a snoring egomaniac were not exactly what I had in mind. This makes things a little more complicated.’

‘What can we do?’ asked Artemis.

Qwan shuddered and a blue film passed across his eyes.

‘D’Arvit,’ he swore. ‘This young one is powerful. I can’t hold him in much longer. Two more minutes of this and he’s going to melt our brains inside our skulls. I saw that once. Fluid boiling right out of the ears. Horrible.’

‘Qwan! What can we do?’

‘Sorry. I’m a little stressed here. OK. Here’s how it’s supposed to work. I’m going to lift us off, with junior’s help. When the device explodes, I’ll convert the energy to magic. Captain Short, you’re in charge of the where. Artemis, you’re in charge of the when.’

‘Where?’ said Holly.

‘When?’ said Artemis simultaneously.

Qwan gripped Abbot’s horn so tightly it creaked. ‘You know where this island goes, Holly — picture the spot. Artemis, let your time call to you. Allow it to reel you in. We cannot go back to our time. That would cause so many quandaries that the planet would probably just drop into a lower orbit and fry everything on it.’

‘I accept that,’ said Artemis. ‘But allow it to reel me in? I prefer some facts and figures. How about trajectories? Spatial addresses?’

Qwan was on his way into a trance. ‘No science. Just magic. Feel your way home, Artemis Fowl.’

Artemis frowned, disgruntled. Feeling his way was not how he generally did things.
 People who felt their way without hard scientific facts generally wound up broke or dead. But what choice did he have?

It was easier for Holly. Magic had always been a part of her life. It had been her minor in college and all LEP officers had to take regular in-service courses. In seconds her eyes were clouded with blue sparks and her inner magic had added a blue ring to the pulsing circles around them.

Visualize it, thought Artemis. See where you want to go, or rather when you want to arrive.

He tried, but even though the magic was in him, it was not
 of him. The fairies were lost in the spell casting, but Artemis Fowl could only gaze at the huge bomb at their feet, and marvel that they were waiting for it to explode.

A bit late for doubts now. After all, the whole ‘harness the bomb’s power’ notion was your idea.

It was true he had conjured a few sparks earlier. But that was different; he had done it without thinking. The sparks had been a flourish to make his point. Here, his magic could be what kept everyone on this island alive.

Artemis studied each member of the circle in turn. Qwan and No1 vibrated with unnatural speed. Their eyes were blue, and markings spun on their foreheads like mini-cyclones. Holly’s magic vented through her fingers, coating her hand in an almost liquid blue light. Abbot, of course, was unconscious, but his horns glowed blue and continuous streams of sparks shot from them, cascading over the group like a rock band’s special effect.
 In fact, this entire episode would not look out of place in a music video.

Around them, the island was suffering its own trauma. The time tunnel’s continued meltdown snatched up increasingly larger plots, whisking them off to other dimensions. The crackling hoops of power round them fused to form a magical hemisphere. It was not perfect though — gaps flowed across its surface, threatening the integrity of the entire structure.

I’m the problem, thought Artemis. I am not contributing.

Artemis felt himself on the verge of panic. Whenever this feeling claimed him, he ordered his mind to change gear and slip into a meditative mood. He did this now, feeling his heart slow and the impossible craziness around him slip away.

He concentrated on one thing. Holly’s hand in his.
 Clutching his fingers with life and energy. Holly’s fingers twitched, sending magical tendrils along Artemis’s arm. In his relaxed state, he was receptive, and her magic sparked his own, drawing it from his brain. He felt the magic ignite in his nerve endings, filling him up, elevating his consciousness to another place. It was a euphoric experience. Artemis realized there were sections of his brain opening up that hadn’t been used by humans for millennia. He also realized that humans must have had their own magic once, but had forgotten how to use it.

Ready? asked Qwan, but not aloud. They were sharing consciousness now, as they had been in the tunnel. But this was a clearer experience, like digital compared to radio waves.

Ready, replied the others, thought waves overlapping in a kind of mental harmony. But there was disharmony too, and struggle.

It’s not enough, thought Qwan. I can’t seal the hemisphere. I need more from Abbot.

The others pushed as hard as they could, but none of them had any more magic to give. Abbot would kill them all in his sleep.

Hello? Who’s there?
 said a new voice, which was something you don’t expect in a closed magic circle, even if it is your first one.

Along with the voice came a series of memories. Great battles, betrayal and a plunge into a fiery volcano.

Qweffor? said Qwan.
 Is that you, boy?

Qwan? Can it be you? Are you trapped here too?

Qweffor. The apprentice hauled into the volcano by Abbot back on Earth. Qwan instantly understood what must have happened.

No. We’re in the magic circle once more. I need your power. Now!

Oh gods, Master Qwan. It’s been so long. You wouldn’t believe what this demon eats.

Power, Qweffor! Now! We can talk at the other end.

Oh, OK. Sorry. Nice to hear a warlock’s thoughts again. After so long, I thought
 —

Power!

Sorry. On the way.

Moments later a strong pulse of power hummed through the circle. The magical hemisphere sealed, becoming a solid shield of light.
 Qwan redirected a small chunk of magic down to encircle the bomb itself. A high-pitched whistle emanated from the little golden sphere.

High C, thought Artemis absently.

Focus! admonished Qwan.
 Take us to your time.

Artemis focused on the important things he had left behind, and realized that they were all people. Mother, Father, Butler, Foaly and Mulch. Possessions that he had believed important now meant nothing. Except maybe his collection of Impressionist art.

Leave out the art, Artemis, warned Holly. Or we’ll end up in the twentieth century.

Nineteenth, replied Artemis. But I take your point.

It may seem that all this bickering was a waste of valuable time, but it took place instantaneously. A million multi-sensory messages were exchanged along magical pathways, which made fibre-optic cables look about as efficient as two cans and a piece of string. Memories, opinions and secrets were laid bare for all to see.

Interesting, noted Artemis. If I could recreate this, I could revolutionize the communications business.

You were a statue? said Qweffor. Am I reading this right?

At the circle’s centre, the bomb’s timer was clicking towards zero. In a single second, the timer swept through the final hour on the clock. When the timer hit zero, a charge was sent to various detonators, including three dummies, to a block of plastic explosive the size of a small television set.

Here it comes, sent Qwan.

The bomb exploded, transforming the casing from a metal box into a million supersonic darts. The inner shield stopped the darts dead, but absorbed their kinetic energy, adding it to the outer shield.

I saw that, thought Artemis, impressed. Very clever.

And he had seen it somehow. Some kind of lateral vision that allowed everyone to view events at their own pace, and from whatever point of view they preferred. It also allowed his mind to concentrate fully on his home time, while also appreciating the spectacle. Artemis decided to move his third eye outside the circle. Whatever happened to this island was certain to be pretty spectacular.

The explosion released the power of an electrical storm into a space the size of a four-man tent. Everything inside the space should have been vaporized but the flame and shock waves were contained by the small golden sphere. They roiled about in there, punching through in several places. Wherever this happened, the errant force was attracted to the blue rings of power and stuck to them like flashes of cloud-to-ground lightning.

Artemis watched some of these flashes shoot straight through his body and out the other side. But he was not injured; on the contrary, he felt energized, stronger.

Qwan’s spell is keeping me safe, he thought. It’s simple physics
— energy cannot be destroyed, so he’s converting it to another form: magic.

It was a spectacular sight. The bomb’s energy fuelled the magic inside the circle, until the rolling orange flames were tamed by blue ones. Gradually, the bomb’s power was consumed and transformed by sorcery.
 The rings glowed with a blinding blue light, and the figures inside the circle seemed to be composed from pure power. They shimmered insubstantially as the reverse time spell took hold of them.

Suddenly, the blue rings pulsed, injecting a shock wave of magic into the island itself. Transparency spread like water on the surface and below. Pulse followed pulse until the transparency spread beyond the crater. To the demons in their village, it must have seemed like the volcano was being eaten by the magic. The nothingness spread with each pulse, leaving only shimmering golden sparks where solid land was moments before.

The dematerialization reached the shore, and beyond to the ten metres of ocean carried here with the island. Soon, there was nothing left but the circle of magic, floating blue in the red rippled space of Limbo.

Qwan reached out to them.

Concentrate now. Artemis and Holly, take us home.

Artemis squeezed Holly’s hand tightly. This was as close as they could ever be. Their minds were one.

Artemis turned and stared at his friend with blue eyes.
 Holly was staring back, and she was smiling.

‘I remember,’ she said aloud. ‘You saved me.’

Artemis smiled back. ‘It never happened,’ he said.

And then their minds and bodies were split right down to subatomic level and whisked across galaxies and millennia.

Space and time did not have any recognizable form. It was not like flying in a balloon over a timeline and saying, ‘Look, there’s the twenty-first century. Take us down there.’

Everything was impressions and feelings. Artemis had to shut out the desires of the hundreds of demons around him and concentrate on his own internal compass. His mind would feel a longing for its own natural time, and he would just have to follow it.

The longing felt vaguely like a light warming his mind when he turned in its direction.

Good, thought Qwan.
 Head towards the light.

Is that a joke? Artemis asked.

No, replied Qwan.
 I don’t make jokes when there are hundreds of lives in the balance.

Good policy, thought Artemis and turned towards the light.

Holly was concentrating on where to land the island. She was finding this incredibly easy. She had always treasured her above-ground memories, and now could call them up with amazing clarity. She remembered a school tour to the site where Hybras had been. In her mind’s eye, she could see the undulating beach, gold and shining in the summer sunlight. She could see the blue-grey glint on a dolphin’s back as it breached the waves to greet its fairy visitors. She could see the silver-flecked blackness of the water in what humans called Saint George’s Channel. The light of all these memories warmed her face.

Good, sent Qwan.
 Move …

I know. Move towards the light.

Artemis was trying to put this experience into words, for his diary. But he was finding it difficult — a novel experience for him.

I think I’ll just concentrate on finding my own time, he thought.

Good idea, thought Qwan.

So you turned yourself into a statue? That was Qweffor again, dying to catch up.

Oh, for heaven’s sake, grumbled Qwan. See for yourself. And he sent the relevant memories across to his old apprentice.

Everyone in the tunnel was treated to a cinematic rendering of the initial creation of the time tunnel, ten thousand years ago.

In their mind’s eye, seven warlocks hovered above the very mouth of an active volcano, protected from the heat by a magical circle.
 This was an altogether more impressive affair than the improvised magic circle Artemis had previously witnessed. These warlocks were a confident, impressive crowd, swathed in elaborate robes. Their magical circle was actually a sphere of multicoloured light. What’s more they did not need to get their boots dirty in the ash — they hovered seven metres above the volcano mouth. Chanting in deep bass tones, they poured bolt after bolt of magic into the magma until it began bubbling and convulsing. As the warlocks concentrated on inducing the volcano, Abbot and his partner Bludwin crept out from behind a rocky outcrop further up. And even though demon hides can endure great heat, both were sweating profusely.

With barely a pause to realize how moronic and shortsighted their plan was, the saboteurs leaped from the outcrop down towards the circle below. Bludwin, who was blessed with the twin gifts of idiocy and misfortune, missed every warlock in the circle and plunged flailing into the hissing lava. His body slightly raised the temperature of the surface lava, not significantly, but enough to taint the spell. Abbot connected with Qweffor, dragging him out of the circle and to the lip of the volcano. Abbot’s hide immediately began steaming, and poor Qweffor, still in a magical stupor, was as helpless as a newborn under his weight.

All of this happened at the worst possible time. The spell was loose in the volcano now, and the warlocks could no more stop it than a mouse could hold back the sea.

A magically enhanced pillar of solid lava spewed red, orange and magnificent from the volcano, straight into the inverted cauldron of blue magic. Grimacing and in obvious distress, the warlocks converted the molten rock into pure power, pumping the energy back into the ground.

Abbot and Qweffor were caught simultaneously by the lava and the magical backwash. Qweffor, already in an insubstantial magical state, collapsed into a body-shaped cluster of stars, which were then absorbed into Abbot’s body. Abbot twisted in agony, tearing at his own skin for a brief moment, then he was smothered in a deluge of magic and disappeared.

The warlocks maintained the spell for as long as they could, until most of the island had been transported to another dimension.
 But the lava kept coming from deep beneath the earth, and with the circle broken, they could not contain its savage might. It swatted them aside like a bear would swat annoying insects.

The stricken warlocks spiralled through the air in a rough line, smoke trailing behind them from their flaming robes. Their island was gone, their magic was spent and the ocean below was ready to crush their bones. There was only one chance for survival. Qwan called on his last sparks of magic and cast a gargoyle spell. The most basic of all warlock talents. In mid-air, the warlocks were petrified, and they fell in a tumbling line into the bubbling ocean far below. One died instantly when his head snapped off, two more lost arms and legs, and shock killed the rest. All except Qwan, who had known what was coming. They sank to the bottom of Saint George’s Channel, where they would shelter generations of spider crabs for several thousand years.

For several thousand years, thought Qweffor. Maybe being stuck inside Abbot wasn’t so bad.

Where is Abbot now?
 asked Artemis.

He’s inside me, replied the apprentice. Trying to get out.

Good, thought Qwan.
 I want a word with him.







Chapter 16

Point of Impact

[image: image]

THIS time, the materialization was a painful process. Being separated from a thousand consciousnesses left Artemis with a deep sense of loss. For the first time in his life, he had completely belonged. He knew everyone and they knew him.
 There would always be a bond between them all, though the specifics of others’ memories were already fading.

Artemis felt like an adhesive plaster that had been ripped off an enormous limb, and flung on the ground. He lay on the earth shivering. Sharing consciousness had felt so right that now it was as if he had just lost the use of several senses, including balance.

He opened his eyes, squinting through the sunlight.

Sunlight! They were on Earth! Though where and when remained to be seen.

Artemis rolled on to his stomach, then struggled slowly to all fours. The others lay in the crater, disorientated like him, but alive, judging by the moans and groans.
 He himself felt fine, except for a darting pain in his left eye. His vision was sharp, but slightly yellowed, as though he was wearing pale sunglasses.
 Holly the soldier was already on her feet, coughing the ash from her lungs.
 When her airways were clear, she helped Artemis to his feet.

She winked at Artemis. ‘Blue sky. We did it.’

Artemis nodded. ‘Perhaps.’ The wink drew his attention to her left eye. It seemed as though they hadn’t made it through the tunnel unaltered.

‘Look at me, Holly. Do you notice anything different?’

‘This isn’t anything to do with puberty, is it?’ said Holly, smiling; then she noticed…

‘Your eyes. They’ve changed. One blue and one hazel.’

Artemis smiled. ‘You too. We swapped in transit. Just the eye as far as I can make out.’

Holly thought about this for a moment, then ran her hands over her head and body.

‘Everything’s in place, thank goodness. Except now I have a human eye.’

‘It could have been a lot worse,’ said Artemis. ‘You could have been travelling with Mulch.’

Holly winced. ‘Now that you mention it.’

A solitary blue dot of magic sparkled inside Holly’s new eyeball, reducing it in size slightly.

‘That’s better,’ she sighed. ‘I had a blinder of a headache.

Your new eye must be too small; why don’t you use your ill-gotten magic to fix it?’

Artemis tried, closed his eyes and concentrated. But nothing happened.

‘It seems as though the transplant did not take. I must have used all I had in the tunnel.’

Holly punched his shoulder lightly. ‘Maybe you passed it on to me. I feel great — that time tunnel was like a magical mud bath. Maybe it’s just as well that you lost your magic. The last thing the People need is a magical criminal mastermind running around above ground.’

‘A pity,’ sighed Artemis. ‘The possibilities were endless.’

‘Here,’ said Holly, taking his head in her hands. ‘Let me fix you up.’

Her fingertip glowed blue and Artemis felt his new eye expand slightly in his socket. A single tear ran down his cheek and the headache disappeared.

‘A pity I was unable to do it myself. Being magical for even a short while was simply…’

‘Magical?’

Artemis smiled. ‘Exactly. Thank you, Holly.’

Holly smiled back. ‘It’s the least I can do for someone who brought me back to life.’

Qwan and No1 were on their feet. The old warlock was trying not to look too smug, and No1 was wiggling his tail experimentally.

‘You never know what that tunnel will do to you,’ he explained. ‘I lost half a finger last time. It was my favourite finger too.’

‘Rarely in my tunnels,’ said Qwan. ‘My tunnels are works of beauty. If the other warlocks were alive, they would give me a medal.
 Where is Qweffor, by the way?’

Qweffor was buried up to his waist in an ash mound. Head down. Qwan and No1 hauled him out by the boots. He lay spluttering and snorting on the ground.

‘Do you need a handkerchief?’ asked No1. ‘All that ash and mucus coming out of your nose is horrible.’

Qweffor wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

‘Shut up, Runt!’

No1 took a step backwards, which would prove not to be quite enough.

‘Runt?’ he squeaked. ‘You’re not Qweffor, you’re N’zall!’

‘Abbot!’ roared the demon, reaching up and grasping No1 by the throat. ‘The name is Abbot.’

Holly had her gun out and powered up before Abbot finished his sentence.

‘Let him go, Abbot!’ she shouted. ‘You can’t escape.
 There’s nowhere to escape to. Your world is gone.’

The ex-pride leader was actually crying. ‘I know it’s gone. This runt took it from me! Now I will take his life from him.’

Holly sent a warning shot over Abbot’s head. ‘The next one is between your eyes, demon.’

Abbot hefted No1, using him as a shield. ‘Shoot now, elf.
 Put us both out of our misery.’

A change had come over No1. Initially, he had been snivelling — standard No1 behaviour — but now the tears were drying on his cheeks, and his eyes were hard.

Every time things are going right for me, Abbot ruins it, he thought. I am so fed up of this demon. I wish he was gone.

This was a big breakthrough for No1. Usually, when he found himself in a bad situation, No1 wished himself away. This time he was wishing someone else would disappear. Enough was finally enough, so No1
 broke through a lifetime of conditioning and talked back to Abbot.

‘I want to speak to Qweffor,’ he said, in a trembling voice.

‘Qweffor’s gone!’ shouted Abbot, spraying spittle on No1’s neck. ‘All that is left is his magic. My magic!’

‘I want to speak to Qweffor,’ repeated his hostage, with a little more volume.

For Abbot, this latest insubordination was the wind that burst the dwarf’s bum-flap. Even though he was bereft of land and lackeys, Abbot decided that he would not bear impudence from an imp. He tossed No1
 upwards, spinning him in the air and gripping his shoulders as the imp descended. No1 came down face to face with Abbot, the demon’s horns brushing his ears. Abbot’s eyes were wide and crazy, and his teeth were slick with saliva.

‘You’re not long for life, little Runt.’

If Abbot had been paying closer attention to his captive, he might have noticed that No1’s eyes were filmed with blue, and his markings glowed and shimmered. But, as usual, Abbot was only interested in his own plight.

No1 wriggled his hands upwards, grabbing Abbot by the horns.

‘How dare you!’ said Abbot incredulously. Touching a demon’s horns was tantamount to a challenge.

No1 stared into his captor’s eyes. ‘I said, I want to talk to Qweffor.’

Abbot heard him that time, because the voice wasn’t No1’s.
 It was a voice of pure magic, layered with undeniable power.

Abbot blinked. ‘I’ll… eh… see if he’s in.’

It was too late for compliance: No1 wasn’t about to rein in his power now. He sent a magical probe into Abbot’s brain via the horns.
 The horns glowed bright blue and then began shedding large brittle flakes.

‘Careful with the horns,’ said Abbot blearily, then his eyes rolled back in his head. ‘The ladies love the horns.’

No1 rooted round in Abbot’s head for a while until he found Qweffor sleeping in a dark corner, in a place scientists would call the limbic system.

The problem, realized No1, is that there is only room in every head for one consciousness. Abbot needs to go somewhere else.

And so, with this instinctive knowledge and absolutely no expertise, No1 fed Qweffor’s consciousness until it expanded, occupying the entire brain. It was not a perfect fit, and poor Qweffor would suffer from twitches and sudden loss of bowel control at public functions, a syndrome which would become known as Abbot’s Revenge. But at least he was in control of a body, most of the time.

After several years and three hearings, fairy warlocks would manage to rehouse Abbot’s consciousness in a lower life form. A guinea pig, to be precise. The guinea pig’s own consciousness was soon subjugated by Abbot’s. Warlock interns would often amuse themselves by throwing tiny swords into the pig’s pen, and crack up watching the little piggy trying to pick them up.

Qweffor blinked Abbot’s eyes.

‘Thanks, Number One,’ he said, placing the smaller warlock on the ground. ‘He’s always been too strong for me, but now he’s gone. I’m free…’ Qweffor studied his new arms. ‘And I have muscles.’

Holly lowered her gun, resting a hand on her thigh.

‘That must be it. Surely our troubles are over?’

Artemis felt the earth tilt a fraction below them. He dropped to one knee, laying the flat of his hands on the ground.

‘I hate to say this, Holly, but I think we’re sinking.’

The sinking thing turned out not to be as serious as it sounded. Of course it was serious — after all, an island was sinking. But there was help at hand.

Holly realized this when her barely functional wrist computer was suddenly flooded with crackling LEP chatter.

The sky is a projection, she thought. They’re waiting for us.

Suddenly, where there had been nothing, hundreds of fairy vehicles appeared in the air above the island. Emergency services air ambulances flew in decreasing circles, searching for landing spots. Huge demolition platforms were guided down by tugpods, and an LEP shuttle dropped straight into the volcano.

The pod had the slick lines of a teardrop and a non-reflective surface that made it difficult to see, even with the shield powered down.

‘They were expecting us,’ said Artemis, unsurprised. ‘I thought as much.’

No1 sneezed. ‘Thank goodness. I am so fed up of this volcano. It’s going to take a month to get this crater stink out of my plates.’

‘No, no,’ said Qwan, linking arms with his new apprentice.
 ‘You can vent your pores magically. It’s a very handy talent.’

Holly waved her arms to attract the shuttle, though there was no need. The carrier’s scanners would have already scanned, categorized and checked the LEP database for a match for each one of them.

The shuttle spun and reversed down to them tail first. Its jets blasted moving furrows in the ash.

‘Wow,’ said Qwan. ‘Those ships are fabulous. The People have been busy.’

‘A lot has happened in ten thousand years,’ said Holly, holding up her palms to show the pilot she was not holding a weapon. Again, probably not necessary, but with Ark Sool in command of the LEP, nothing could be taken for granted.

Four grappler hooks shot from the corners of the shuttle, smashing through the crater crust into the rock below. Once they had a solid grip, they reeled the craft in for a landing. The rear door slid across and Foaly came trotting down the ramp, dressed in a custom-tailored, four-legged LEP jumpsuit. He skidded down the incline to Holly, digging his back hooves through the crust.

‘Holly!’ he said, hugging her tightly. ‘You made it back.
 I knew you would.’

Holly hugged the centaur back.

‘And I knew you’d be here waiting.’

Foaly reached an arm round Artemis’s shoulders. ‘Well, when Artemis Fowl says he’ll be back, you know it’s going to take a lot more than space and time to stop him.’ Foaly shook hands with No1 and Qwan. ‘I see you brought quite a few guests.’

Holly smiled, her teeth white against a face of streaked ash.

‘Hundreds.’

‘Anyone we need to worry about?’

‘No. A few have been mesmerized, but a couple of sessions in therapy should straighten that.’

‘OK, I’ll pass it on,’ said the centaur. ‘Now we have to cut the reunion short and board immediately. We have thirty minutes to sink this island and pack up this entire facility.’

Facility? thought Artemis. They’ve had time to set up a facility. Just how long have we been away?

They climbed the ramp and strapped themselves into gel-padded bucket seats in the sparsely furnished rear. There were no comforts here, just seats and gun racks. A medic fairy scanned them all in turn, then shot a cocktail of inoculations and germ killers into their arms, just in case Hybras had brewed up any mutant diseases over the past ten thousand years. A true professional, the medic did not bat an eye examining Qwan and No1, even though he’d never met their like before.

Foaly sat beside Holly.

‘I can’t tell you how good it feels to see you, Holly. I requested this assignment. I’m on leave from Section Eight. This entire facility is my design. Biggest single project I ever worked on, designed for a thirty-minute walkaway. I knew you’d make it back.’

Holly thought about that statement for a moment. She was an assignment?

The shuttle reeled in the grippers and peeled away from the crater wall. In seconds they breached the mouth like a bullet from a gun. The vibration was enough to rattle teeth for the first few seconds, then the stabilization fins snicked out the side and calmed the ride down.

‘I am glad to see the end of that volcano,’ said No1, trying to appear casual, even though he was flying around in a metal teardrop. After all, this was not his first flight.

Foaly laid the heel of his hand on the porthole rim, peering downwards.

‘You really are seeing the last of it. As soon as we have everybody off the island, those demolition rigs are going to turn the laser cutters on it. We’re going to slice it up and then remote-deflate the buoys underneath. Let ’er down slow. That way, no tidal waves. The water displacement alone was enough to send a few big rollers in towards Dublin, but we boiled ’em up from space. Once the island is down, we can pack up the shield and go home.’

‘Oh,’ said No1, who hadn’t understood much of what had been said.

Artemis looked out of the porthole at his elbow. On the island below, demons were being guided into shuttles by rescue teams. Once the crafts took off, they switched on their shields and shimmered from view.

‘You gave us quite a scare, Holly,’ laughed Foaly. ‘Coming back twenty miles off target like that. We had to light a fire under our pilots to get over here and get the projection up. Luckily, it’s early in the morning, and the tide is low. We’ve got about half an hour before the first fishing boats get out here.’

‘I see,’ said Holly slowly. ‘Big budget stuff. Sool must have been spitting fire.’

Foaly snorted. ‘Sool? He can spit what he wants out of whatever end he wants. He got drummed out of the force a couple of years ago. Do you realize that traitor wanted to let the entire eighth family die off? The moron actually said as much in a memo.’

Holly gripped the arms of her seat. ‘A couple of years ago? How long have we been gone?’

Foaly snapped his fingers. ‘Oh, uh, yeah. I wasn’t supposed to just blurt it out. Sorry. I mean it’s not serious, like a thousand years or anything.’

‘How long, Foaly?’ demanded Holly.

The centaur thought about it for a moment. ‘OK. You’ve been gone for nearly three years.’

Qwan reached over and slapped Artemis’s shoulder. ‘Three years! Nice going, Mud Boy. You must have one hell of a brain to get us that close. I wasn’t expecting to see this side of the century.’

Artemis was stunned. Three years! His parents hadn’t seen him for three years. What torture had he put them through? How could he ever make up for it?

Foaly was trying to fill the shocked silence with information. ‘Mulch has kept the PI firm ticking over. Well, more than that, actually — it’s thriving. He signed up a new partner. You’ll never guess who. Doodah Day. Another criminal turned do-gooder. Wait till he hears you’re back. He calls me every day.
 I have a pain in my tail trying to explain quantum physics to that dwarf.’

Holly reached across and took Artemis’s hand.

‘There’s only one way to look at this, Artemis. Think of all the lives you’ve saved. That’s worth a few years, surely.’

Artemis could only stare straight ahead. Dying in the transfer would have been a grade one disaster; this was surely a grade two.
 What could he say? How could he explain himself?

‘I need to get home,’ he said, sounding for once like an actual fourteen-year-old. ‘Foaly, would you tell the pilot where I live.’

The centaur chuckled. ‘Like every law enforcement agent under the world doesn’t know where Artemis Fowl lives. Anyway, no need to go that far. Someone is waiting for you on shore. He’s been there for quite a while.’

Artemis placed his forehead against the porthole. He felt so tired suddenly, as though he had actually been awake for three years. How could he even begin to explain events to his parents? He knew how they must be feeling — exactly how he felt when his father had gone missing. Perhaps he had already been declared dead, as his father had been? And even though his return would bring happiness, that pain would always be there underneath the surface.

Foaly was talking to the demons.

‘Who’s this little guy?’ he asked, tickling No1 under the chin.

‘That little guy is Number One,’ said Qwan. ‘He’s the most powerful warlock on the planet. He could fry your brain by accident, say if you were tickling him under the chin, and he got irritated.’

The centaur withdrew his finger sharpish. ‘I see. I like him. We’re going to get along just fine. Why are you called Number One? Is that a nickname?’

No1 felt the magic inside him, comfortable like heated veins. ‘It was my imp name. But now, I think I’ll keep it.’

Qwan was surprised. ‘What? You don’t want the QW name?
 That’s traditional. We haven’t had a Qwandri in a while. What about Qwerty?’

No1 shook his head. ‘I am Number One. The name used to mark me out as different; now it makes me unique. I have no idea where we are, or where we’re going, but I already feel more at home than I ever have.’

Foaly rolled his eyes. ‘Excuse me while I get a tissue.
 Honestly, I thought you demons were warlike and stoic. This little guy sounds like one of those cheap romance novels.’

‘The little guy who could fry your brain,’ Qwan reminded him.

‘One of those cheap romance novels that I happen to adore,’ said Foaly, backing away slowly.

No1 smiled contentedly. He was alive and he had helped to save the island. Finally, he knew his place in the universe. Now that Abbot was taken care of, he could live his life the way he wanted to. And the first thing he would do, when things had settled down, would be to track down the demoness with the red markings very much like his own, and see if maybe she would share a meal with him. A cooked meal. It could be that they had a lot to talk about.

The shuttle slipped through the shield into the morning sky. The jagged rocks of the Irish coast jutted out from waves, sun-speckled by the early light. It was going to be a fine day. There were trace clouds to the north, but nothing that could keep people inside for long.

There was a group of houses clustered around an inlet, and in the horseshoe harbour, fishermen were already on the sand, setting up their nets.

‘This is your stop, Artemis,’ said Foaly. ‘We’ll drop you behind the quay wall. I’ll give you a call in a few days, for debriefing.’
 The centaur reached out a hand, laying it on Artemis’s shoulder. ‘The People thank you for your efforts, but you know that everything you have learned is confidential. Not even your parents, Artemis. You’ll have to think of something besides the truth to tell them.’

‘Of course,’ said Artemis.

‘Good. I didn’t have to say it, I know. Anyway, the man you want is in the little cottage with the window boxes. Say hello from me.’

Artemis nodded numbly. ‘I will.’

The pilot swung in low, tucking the shuttle out of sight behind a deserted, ramshackle stone building. When he was certain that there was nobody in the sight lines, the pilot hit a green light over the rear door.

Holly helped Artemis out of his chair.

‘We never get to hang out,’ she said.

Artemis half chuckled. ‘I know. There’s always a crisis.’

‘If it’s not goblin gangs, it’s time-travelling demons.’

Holly kissed him on the cheek. ‘That was probably dangerous. You being a pubescent volcano.’

‘I’ve got it under control, just about.’

Holly pointed to her new blue eye. ‘We’ll always be a part of each other now.’

Artemis tapped the cheek below his fairy hazel eye. ‘I’ll keep an eye out for you.’

‘Was that a joke? My goodness, you are changing.’

Artemis was a little dazed. ‘Well, apparently I’m almost eighteen.’

‘God help us all. Artemis Fowl, eligible to vote.’

Artemis chuckled. ‘I’ve been voting for years.’ He tapped his ring-phone. ‘Call you later.’

‘I have a feeling we’ll have a lot to talk about.’

They hugged briefly, but tightly, then Artemis walked down the ramp. He took three steps and looked back, but there was nothing there but sea and sky.

Artemis Fowl made for strange early morning viewing in the village of Duncade. A lone teenager in a tattered suit, leaving a trail of ash behind him as he climbed through a stone stile, and half stumbled along the quay front.

There was a small group ahead of him, leaning on a concrete bollard. One shaggily bearded fisherman was telling a wild story about a six-metre wave he had seen during the night which had simply evaporated before it reached the shore. He told the story well, complete with big arm gestures and whooshing noises. The other men nodded to his face, while behind his back winking and making drinky drinky motions with their hands.

Artemis ignored them, walking further down the quay front to the cottage with window boxes.

Window boxes? Who would have thought.

There was a keypad on the door — it looked out of place in such a rustic setting, but Artemis would have expected no less. He keyed in his own birthday, zero one zero nine, deactivating the lock and interior alarm.

It was dark inside, curtains drawn, lights off. Artemis stepped inside to a spartan living area, with functional kitchen, one chair and a sturdy wooden table. There was no television, but rudimentary shelves had been erected to store hundreds of books on various subjects. As Artemis’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could make out some of the titles.
 Gormenghast, The Art of War and
 Gone With the Wind being among them.

‘You are full of surprises, old friend,’ murmured Artemis, reaching out to touch the spine of Moby Dick.

As he traced the embossed title, a small red dot of light appeared on his fingertip.

‘You know what that is?’ said a low, rumbling voice behind him. If thunder could speak, then this would be its voice.

Artemis nodded. This was no time for outbursts or sudden moves.

‘Good. Then you know what happens if you do anything to upset me.’

Another nod.

‘Excellent, you’re doing very well. Now lace your fingers behind your head and turn round.’

Artemis did as he was told, and found himself facing a huge man with a full beard and long hair drawn back in a ponytail. Both were flecked with grey. The man’s face was familiar, but different. There were more lines round the eyes, and a deep frown slash between them.

‘Butler?’ said Artemis. ‘Are you behind all that hair?’

Butler stepped back as though struck. His eyes widened and he swallowed rapidly, suddenly parched.

‘Artemis? Is it… You’re the wrong age! I always thought
 —?’

‘The time tunnel, old friend,’ explained Artemis. ‘I saw you only yesterday.’

Butler was not yet convinced. He moved quickly to the curtains, and in his haste pulled them, rail and all, away from the wall.
 The red light of sunrise flooded the small room. Butler turned to his young guest and took the boy’s face in his hands. With massive thumbs, he wiped the grime from round Artemis’s eyes.

What he saw in those eyes almost buckled his knees.

‘Artemis, it is you. I had begun to think… No, no. I knew you would come back.’ And then again with more belief. ‘I knew it. I always knew it.’

The bodyguard wrapped Artemis in arms strong enough to break a bear’s back. Artemis could have sworn he heard sobs, but when Butler released him, he was his usual stoic self.

‘Sorry about the beard, and the hair, Artemis. I was blending in with the natives. How was your …eh … trip?’

Artemis felt the sting of tears in his own eyes. ‘Um, eventful. If it hadn’t been for Holly, we never would have made it.’

Butler studied Artemis’s face. ‘Something is different. My God, your eyes!’

‘Oh, yes. I have one of Holly’s now. It’s complicated.’

Butler nodded. ‘We can swap stories later. There are calls to be made.’

‘Calls?’ said Artemis. ‘More than one?’

Butler plucked a cordless phone from its cradle. ‘There are your parents, of course, but I should call Minerva too.’

Artemis was surprised. Pleasantly so. ‘Minerva?’

‘Yes. She’s been over here several times. Almost every school holiday, in fact. We’ve become good friends. She’s the one who started me reading fiction.’

‘I see.’

Butler pointed the phone aerial at Artemis. ‘It’s Artemis this and Artemis that. She has really built you up to be something special.
 You’re going to have to work hard not to disappoint her.’

Artemis swallowed. He had been hoping for a break, not more challenges.

‘Of course, she’s grown up a bit, even if you haven’t,’
 continued Butler. ‘And quite the beauty. Sharp as a samurai sword too.
 There’s a young lady who could give you a run for your money at chess.’

Then again, thought Artemis. Nothing like a challenge to keep the brain active. But that could come later.

‘My parents?’

‘You just missed them. They were here yesterday, for the weekend. They stay in the local guest house whenever they can.’ Butler laid a hand on Artemis’s shoulder. ‘These last few years. It’s been terrible for them. I told them everything, Artemis. I had to.’

‘Do they believe you?’

Butler shrugged. ‘Some days they do. Mostly my fairy stories just add to their pain. They think I’ve been driven mad with guilt.
 And even though you’re back, things will never be the same again. It would take a miracle to erase my stories and their suffering.’

Artemis nodded slowly. A miracle. He lifted his hand. On the palm there was a slight graze from his climb over the quayside stile. Artemis concentrated and five blue sparks of magic leaped from his fingertips and zeroed in on the graze, wiping it out like a cloth wiping dirt. He had more magic left than he had pretended.

‘Maybe we can arrange a miracle.’

Butler was beyond further amazement. ‘That’s a new trick,’
 he said laconically.

‘I picked up a little more than an eye in the time tunnel.’

‘I see,’ said Butler. ‘Just don’t do it around the twins.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Artemis. ‘I won’t.’ Then his brain computed what Butler had actually said.

‘What twins?’

Butler punched in the Fowl Manor phone number, smiling.
 ‘Maybe time stood still for you, big brother, but it didn’t for the rest of us.’

Artemis stumbled to the room’s only chair and sank into it.

Big brother? he thought, and then…

Twins!

THE END
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Prologue

Fowl Manor, Dublin, Ireland

 BARELY an hour north of Dublin’s fair city lies the Fowl estate, where the boundaries have changed little in the past five hundred years.

The manor house is not visible from the main road, shrouded by a fan of oak trees and a parallelogram of high stone walls. The gates are reinforced steel with cameras perched upon their pillars.
 Were you allowed to pass through these discreetly electrified portals, you would find yourself on a pea-gravel avenue, meandering gently through what was once a manicured lawn, but which has now been encouraged to evolve into a wild garden.

The trees grow dense as you approach the manor itself, soaring oak and horse chestnut, intermingled with more delicate ash and willow. The only signs of cultivation are a driveway free of weeds, and the glowing lamps that float overhead seemingly without tether or cable.

Fowl Manor has been the site of many grand adventures over the centuries. In recent years, the adventures have had more of a magical bent, though most of the Fowl family have been kept in the dark about this fact. They have no idea that the main lobby was completely destroyed when the fairy folk sent a troll to do battle with Artemis, the family’s eldest son and a criminal mastermind. He was twelve years old at the time. Today, however, Fowl activity in the manor is entirely legal. There are no fairy special forces storming the battlements. No elfin police officers held captive in the cellar. Nor any sign of a centaur fine-tuning his listening devices or running thermal scans.
 Artemis has made peace with the fairy People, and formed solid friendships among their ranks.

Though his criminal activities earned Artemis much, they cost him more. People he loves have been distraught, injured and even abducted because of his schemes. For the past three years his parents thought him dead, while he fought demons in Limbo. And on his return he was flabbergasted to find that the world had moved on without him, and he was now the older brother to two-year-old twin boys, Beckett and Myles.







Chapter 1

Espresso and Treacle
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ARTEMIS sat on an ox-blood leather armchair, facing Beckett and Myles. His mother was in bed with a slight case of the flu, his father was with the doctor in her room, and so Artemis was lending a hand in entertaining the toddlers. And what better entertainment for youngsters than some lessons.

He had decided to dress casually in a sky-blue silk shirt, light grey woollen trousers and Gucci loafers. His black hair was swept back from his forehead, and he was putting on a jolly expression, which he had heard appealed to children.

‘Artemis need toilet?’ wondered Beckett, who squatted on the Tunisian rug, wearing only a grass-stained vest, which he had pulled down over his knees.

‘No, Beckett,’ said Artemis brightly. ‘I am trying to look jolly. And shouldn’t you be wearing a nappy?’

‘Nappy,’ snorted Myles, who had potty-trained himself at the age of fourteen months, building a stepladder of encyclopedias to reach the toilet seat.

‘No nappy,’ pouted Beckett, slapping at a still-buzzing fly trapped in his sticky blond curls. ‘Beckett hates nappy.’

Artemis doubted if the nanny had neglected to put a nappy on Beckett, and he wondered briefly where that nappy was now.

‘Very well, Beckett,’ continued Artemis. ‘Let’s shelve the nappy issue for now, and move on to today’s lesson.’

‘Chocolate on shelves,’ said Beckett, stretching his fingers high to reach imaginary chocolate.

‘Yes, good. There is sometimes chocolate on the shelves.’

‘And espresso,’ added Beckett, who had a strange set of favourite tastes, which included espresso sachets and treacle. In the same cup, if he could manage it. Once Beckett had managed to down several spoons of this concoction before it was wrestled away from him. The toddler hadn’t slept for twenty-eight hours.

‘Can we learn the new words, Artemis?’ asked Myles, who wanted to get back to a mould jar in his bedroom. ‘I am doing speriments with Professor Primate.’

Professor Primate was a stuffed monkey, and Myles’s occasional lab partner. The cuddly toy spent most of his time stuffed into a borosilicate glass beaker on the speriment table. Artemis had reprogrammed the monkey’s voice box to respond to Myles’s voice with twelve phrases, including It’s alive! It’s alive! and History will remember this day, Professor Myles.

‘You can go back to your laboratory soon,’ said Artemis approvingly. Myles was cut from the same cloth as himself, a natural-born scientist. ‘Now, boys. I thought today we might tackle some restaurant terms.’

‘Sneezes look like worms,’ said Beckett, who wasn’t one for staying on topic.

Artemis was nearly thrown by this remark. Worms
 were most definitely not on the menu, though snails might well be. ‘Forget about worms.’

‘Forget worms!’ said Beckett, horrified.

‘Just for the moment,’ said Artemis reassuringly. ‘As soon as we have finished our word game, you may think on whatever pleases you. And, if you are really good, then I may take you to see the horses.’

Riding was the only form of exercise that Artemis had taken to. This was mainly because the horse did most of the work.

Beckett pointed to himself. ‘Beckett,’ he said proudly, worms already a distant memory.

Myles sighed. ‘Simple-toon.’

Artemis was beginning to regret scheduling this lesson, but having begun he was determined to forge ahead.

‘Myles, don’t call your brother a simpleton.’

‘’ S OK, Artemis. He likes it. You’re a simple-toon, aren’t you, Beckett?’

‘Beckett simple-toon,’ agreed the small boy happily.

Artemis rubbed his hands together. ‘Right, brothers. Onwards. Imagine yourself seated at a café table in Montmartre.’

‘In Paris,’ said Myles, smugly straightening the cravat he had borrowed from his father.

‘Yes, Paris. And, try as you will, you cannot attract the waiter’s attention. What do you do?’

The infants stared at him blankly, and Artemis began to wonder if he wasn’t pitching his lesson a little high. He was relieved, if a little surprised, to see a spark of comprehension in Beckett’s eyes.

‘Um… tell Butler to jump-jump-jump on his head?’

Myles was impressed. ‘I agree with simple-toon.’

‘No!’ said Artemis. ‘You simply raise one finger and say clearly, “Ici, garçon.”’

‘Itchy what?’

‘What? No, Beckett, not itchy.’ Artemis sighed.
 This was impossible. Impossible. And he hadn’t even introduced the flashcards yet or his new modified laser pointer, which could either highlight a word or burn through several steel plates, depending on the setting.

‘Let’s try it together. Raise one finger and say, “Ici, garçon.” All together now …’

The little boys did as they were told, eager to please their deranged brother.

‘Ici, garçon,’ they chorused, pudgy fingers raised.
 And then from the corner of his mouth Myles whispered to his twin, ‘Artemis simple-toon.’

Artemis raised his hands. ‘I surrender. You win – no more lessons. Why don’t we paint some pictures?’

‘Excellent,’ said Myles. ‘I shall paint my jar of mould.’

Beckett was suspicious. ‘I won’t learn?’

‘No,’ said Artemis, fondly ruffling his brother’s hair and immediately regretting it.
 ‘You won’t learn a thing.’

‘Good. Beckett happy now. See.’ The boy pointed to himself once more, specifically to the broad smile on his face.

 		
 *

The three brothers were stretched on the floor, up to their elbows in poster paint, when their father entered the room. He looked tired from his nursing duties, but otherwise fit and strong, moving like a lifelong athlete in spite of his bio-hybrid artificial leg. The leg used lengthened bone, titanium prosthetics and implantable sensors to allow Artemis Senior’s brain signals to move it. Occasionally, at the end of the day, he would use a microwaveable gel pouch to ease his stiffness, but otherwise he behaved as if the new leg were his own.

Artemis climbed to his knees, smudged and dripping.

‘I abandoned French vocabulary and have joined the twins in play.’ He grinned, wiping his hands. ‘It’s quite liberating, actually. We are finger-painting instead. I did try to sneak in a little lecture on Cubism, but received a splattering for my troubles.’

Artemis noticed then that his father was more than simply tired. He was anxious.

He stepped away from the twins, walking with Artemis Senior to the floor-to-ceiling bookcase.

‘What is the matter? Is Mother’s influenza worsening?’

Artemis’s father rested one hand on the rolling ladder, lifting his weight from the artificial limb. His expression was strange, and one that Artemis could not recall ever seeing.

He realized his father was more than anxious. Artemis Fowl Senior was afraid.

‘Father?’

Artemis Senior gripped the ladder’s rung with such force that the wood creaked. He opened his mouth to speak but then seemed to change his mind.

Now Artemis himself grew worried. ‘Father, you must tell me.’

‘Of course,’ said his father with a start, as if just remembering where he was. ‘I must tell you …’

Then a tear fell from his eye, dripping on to his shirt, deepening the blue.

‘I remember when I first saw your mother,’ he said. ‘I was in London, at a private party in the Ivy. A room full of scoundrels and I was the biggest one in the bunch. She changed me, Arty.
 Broke my heart, then put it together again. Angeline saved my life. Now …’

Artemis felt weak with nerves. His blood pounded in his ears like the Atlantic surf.

‘Is Mother dying, Father? Is this what you are trying to tell me?’

The idea seemed ludicrous. Impossible.

His father blinked, as if waking from a dream.

‘Not if the Fowl men have something to say about it, eh, son? It’s time for you to earn that reputation of yours.’ Artemis Senior’s eyes were bright with desperation. ‘Whatever we have to do, son. Whatever it takes.’

Artemis felt panic welling up inside him.

Whatever we have to do?

Be calm, he told himself. You have the power to fix this.

Artemis did not yet have all the facts, but nonetheless he was reasonably confident that whatever was wrong with his mother could be healed with a burst of fairy magic. And he was the only human on Earth with that magic running through his system.

‘Father,’ he said gently, ‘has the doctor left?’

For a moment the question seemed to puzzle Artemis Senior, then he remembered.

‘Left? No. He is in the lobby. I thought you might talk to him. Just in case there’s a question I have missed …’

*

Artemis was only mildly surprised to find Doctor Hans Schalke, Europe’s leading expert on rare diseases, in the lobby and not the usual family practitioner. Naturally, his father would have sent for Schalke when Angeline Fowl’s condition began to deteriorate. Schalke waited below the filigreed Fowl crest, a hard-skinned Gladstone bag standing sentry by his ankles like a giant beetle. He was belting a grey raincoat across his waist and speaking to his assistant in sharp tones.

Everything about the doctor was sharp, from the arrowhead of his widow’s peak, to the razor edges of his cheekbones and nose. Twin ovals of cut glass magnified Schalke’s blue eyes and his mouth slashed downwards from left to right, barely moving as he talked.

‘All of the symptoms,’ he said, his accent muted German. ‘On all of the databases, you understand?’

His assistant, a petite young lady in an expensively cut grey suit, nodded several times, tapping the instructions on to the screen of her smartphone.

‘Universities too?’ she asked.

‘All,’ said Schalke, accompanying the word with an impatient nod. ‘Did I not say all? Do you not understand my accent? Is it because I am from Germany coming?’

‘Sorry, Doctor,’ said the assistant contritely. ‘All, of course.’

Artemis approached Doctor Schalke, hand outstretched. The doctor did not return the gesture.

‘Contamination, Master Fowl,’ he said, without a trace of apology or sympathy. ‘We have not determined whether your mother’s condition is contagious.’

Artemis curled his fingers into his palm, sliding the hand behind his back. The doctor was right, of course.

‘We have never met, Doctor. Would you be so good as to describe my mother’s symptoms?’

The doctor huffed, irritated. ‘Very well, young man, but I am not accustomed to dealing with children, so there will be no sugar coating.’

Artemis swallowed, his throat suddenly dry.

Sugar coating.

‘Your mother’s condition is possibly unique,’ said Schalke, banishing his assistant to her work with a shake of his fingers. ‘From what I can tell, her organs seem to be failing.’

‘Which organs?’

‘All of them,’ said Schalke. ‘I need to bring equipment here from my laboratory at Trinity College. Obviously your mother cannot be moved. My assistant, Imogen, Miss Book, will monitor her until my return. Miss Book is not only my publicist, but an excellent nurse too. A useful combination, wouldn’t you say?’

In his peripheral vision, Artemis saw Miss Book scurry round a corner, stammering into her smartphone. He hoped the publicist/nurse would display more confidence when caring for his mother.

‘I suppose. All my mother’s organs? All of them?’

Schalke was not inclined to repeat himself. ‘I am reminded of lupus, but more aggressive, combined with all three stages of Lyme disease. I did observe an Amazonian tribe once with similar symptoms, but not so severe. At this rate of decline, your mother has days left to her. Frankly, I doubt we will have time to complete tests. We need a miracle cure, and in my considerable experience miracle cures do not exist.’

‘Perhaps they do,’ said Artemis absently.

Schalke picked up his bag. ‘Put your faith in science, young man,’ advised the doctor. ‘Science will serve your mother better than some mysterious force.’

Artemis held the door for Schalke, watching him walk the dozen steps to his vintage Mercedes-Benz. The car was grey, like the bruised clouds overhead.

There is no time for science, thought the Irish teenager. Magic is my only option.

 		
*

When Artemis returned to his study, his father was sitting on the rug with Beckett crawling along his torso like a monkey.

‘May I see Mother now?’ Artemis asked him.

‘Yes,’ said Artemis Senior. ‘Go now; see what you can find out. Study her symptoms for your search.’

My search? thought Artemis. There are difficult times ahead.

*

Artemis’s hulking bodyguard, Butler, waited for him at the foot of the stairs wearing full Kendo armour, the helmet’s faceguard folded away from his weathered features.

‘I was in the dojo, sparring with the holograph,’ he explained. ‘Your father called and told me I was needed immediately. What’s going on?’

‘It’s Mother,’ said Artemis, passing him. ‘She’s very ill. I’m going to see what I can do.’

Butler hurried to keep pace, his chest plate clanking. ‘Be careful, Artemis. Magic is not science. You can’t control it. You wouldn’t want to accidentally make Mrs Fowl’s condition worse.’

Artemis arrived at the top of the grand stairway, tentatively reaching his hand towards the bedroom door’s crystal knob, as though it were electrified.

‘I fear that her condition couldn’t be worse …’

*

Artemis went inside alone, leaving the bodyguard to strip off the Kendo headgear and Hon-nuri breastplate. Underneath he wore a tracksuit instead of the traditional wide-legged trousers. Sweat blossomed across his chest and back, but Butler ignored his desire to go and shower, standing sentry outside the door, knowing that he shouldn’t strain too hard to listen, but wishing that he could.

Butler was the only other human who knew the full truth of Artemis’s magical escapades. He had been at his young charge’s shoulder throughout their various adventures, battling fairies and humans across the continents. But Artemis had made the journey through time to Limbo without him, and he had come back changed. A part of his young charge was magical now, and not just Captain Holly Short’s hazel left eye the time stream had given him in place of his own. On the journey from Earth to Limbo and back, Artemis had somehow managed to steal a few strands of magic from the fairies whose atoms were mixed with his in the time stream. When he had returned home from Limbo, Artemis had
 suggested to his parents, in the compelling magical mesmer, that they simply not think about where he had been for the past few years. It wasn’t a very sophisticated plan, as his disappearance had made the news worldwide, and the subject was raised at every function the Fowls attended. But until Artemis could get hold of some LEP mind-wiping equipment, or indeed develop his own, it would have to suffice. He suggested to his parents that if anyone were to ask about him they should simply state it was a family matter and ask that their privacy be respected.

Artemis is a magical human, thought Butler.
 The only one.

And now Butler just knew Artemis was going to use his magic to attempt a healing on his mother. It was a dangerous game; magic was not a natural part of his make-up. The boy could well remove one set of symptoms and replace them with another.

*

Artemis entered his parents’ bedroom slowly. The twins charged in here at all hours of the day and night, flinging themselves on the four-poster bed to wrestle with his protesting mother and father, but Artemis had never experienced that. His childhood had been a time of order and discipline.

Always knock before entering, Artemis, his father had instructed him. It shows respect.

But his father had changed. A brush with death seven years earlier had shown him what was really important. Now he was always ready to hug and roll in the covers with his beloved sons.

It’s too late for me, thought Artemis.
 I am too old for tussles with Father.

Mother was different. She was never cold, apart from during her bouts of depression when his father was missing. But fairy magic and the return of her beloved husband had saved her from that and now she was herself again. Or she had been until now.

Artemis crossed the room slowly, afraid of what lay before him. He walked cautiously across the carpet, careful to tread between the vine patterns in the weave.

Step on a vine, count to nine.

This was a habit from when he was little, an old superstition whispered lightly by his father. Artemis had never forgotten and always counted to nine to ward off the bad luck should so much as a toe touch the carpet vines.

The four-poster bed stood at the rear of the room, swathed in hanging drapes and sunlight. A breeze slipped into the room, rippling the silks like the sails of a pirate ship.

One of his mother’s hands dangled over the side. Pale and thin.

Artemis was horrified. Just yesterday his mother had been fine. A slight sniffle, but still her warm, laughing self.

‘Mother,’ he blurted on seeing her face, feeling as though the word had been punched out of him.

This was not possible. In twenty-four hours, his mother had deteriorated to little more than a skeleton. Her cheekbones were sharp as flint, her eyes lost in dark sockets.

Don’t worry, Artemis told himself. In a few short seconds Mother will be well, then I can investigate what happened here.

Angeline Fowl’s beautiful hair was frizzed and brittle, broken strands criss-crossing her pillow like a spider’s web. And there was an odd smell emanating from her pores.

Lilies, thought Artemis. Sweet yet tinged with sickness.

Angeline’s eyes opened abruptly, round with panic. Her back arched as she sucked breath through a constricted windpipe, clutching at the air with clawed hands. Just as suddenly she collapsed, and Artemis thought for a terrible moment that she was gone.

But then her eyelids fluttered and she reached out a hand for him.

‘Arty,’ she said, her voice no more than a whisper. ‘I am having the strangest dream.’ A short sentence, but it took an age to complete, with a rasped breath between each word.

Artemis took his mother’s hand. How slender it was. A parcel of bones.

‘Or perhaps I am awake and my other life is a dream.’

Artemis was pained to hear his mother speak like this; it reminded him of the turns she used to suffer from.

‘You’re awake, Mother, and I am here. You have a light fever and are a little dehydrated, that’s all. Nothing to be concerned about.’

‘How can I be awake, Arty,’ said Angeline, her eyes calm in black circles, ‘when I feel myself dying? How can I be awake when I feel that?’

Artemis’s feigned calm was knocked by this.

‘I-it’s the… fever,’ he stammered. ‘You’re seeing things a little strangely.
 Everything will be fine soon. I promise.’

Angeline closed her eyes. ‘And my son keeps his promises, I know. Where have you been these past years, Arty? We were so worried. Why are you not seventeen?’

In her delirium, Angeline Fowl saw through a haze of magic to the truth. She realized that he had been missing for three years and had come home the same age as when he went away.

‘I am fourteen, Mother. Almost fifteen now, still a boy for another while. Now close your eyes and when you open them again all will be well.’

‘What have you done to my thoughts, Artemis? Where has your power come from?’

Artemis was sweating now. The heat of the room, the sickly smell, his own anxiety.

She knows. Mother knows. If you heal her, will she remember everything?

It didn’t matter. That could be dealt with in due course. His priority was to mend his parent.

Artemis squeezed the frail hand in his grip, feeling the bones grind against each other. He was about to use magic on his mother for the second time.

Magic did not belong in Artemis’s soul, and gave him lightning-bolt headaches whenever he used it. Though he was human, the fairy rules of magic held a certain sway over him. He was forced to chew motion-sickness tablets before entering a dwelling uninvited, and when the moon was full Artemis could often be found in the library, listening to music at maximum volume to drown out the voices in his head. The great commune of magical creatures. The fairies had powerful race memories and they surfaced like a tidal wave of raw emotion, bringing migraines with them.

Sometimes Artemis wondered if stealing the magic had been a mistake, but recently the symptoms had stopped. No more migraines or sickness. Perhaps his brain was adapting to the strain of being a magical creature.

Artemis held his mother’s fingers gently, closed his eyes and cleared his mind.

Magic. Only magic.

The magic was a wild force and needed to be controlled. If Artemis let his thoughts ramble, the magic would ramble too and he could open his eyes to find his mother still sick but with different-coloured hair.

Heal, he thought. Be well, Mother.

The magic responded to his wish, spreading along his limbs, buzzing, tingling.
 Blue sparks circled his wrists, twitching like shoals of tiny minnows. Almost as if they were alive.

Artemis thought of his mother in better times. He saw her skin radiant, her eyes shining with happiness. Heard her laugh, felt her touch on his neck. Remembered the strength of Angeline Fowl’s love for her family.

That is what I want.

The sparks sensed his wishes and flowed into Angeline Fowl, sinking into the skin of her hand and wrist, twisting in ropes round her gaunt arms. Artemis pushed harder and a river of magical flickers flowed from his fingers into his mother.

Heal, he thought. Drive out the sickness.

Artemis had used his magic before, but this time was different. There was resistance, as though his mother’s body did not wish to be healed and was rejecting the power. Sparks fizzled on her skin, spasmed and winked out.

More,
 thought Artemis. More.

He pushed harder, ignoring the sudden blinding headache and rumbling nausea.

Heal, Mother.

The magic wrapped his mother like an Egyptian mummy, snaking underneath her body, raising her fifteen centimetres from the mattress. She shuddered and moaned, steam venting from her pores, sizzling as it touched the blue sparks.

She is in pain, thought Artemis, opening one eye a slit. In agony. But I cannot stop now.

Artemis dug down deep, searching his extremities for the last scraps of magic inside him.

Everything. Give her every last spark.

Magic was not an intrinsic part of Artemis; he had stolen it and now he threw it off again, stuffing all he had into the attempted healing. And yet it wasn’t working. No, more than that. Her sickness grew stronger. Repelling each blue wave, robbing the sparks of their colour and power, sending them skittering to the ceiling.

Something is wrong, thought Artemis, bile in his throat, a dagger of pain over his left eye. It shouldn’t be like this.

The final drop of magic left his body with a jolt and Artemis was thrown from his mother’s bedside and sent skidding across the floor, then tumbling head over heels until he came to rest sprawled against a chaise longue. Angeline Fowl spasmed a final time, then collapsed back on to her mattress. Her body was soaked with a strange thick, clear gel.
 Magical sparks flickered and died in the coating, which steamed off almost as quickly as it had appeared.

Artemis lay with his head in his hands, waiting for the chaos in his brain to stop, unable to move or think. His own breathing seemed to rasp against his skull. Eventually, the pain faded to echoes, and jumbled words formed themselves into sentences.

The magic is gone. Spent. I am entirely human.

Artemis registered the sound of the bedroom door creaking and he opened his eyes to find Butler and his father staring down at him, concern large on their faces.

‘We heard a crash. You must have fallen,’ said Artemis Senior, lifting his son by the elbow. ‘I should never have let you in here alone, but I thought that perhaps you could do something. You have certain talents, I know. I was hoping …’ He straightened his son’s shirt, patted his shoulders. ‘It was stupid of me.’

Artemis shrugged his father’s hands away, stumbling to his mother’s sickbed. It took a mere glance to confirm what he already knew. He had not cured his mother. There was no bloom on her cheeks or ease in her breathing.

She is worse. What have I done?

‘What is it?’ asked his father. ‘What the devil is wrong with her? At this rate of decline, in less than a week my Angeline will be –’

Butler interrupted brusquely. ‘No giving up now, gents. We all have contacts from our past that might be able to shed some light on Mrs Fowl’s condition. People we might prefer not to associate with otherwise. We find them, and bring them back here as fast as we can. We ignore nuisances like passports or visas and get it done.’

Artemis Senior nodded, slowly at first, then with more vigour.

‘Yes. Yes, dammit. She is not finished yet. My Angeline is a fighter – are you not, darling?’

He took her hand gently, as though it were made of finest crystal. She did not respond to his touch or voice. ‘We talked to every alternative practitioner in Europe about my phantom-limb pains. Perhaps one of them can help us with this.’

‘I know a man in China,’ said Butler. ‘He worked with Madame Ko at the bodyguard academy. He was a miracle worker with herbs. Lived up the mountains. He has never been outside the province, but he would come for me.’

‘Good,’ said Artemis Senior. ‘The more opinions we can call on the better.’ He turned to his son. ‘Listen, Arty, if you know someone who might be able to help. Anyone. Perhaps you have some underworld contacts?’

Artemis twisted a rather ostentatious ring on his middle finger so that the front rested against his palm. This ring was actually a camouflaged fairy communicator.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I have a few underworld contacts.’







Chapter 2

The World’s Biggest

Helsinki Harbour, the Baltic Sea

[image: image]

THE giant sea monster that is the kraken sent its finned tentacles spiralling towards the ocean’s surface, pulling its bloated body behind. Its single eye rolled manically in its socket and its curved beak, the size of a schooner’s prow, was open wide, filtering the rushing water through to its rippling gills.

The kraken was hungry and there was room for only one thought in its tiny brain as it sped towards the holiday ferry above.

Kill… Kill… KILL …

*

‘That is such dwarf manure,’ said Lower Elements Police Captain Holly Short, muting the sound file in her helmet. ‘For one thing, the kraken doesn’t have tentacles, and as for kill… kill… kill …’

‘I know,’ said Foaly, the voice of mission control in her communicator. ‘I thought you might enjoy that passage. You know, have a laugh. Remember laughing?’

Holly was not amused. ‘It’s so typical of humans, Foaly, to take something perfectly natural and demonize it. Krakens are gentle creatures, and the humans turn them into some kind of murderous giant squid. Kill… kill… kill. Give me a break.’

‘Come on, Holly, it’s just sensational fiction. You know those humans and their imaginations. Relax.’

Foaly was right. If she got worked up every time the human media misrepresented a
 mythical creature, she would spend half her life in a rage. Over the centuries Mud Men had caught glimpses of the fairy folk, and had twisted the truth of these glimpses almost beyond recognition.

Let it go. There are decent humans. Remember Artemis and Butler.

‘Did you see that human movie with the centaurs?’ she asked the centaur on the other end of her helmet communicator. ‘They were noble and sporty. My sword for thee, Majesty, then off for a spot of hunting. Fit centaurs, now that did make me laugh.’

Thousands of miles away, somewhere in the Earth’s mantle below Ireland, Foaly, the Lower Elements Police technical adviser, rubbed his paunch.

‘Holly, that hurts. Caballine likes my belly.’

Foaly had got married, or hitched as centaurs called the ceremony, while Holly had been away with Artemis Fowl rescuing demons in Limbo. A lot had changed in the three years she had been away, and sometimes Holly found it difficult to keep up. Foaly had a new bride to occupy his time. Her old friend Trouble Kelp had been promoted to LEP Commander, and she was back working at Recon with the Kraken Watch task force.

‘Apologies, friend. That was mean,’ said Holly. ‘I like your belly too. I’m sorry that I wasn’t there to see a hitching sash round it.’

‘Me too. Next time.’

Holly smiled. ‘Sure. That’s going to happen.’

Traditionally, male centaurs were expected to take more than one bride, but Caballine was a modern fairy and Holly doubted if she would stand for a new filly in the household.

‘Don’t worry, I’m joking.’

‘You’d better be, because I’m meeting Caballine at the spa this weekend.’

‘How’s the new gear?’ said Foaly, hurriedly changing the subject.

Holly spread her arms wide, feeling the wind ripple her fingers, seeing the Baltic Sea flash past below in shards of blue and white.

‘It’s wonderful,’ she said. ‘Absolutely wonderful.’

*

Captain Holly Short of LEPrecon flew in wide, lazy circles above Helsinki, enjoying the brisk Scandinavian air filtering through her helmet. It was just after 5 a.m.
 local time and the rising sun had set the Uspenski Cathedral’s golden onion dome shimmering. Already the city’s famed marketplace was strobed with headlights as vendors arrived to open up for the morning trade, or eager politicians’ aides made their way towards the blue-grey façade of City Hall.

Holly’s target lay away from what would shortly be a bustling centre of commerce.
 She adjusted her fingers, and the sensors in her armoured gloves translated the movements to commands for the mechanical wings on her back, sending her spiralling down towards the small island of Uunisaari, half a mile from the port.

‘The body sensors are nice,’ she said. ‘Very intuitive.’

‘It’s as close as it gets to being a bird,’ said Foaly. ‘Unless you want to integrate?’

‘No thank you,’ said Holly vehemently. She loved flying, but not enough to have an LEP surgeon sew a few implants into her cerebellum.

‘Very well, Captain Short,’ said Foaly, switching to business mode. ‘Pre-op check.
 Three Ws please.’

The three Ws were every Reconnaissance officer’s checklist before approaching an operation’s zone. Wings, weapon and a way home.

Holly checked the transparent readouts on her helmet visor.

‘Power cell charged. Weapon on green. Wings and suit fully functional. No red lights.’

‘Excellent,’ said Foaly. ‘Check, check and check. Our screens agree.’

Holly heard keys clicking as Foaly recorded this information in the mission log.
 The centaur was known for his fondness for old-school keyboards, even though he himself had patented an extremely efficient virtual keyboard – the v-board.

‘Remember, Holly, this is just reconnaissance. Go down and check the sensor. Those things are two hundred years old, and the problem is more than likely a simple overheat. All you need to do is go where I tell you and fix what I tell you. No indiscriminate blasting involved.
 Understand?’

Holly snorted. ‘I can see why Caballine fell for you, Foaly. You’re such a charmer.’

Foaly snickered. ‘I don’t rise to jibes any more, Holly. Marriage has mellowed me.’

‘Mellow? I’ll believe that when you last ten minutes in a room with Mulch without throwing a hoof.’

The dwarf, Mulch Diggums, had been at various times enemy, partner and friend to Holly and Foaly. His greatest pleasure in life was stuffing his face, and not far behind that was irritating his various enemies, partners and friends.

‘Perhaps I need a few more years of marriage before I get that mellow. A few more centuries, in fact.’

The island was large in Holly’s visor now, surrounded by a monk’s fringe of foam.
 Time to stop the chit-chat and proceed with the mission, though Holly was tempted to circle in a holding pattern so she could talk some more with her friend. It seemed as though this was the first real conversation they’d had since her return from Limbo. Foaly had moved on with life in the past three years, but for Holly her absence had only lasted a few hours and, though she had not aged, Holly felt cheated of those years. The LEP psychiatrist would have told her she was suffering from Post-time-travel-displacement Depression, and offered to prescribe a nice shot to cheer her up. Holly trusted happy-shots just about as much as she trusted brain implants.

‘I’m going in,’ she said tersely. This was her first solo mission since debriefing and she did not want anything less than a perfect report, even if it was only Kraken Watch.

‘Copy,’ said Foaly. ‘You see the sensor?’

There were four bio-sensors on the island relaying information back to Police Plaza. Three pulsed a gentle green in Holly’s visor display unit. The fourth sensor was red. Red could mean many things. In this case every reading had risen above normal levels. Temperature, heartbeat, brain activity. All on the danger line.

‘It must be a malfunction,’ Foaly had explained. ‘If not, the other sensors would show something.’

‘I have it. Strong signal.’

‘OK. Shield and approach.’

Holly twisted her chin sharply left until her neck bone clicked, which was her way of summoning the magic. It wasn’t a necessary movement, since the magic was mostly a brain function, but fairies developed their own tics. She let a dribble of power into her limbs and vibrated out of the visible spectrum. Her shimmer suit picked up her frequency and amplified it so that a tiny spark of magic went a long way.

‘I’m out of sight and going in,’ she confirmed.

‘Understood,’ said the centaur. ‘Be careful, Holly. Commander Kelp will be reviewing this video, so stick to your orders.’

‘Are you suggesting that I occasionally stray from the rule book?’ said Holly, apparently horrified by the very notion.

Foaly sniggered. ‘I am suggesting that you may not own a copy of the rule book, and, if you do possess one, you certainly have never opened it.’

Fair point, thought Holly, swooping down towards the surface of Uunisaari.


*

Whales are thought to be the world’s largest mammals. They are not. The kraken can stretch to five kilometres in length and have been a staple of Scandinavian legend since the thirteenth century, when they appeared in the Orvar-Odd saga as the fearsome lyngbakr. Early descriptions of the kraken are the most accurate, describing the sea creature as an animal the size of a floating island whose real danger to ships was not the creature itself, but the whirlpool it created when it sank into the ocean. But by the Middle Ages the legend of the kraken had been confused with that of the giant squid, and each was credited with the most fearsome attributes of the other. The squid was pictured big as a mountain, while the peaceful kraken grew tentacles and developed a bloodlust to rival that of the deadliest shark.

Nothing could be further from the truth. The kraken is a docile creature whose main defences are its sheer size and the bulk of shell, gas and fat cells enclosing a melon-sized brain which provides it with just enough intelligence to feed itself and shed its shell. Underneath the crust of rock, weed and coral, the kraken resembles nothing more than the common acorn barnacle, albeit a barnacle that could easily house an Olympic stadium or two.

The kraken enjoy a lifespan of several thousand years, thanks to an incredibly slow metabolism and a huge network of support systems surrounding their soft centres. They tend to settle in a food-rich or magical environment and remain there until the food or energy residue runs out.
 Nestling in the middle of an archipelago near a human port provides not only camouflage but an abundant source of edible material. And so this is where the kraken are found, anchored to the seabed like gigantic limpets, vacuuming city waste through their gills and fermenting it to methane in their vast stomachs. But, if human garbage is their salvation, it is also their damnation, for increasingly high toxin levels have rendered the kraken sterile, and now there are only half a dozen or so of the ancient creatures left in the oceans.

This particular kraken was the oldest of the bunch. According to shell scrapings, old Shelly, as the small, dedicated Kraken Watch referred to it, was over ten thousand years old, and had been masquerading as an island in Helsinki harbour since the sixteenth century, when the town was known as Helsingfors.

In all that time, Shelly had done little but feed and sleep, feeling no urge to migrate. Any need he may have felt to move on was dulled by the seepings of a paint factory built on his back more than a hundred years previously. To all intents and purposes, Shelly was catatonic, having emitted no more than a couple of methane flashes in over fifty years, so there was no reason to believe that this red light on his sensor was anything more than a crossed wire, and it was Holly’s job to uncross it. It was a standard first day back on the job kind of mission. No danger, no deadline and little chance of discovery.

Holly turned her palms into the wind, descending till her boots scraped the roof of the island’s small restaurant. Actually, there were two islands, separated by a small bridge. One was a genuine island, and the other, larger section was Shelly nestled into the rock. Holly ran a quick thermal sweep, finding nothing but a few rodents and a blotch of heat from the sauna, which was probably on a timer.

She consulted her visor for the sensor’s exact location. It was four metres underwater, tucked below a rocky ledge.

Underwater. Of course.

She stowed her wings mid-air, then plunged feet first into the Baltic Sea, corkscrewing to minimize the splash. Not that there were any humans close enough to hear. The sauna and restaurant did not open until eight, and the nearest fishermen were on the mainland, their rods swaying gently like rows of bare flagpoles.

Holly vented the gas bags in her helmet to reduce buoyancy and sank below the waves. Her visor informed her that the water temperature was a little over ten degrees, but the shimmer suit insulated her from cold shock and even flexed to compensate for the slight pressure increase.

‘Use the Critters,’ said Foaly, his voice crystal clear through the vibration nodes over her ears.

‘Get out of my head, centaur.’

‘Go on. Use the Critters.’

‘I don’t need a tracer. It’s right there.’

Foaly sighed. ‘Then they shall die unfulfilled.’

The Coded Radiation Tracers were micro-organisms bathed in radiation of the same frequency as the object being located. If you knew what you were looking for before leaving Foaly’s workshop, then the Critters would bring you right to it. Though they were a little redundant when the sensor was a few metres away and beeping on your screen.

‘OK,’ moaned Holly. ‘I wish you would stop using me as a guinea pig.’

She pulled back a watertight flap on her glove, releasing a cloud of glowing orange mites into the water. They bunched for a moment, then sped off in a ragged arrow towards the sensor.

‘They swim, they fly, they burrow,’ said Foaly, awed by his own achievement. ‘God bless their tiny hearts.’

The Critters left a glowing orange wake for Holly to follow. She pulled herself below a sharp ledge to find the Critters already excavating the growths covering the sensor.

‘Now, come on. That is handy. Tell me that’s not useful to a field officer.’

It was very useful, especially since Holly only had ten minutes of air left, but Foaly’s head was big enough as it was.

‘A gill helmet would have been more useful, especially since you knew the sensor was underwater.’

‘You have more than enough air,’ argued Foaly. ‘Especially since the Critters are clearing the surrounding area.’

The Critters ate away the rock and moss covering the sensor until it gleamed like the day it had come off the assembly line. Once their mission was completed, the Critters flickered and died, dissolving in the water with a gentle fizz. Holly switched on her helmet lights, focusing both beams on the alloy instrument. The sensor was the size and shape of a banana and covered with an electrolytic gel.

‘The water is pretty clean, thanks to Shelly. I’m getting a decent picture.’

Holly topped up her suit buoyancy a few notches until she was at neutral, and hung in the water as still as she could.

‘Well, what do you see?’

‘The same as you,’ replied the centaur. ‘A sensor with a flashing red light. I need to take a few readings, if you wouldn’t mind touching the screen.’

Holly laid her palm on the gel so that the omni-sensor on her glove could sync with the ancient instrument.

‘Nine and a half minutes, Foaly, don’t forget.’

‘Please,’ snickered the centaur. ‘I could recalibrate a fleet of satellites in nine and a half minutes.’

It was probably true, thought Holly as her helmet ran a systems check on the sensor.

‘Hmm,’ sighed Foaly, thirty seconds later.

‘Hmm?’ repeated Holly nervously. ‘Don’t hmm, Foaly. Dazzle me with science, but don’t hmm.’

‘There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with this sensor. It is remarkably functional. Which means …’

‘That the other three sensors are malfunctioning,’ concluded Holly. ‘So much for your genius.’

‘I did not design these sensors,’ said Foaly, wounded. ‘They’re old Koboi gear.’

Holly shuddered, her body jerking in the water. Her old enemy Opal Koboi had been one of the People’s leading innovators, until she’d decided that she would prefer to pursue all criminal avenues to crown herself queen of the world instead. Now she was housed in a specially constructed isolation prison cube suspended in Atlantis, and spent her time shooting off mails to politicians pleading for early release.

‘Apologies, old friend, for doubting your wonderfulness. I suppose I should check the other sensors. Above sea level, I do hope.’

‘Hmm,’ said Foaly again.

‘Please stop that. Surely, now I am here, I should check the remaining sensors?’

Silence for a moment while Foaly accessed a few files, then he spoke in hitched phrases as the information opened before him. ‘The other sensors… are not the pressing issue… right now.
 What we really need to know… is why would Shelly be red-lining on this sensor. Let me just see… if we have ever had these kinds of readings before.’

Holly had no choice but to maintain contact with the sensor, legs swaying underneath her, watching the air clock on her visor run down.

‘OK,’ said Foaly finally. ‘Two reasons for a kraken’s readings to red-line. One, Shelly is having a baby kraken, which is impossible since he’s a sterile male.’

‘That leaves two,’ said Holly, who was certain that she would not like the second reason.

‘And two, he’s shedding.’

Holly rolled her eyes in relief. ‘Shedding. That doesn’t sound so bad.’

‘Weeeellll, it’s a little worse than it sounds.’

‘What do you mean, a little?’

‘Why don’t I explain as you fly away, as fast as you can.’

Holly did not need to be told twice. When Foaly advised an officer to leave
 before he delivered one of his beloved lectures, then the situation was serious. She spread her arms wide and the action was mimicked by the wings on her back.

‘Engage,’ she said, pointing both arms to the surface, and the engines ignited, blasting her clear of the Baltic, boiling the water wake as it hung in the air. Her suit was instantly dry as moisture slipped from its non-stick material and air resistance tugged at any remaining drops. In seconds she had climbed to a hundred metres, the anxiety in Foaly’s voice hurrying her along.

‘A kraken sheds its shell once, and records show that Shelly dumped his three thousand years ago, so we presumed that was that.’

‘But now?’

‘Now it seems as though Shelly has lived long enough to do it again.’

‘And why are we concerned about this?’

‘We are concerned about this because kraken shed very explosively. The new shell has already grown and Shelly will get rid of the old one by igniting a layer of methane cells and blasting it off’’

Holly wanted to be sure she understood what was being said. ‘So you’re saying that Shelly is going to light a fart?’

‘No, Shelly is going to light the fart. He has stored enough methane to power Haven for a year. There hasn’t been a fart like this since the last dwarf tribal gathering.’

A computer representation of the explosion appeared in her visor. To most fairies the image would be little more than a blur, but LEP officers were forced to develop the double focus necessary to read their screens and watch where they were going at the same time.

When the simulation put Holly clear of the projected blast radius, she dropped her boots, swinging in a loose ascending arc to face the kraken.

‘Isn’t there something we can do?’

‘Besides take a couple of pictures, nope. Too late for that. Only a few minutes to go. Shelly’s inner shell is already at ignition temperature, so put your glare filter down and watch the show.’

Holly lowered her shade. ‘This is going to make the news all over the world. Islands don’t just explode.’

‘Yes, they do. Volcanic activity, gas leaks, chemical accidents. Believe me, if there’s one thing the Mud Men do know, it’s how to explain away an explosion. The Americans invented Area Fifty-one just because a senator crashed a jet into a mountain.’

‘The mainland is safe?’

‘Should be. A little shrapnel maybe.’

Holly relaxed, hanging from her wings. There was nothing she could do, nothing she
 should do. This was a natural process and the kraken had every right to shed its shell.

Methane explosions. Mulch would love this.

Mulch Diggums was currently running a private investigations office in Haven with the pixie wheel-fairy, Doodah Day. Mulch had, in his time, caused some methane disturbances himself.

Something pulsed gently in Holly’s visor. A plasma splodge of red in the thermal-sweep windows. There was life on the island, and not just insect or rodent. Multiple humans.

‘Foaly. I have something.’

Holly resized the window with a series of blink commands to track down the source.
 There were four hot bodies inside the sauna.

‘Inside the sauna, Foaly. How did we miss them?’

‘Their bodies were at the same temperature as the brick walls,’ replied the centaur. ‘I’m guessing that one of the Mud Men opened the door.’

Holly magnified her visor to plus six and saw that the sauna door was open a crack, a wedge of steam pushing through the gap. The building was cooling faster than the humans, and so now they showed up separately on her scanner.

‘What are those Mud Men doing here? You said nothing opens until eight.’

‘I don’t know, Holly. How would I know? They’re humans. About as reliable as moon-mad demons.’

It didn’t matter why the humans were there –
 and wondering about it was a waste of time.

‘I have to go back, Foaly.’

Foaly put a camera on himself, broadcasting his live image to Holly’s helmet.

‘Look at my face, Holly. Do you see this expression? That’s my stern face. Do not do it, Holly. Do not return to the island. Humans die every day and we do not interfere. The LEP never interferes.’

‘I know the rules,’ said Holly, muting the growling centaur.

There goes my career – again, she thought, angling her wings for a steep dive.

*

Four men sat in the sauna’s outer room, feeling very smug that they had once again outwitted island authorities and managed to sneak a free sauna before work. It did help that one of the men was Uunisaari’s security guard and had access to the keys and a little five-horsepower punt that accommodated the four friends and a bucket of Karjala beer.

‘Good temperature in the sauna today,’ said one.

A second wiped the steam from his glasses.
 ‘A little hot, I thought. In fact, even here it feels hot underfoot.’

‘Go jump in the Baltic, then,’ said the guard, miffed at this lack of appreciation for his efforts. ‘That will cool down your poor pinkies.’

‘Don’t pay any attention to him,’ said the fourth man, fastening his watch. ‘He has sensitive feet. Always some temperature problem.’

The men, friends since childhood, laughed and swigged their beers. The laughing and swigging ceased abruptly when a section of the roof suddenly caught fire and disintegrated.

The guard coughed out a mouthful of beer. ‘Was someone smoking? I said no smoking!’

Even if one of his sauna buddies had answered, the guard would not have heard, as he had somehow managed to fly through the hole in the roof.

‘My toes are really hot,’ said the bespectacled man, as if hanging on to old topics of conversation might make new ones go away.

The others ignored him, busy doing what men generally do in dangerous times –
 putting on their trousers.


 *

There was no time for introductions or doors, so Holly drew her Neutrino sidearm, carved a two-metre hole in the roof and was treated to the sight of four pale, semi-dressed Mud Men quivering in sudden fright.

I’m not surprised they’re quivering, she thought. And that’s only the beginning.

As she flew, she worked on her problem: how to get four humans out of the blast zone in as many minutes.

Until recently she would have had a second problem: the building itself. According to the fairy Book, fairies were forbidden to enter human buildings without an invitation. This was a ten-thousand-year-old hex that still had a little sting, causing nausea and loss of power to anyone who defied it. The law was an anachronism and a serious impediment to LEP operations, so after a series of public debates and a referendum the hex had been lifted by demon warlock No1. It had taken the little demon five minutes to unravel a hex that had stumped elfin warlocks for centuries.

Back to the original problem. Four large humans. Big explosion imminent.

The first one was easy enough and the obvious choice. He was blocking the others and wore nothing but a towel and a tiny security guard’s cap, which perched on top of his skull like a nut shell on the head of a bear.

Holly grimaced. I have to get him out of my sight as soon as possible, or I may never forget this image. That Mud Man has more muscles than a troll.

Troll! Of course.

There had been several additions to the Recon kit while Holly had been in Limbo, most invented and patented by Foaly, naturally. One such addition was a new clip of darts for her Neutrino. The centaur called them anti-gravity darts, but the officers called them Floaters.

The darts were based on Foaly’s own Moonbelt, which generated a field around whatever was attached to it, reducing the Earth’s gravitational pull to one-fifth of normal. The Moonbelt was useful for transporting heavy equipment. Field officers quickly adapted the belt to their own specialized needs, attaching their prisoners to the pitons, which made them much easier to handle.

Foaly had then developed a dart that had the same effect as his Moonbelt. The dart used the fugitive’s own flesh to conduct the charge that rendered him almost weightless. Even a troll seems less threatening when it is bobbing in the breeze like a balloon.

Holly slipped the clip from her belt, using the heel of one hand to ram it into the Neutrino.

Darts, she thought. Back to the Stone Age.

The big security guard was square in her sights, his lip wobbling petulantly.

No need for laser sights with this Mud Man, she thought. I could hardly miss.

And she didn’t. The tiny dart pricked the man’s shoulder and he quivered for a moment until the anti-gravity field encircled him.

‘Ooh,’ he said. ‘That’s a little –’

Then Holly had landed beside him, grasped his pale thigh and hurled him into the sky. He went, faster than a popped balloon, leaving a trail of surprised o’s in his wake.

The remaining men hurriedly finished pulling on their trousers. Two tripped in their haste, banging heads before crashing to the ground. Plates of tomato-and-mozzarella rolls were batted aside; bottles of beer went spinning across the tiles.

‘My sandwiches,’ said one man, even as he struggled with his purple jeans.

No time for panic, thought Holly, silent and invisible among them. She ducked low, avoiding pale swinging limbs, and quickly loosed off three more darts.

A strange calm descended on the sauna as three grown men found themselves floating towards a hole in the roof.

‘My feet are –’ began the bespectacled man.

‘Shut up about your feet!’ shouted sandwich man, swiping at him with a fist. The motion sent him spinning and bouncing like a pinball.

Foaly overrode Holly’s mute.

‘D’Arvit, Holly. You have seconds. Seconds! Get out of there now! Even your suit armour will not stop an explosion of this magnitude.’

Holly’s face was red and sweating in spite of her helmet’s climate control.

Seconds left. How many times have I heard that?

No time for subtleties. She lay flat on her back, tapping the readout on her Neutrino to select concussion beams, and fired a wide pattern blast straight up.

The beam bore the men aloft, as a fast-flowing river would bear bubbles, bouncing them off the walls and each other before finally popping them through the still-sparking circle in the roof.


 *

 The last man out looked down as he left, wondering absently why he was not gibbering in panic. Surely flying was grounds for hysteria?

That will probably come later, he decided.
 If there is a later for me.

In the steam of the sauna, it seemed to him that there was a small humanoid shape lying on the floor. A diminutive figure with wings that leaped to its feet, then sped towards the flying men.

It’s all true, thought the man. Just like Lord of the Rings. Fantasy creatures. All true.

Then the island exploded, and the man stopped worrying about fantasy creatures and began worrying about his trousers, which had just caught fire.


 *

With all four men in the air, Holly decided that it was time to get herself as far from the supposed island as possible. She jumped from a squatting position, engaged her wings in the air and shot into the morning sky.

‘Very nice,’ said Foaly. ‘You know they’re calling that move the Hollycopter, don’t you?’

Holly drew her weapon, urging the weightless men further away from the island with short bursts.

‘Busy staying alive, Foaly. Talk later.’

Foaly said, ‘Sorry, friend. I’m worried. I talk when I’m worried. Caballine thinks it’s a defence mechanism. Anyway, the Hollycopter. You did the same take-off during that rooftop shoot-out in Darmstadt. Major – I mean, Commander Kelp caught it on video. They’re using the footage in the Academy now. You wouldn’t believe how many cadets have broken their ankles trying the same trick.’

Holly was about to insist that her friend please shut up, when Shelly ignited his methane cells, decimating his old shell and sending tons of debris hurtling skywards. The shock-wave took Holly from below, like a giant’s punch, sending her pinwheeling. She felt her suit flex to avoid the shock, the tiny scales closing ranks against the impact like the shields of a demon battalion. There was a slight hiss as her helmet plumped the safety bags protecting her brain and spinal cord. The screens in her visor flickered, jumped, then settled.

The world spun by her visor in a series of blues and greys. The artificial horizon in her helmet did several revolutions, end over end, though Holly realized that in actuality she was the one revolving and not the display.

Alive. Still alive. My odds must be getting short.

Foaly broke in on her thoughts.‘… heart rate is up, though I don’t know why. One would think you’d be used to these situations by now. The four humans made it, you will be delighted to know, since you risked your life and my technology to save them. What if one of my Floaters had fallen into human hands?’

Holly used a combination of gestures and blinks to fire short bursts from several of her wings’ twelve engines, wrestling back control of her rig.

She opened her visor to cough and spit, then answered his accusation.

‘I’m fine, thanks for asking. And all LEP equipment is fitted with remote destruct. Even me! So the only way your precious Floaters were ever going to fall into human hands was if your technology failed.’

‘Which reminds me,’ said Foaly. ‘I need to get rid of those darts.’

Below was pandemonium. It seemed as though half of Helsinki’s inhabitants had already managed to launch themselves in various crafts, and a veritable flotilla was heading towards the explosion site, led by a coastguard vessel, two powerful outboards churning at its stern, nose up for speed. The kraken itself was obscured by smoke and dust, but charred fragments of its shell rained down like volcanic ash, coating the decks of the boats below and draping a dark blanket over the Baltic Sea.

Twenty metres to Holly’s left, the floating men bobbed happily through the air, riding the last ripples of explosive shock, trousers hanging in tattered ruins from their waists.

‘I am surprised,’ said Holly, zooming in on the men. ‘No screaming or wetting themselves.’

‘A little drop of relaxant in the dart,’ chuckled Foaly. ‘Well, I say a little drop. Enough to have a troll missing his mummy.’

‘Trolls occasionally eat their mothers,’ commented Holly.

‘Exactly.’

Foaly waited until the men had dropped to within three metres of the ocean’s surface, then remote detonated the tiny charge in each dart. Four small pops were followed by four loud splashes. The men were in the water no more than a few seconds before the coastguard reached them.

‘OK,’ said the centaur, obviously relieved. ‘Potential disaster averted and our good deed done for the day. Kick up your boots and head back for the shuttle station. I have no doubt that Commander Kelp will want a detailed report.’

‘Just a second – I have mail.’

‘Mail! Mail! Do you really think this is the time? Your power levels are down, and the rear panels of your suit have taken a severe pasting. You need to get out of there, before your shield fails altogether.’

‘I have to read this one, Foaly. It’s important.’

The mail icon flashing in Holly’s visor was tagged with Artemis’s signature.
 Artemis and Holly colour-coded their mail icons. Green was social, blue was business and red was urgent.
 The mail icon in Holly’s visor pulsed a bright red. She blinked at the icon, opening the short message.

Mother dying, it read. Please come at once. Bring N o1.

Holly felt a cold dread in her stomach and the world seemed to lurch before her eyes.

Mother dying. Bring No1.

The situation must be desperate if Artemis was asking her to bring the powerful demon warlock.

She flashed back to the day, eighteen years ago, when her own mother had passed away. Almost two decades now, and the loss was still as painful as a raw wound. A thought struck her.

It’s not eighteen years. It’s twenty-one. I’ve been away for three.

Coral Short had been a doctor with LEPmarine, which patrolled the Atlantic, cleaning up after humans, protecting endangered species. She had been mortally injured when a particularly rancid-looking tanker they were shadowing accidentally doused their submarine with radioactive waste. Dirty radiation is poison to fairies and it had taken her mother a week to die.

‘I will make them pay,’ Holly had vowed, crying at her mother’s bedside in Haven Clinic. ‘I will hunt down every last one of those Mud Men.’

‘No,’ her mother had said with surprising force. ‘I spent my career saving creatures. You must do the same. Destruction cannot be my legacy.’

It was one of the last things she would ever say. Three days later, Holly stood stony-faced at her mother’s recycling ceremony, her green dress uniform buttoned to the chin. The Omnitool that her mother had given her as a graduation present in its holster on her belt.

Saving creatures. So Holly applied to Recon.

And now Artemis’s mother was dying. Holly realized that she didn’t think of Artemis as a human any more, just as a friend.

‘I need to go to Ireland,’ she said.

Foaly did not bother to argue: he had sneaked a peek at the urgent mail on Holly’s screen.

‘Go. I can cover for you here for a few hours. I could say you’re completing the Ritual. As it happens there’s a full moon tonight and we still have a few magical sites near Dublin.
 I’ll send a message to Section Eight. Maybe Qwan will let Number One out of the magi-lab for a few hours.’

‘Thanks, old friend.’

‘You’re welcome. Now go. I’m going to get out of your head for a while and monitor the chatter here. Maybe I can plant a few ideas in the human media. I like the idea of an underground natural gas pocket. It’s almost the truth.’

Almost the truth.

Holly couldn’t help applying the phrase to Artemis’s mail. So often the Irish boy manipulated people by telling them almost the truth.

She chided herself silently. Surely not. Even Artemis Fowl would not lie about something this serious.

Everyone had their limits.

Didn’t they?







Chapter 3

Echoes of Magic

[image: image]

ARTEMIS Senior assembled his troops in Fowl Manor’s conference room, which had originally been a banqueting hall. Until recently the soaring Gothic arches were hidden by a false ceiling, but Angeline Fowl had ordered the ceiling to be removed and the hall restored to its original double-height glory.

Artemis, his father and Butler sat in black leather Marcel Breuer chairs round a glass-topped table with space for ten more people.

Not so long ago there were smugglers seated at this table, thought Artemis. Not to mention crime lords, hackers, insider traders, counterfeiters, black marketeers and cat burglars. The old family businesses.

Artemis Senior closed his laptop. He was pale and obviously exhausted, but the old determination shone brightly in his eyes.

‘The plan is a simple one. We must seek out not just a second opinion, but as many opinions as possible. Butler will take the jet and go to China. No time for official channels, so perhaps you could find a strip where immigration is a little lax.’

Butler nodded. ‘I know just the place. I can be there and back in two days, all going well.’

Artemis Senior was satisfied. ‘Good. The jet is fuelled and ready. I have already organized a full crew and an extra pilot.’

‘I just need to pack a few things, then I can be on my way.’

Artemis could imagine what kinds of things Butler would pack, especially if there were no officials at the airstrip.

‘What will you do, Father?’ he asked.

‘I am going to England,’ said Artemis Senior. ‘I can take the helicopter to London City Airport and from there a limousine to Harley Street. There are several specialists I can talk to, and it will be far more efficient to send me there than bring them all here. If any of them can shed even the most feeble ray of light on your mother’s situation, then I will pay them whatever it takes to get them back here. Buy out their practices if necessary.’

Artemis nodded. Wise tactics. Still, he would expect no less from the man who had successfully run a criminal empire for over two decades, and a humanitarian one for the past few years.

Everything Artemis Senior did now was ethical. From his fair-trade clothes company to his shares in Earthpower, a consortium of like-minded businessmen who were building everything from renewable-fuel cars to geothermal rods and solar panels. He’d even had the Fowl cars, jet and helicopter fitted with advanced emission filters to lighten the family’s carbon footprint.

‘I shall remain here,’ announced Artemis, without waiting to be told. ‘I can coordinate your efforts, set up a web cam so that the Harley Street specialists can see Mother, supervise Doctor Schalke and Miss Book, and also conduct my own Internet search for possible cures.’

Artemis Senior half smiled. ‘Exactly, son. I hadn’t thought of the web cam.’

Butler was anxious to depart, but he had a point to make before going. ‘I am not comfortable about leaving Artemis alone. A genius he may be, but he is still a habitual meddler and a magnet for trouble.’ The bodyguard winked at Artemis. ‘No offence, young sir, but you could turn a Sunday picnic into an international incident.’

Artemis accepted the accusation graciously. ‘None taken.’

‘That thought has occurred to me,’ said Artemis Senior, scratching his chin. ‘But there is nothing for it. The nanny has agreed to take the twins to her cottage in Howth for a couple of days, but Arty is needed here and so he will have to fend for himself.’

‘Which will not be a problem,’ said Artemis. ‘Have a little faith, please.’

Artemis Senior reached across the table, covering his son’s hand with his own. ‘Faith in each other is all we have now. We have to believe that saving your mother is possible. Do you believe it?’

Artemis noticed one of the upper windows swinging slowly ajar A leaf curled into the room, riding a swirling breeze, then the window seemed to close itself.

‘I absolutely believe it, Father. More with every minute.’

*

Holly did not reveal herself until Artemis Senior’s modified Sikorsky S-76C had lifted off from the rooftop heliport. Artemis was busy rigging a web cam at the foot of his mother’s bed when the elf shimmered into view with her hand on his shoulder.

‘Artemis, I am so sorry,’ she said softly.

‘Thanks for coming, Holly,’ said Artemis. ‘You got here quickly.’

‘I was above ground in Finland, chasing a kraken.’

‘Ah yes, Tennyson’s beast,’ said Artemis, closing his eyes, remembering a few lines from the famous poem.


‘Below the thunders of the upper deep;

Far far beneath in the abysmal sea,

His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep,

The kraken sleepeth.’



‘Sleepeth? Not any more. Watch the news headlines later. There was a natural gas explosion apparently.’

‘I would guess that Foaly is up to his old spin-doctoring tricks.’

‘Yes.’

‘Not many kraken left now,’ commented Artemis. ‘Seven by my reckoning.’

‘Seven?’ said Holly, surprised. ‘We’re only tracking six.’

‘Ah yes, six. I meant six. New suit?’ he asked, changing the subject a little too quickly.

‘Three years more advanced than the last one,’ replied Holly, filing the kraken titbit for investigation at a later time. ‘It has auto-armour. If the sensors feel something big coming, the entire suit flexes to cushion the blow. It’s saved my life once today already.’

A message icon beeped in Holly’s helmet, and she took a moment to read the short text.

‘Number One is on the way. They’re sending the Section Eight shuttle. No way to contain this now, so whatever we need to do has to be done fast.’

‘Good. I need all the help I can get.’

Their conversation petered out as Angeline Fowl’s deathly illness completely occupied their thoughts. She radiated pallor and the smell of lilies hung yellow in the air.

Artemis fumbled with the web cam and it rolled under the bed.

‘Hellfire,’ he swore, kneeling to reach an arm into the dark space. ‘I can’t… I just can’t …’

And suddenly the enormity of the situation struck him hard.

‘What kind of son am I?’ he whispered. ‘A liar and a thief. All my mother has ever done was love me and try to protect me and now she may die.’

Holly helped Artemis to his feet. ‘You’re not that person any more, Artemis, and you love your mother, don’t you?’

Artemis huffed, embarrassed. ‘Yes. Of course.’

‘Then you are a good son. And your mother will see that as soon as I cure her.’

Holly clicked her neck and magical sparks leaped from her fingertips, spinning in an inverted cone.

‘No,’ blurted Artemis. ‘Wouldn’t it be wise to check the symptoms first?’

Holly closed her fist, smothering the sparks. Suspicious.

She took off her helmet and stepped close to Artemis, closer than he liked people to be, staring hard into his mismatched eyes. It was strange to see her own eye looking back at her.

‘Have you done something, Artemis?’

Artemis met her gaze steadily. It seemed that there was nothing in his eyes but sadness.

‘No. I am more cautious with my mother than I would be with myself, that is all.’

Holly’s suspicion was born of years of experience with Artemis and so she wondered why he would be reluctant to allow her to use magic now when it had never bothered him before. Perhaps he had already tried this route himself. Perhaps the time stream had not stripped him of his stolen magic, as he had claimed.

She clamped her hands to the side of Artemis’s head, then laid her forehead against his.

‘Stop this, Holly,’ objected Artemis. ‘We have no time.’

Holly did not answer, closing her eyes, concentrating. Artemis felt heat spread across his skull and the familiar buzz of magic. Holly was probing him. It lasted barely a second.

‘Nothing’ she said, releasing him. ‘Echoes of magic. But no power.’

Artemis stumbled backwards, dizzy.

‘I understand your suspicion, Holly. I have earned it repeatedly. Now would you please examine my mother?’

Holly realized that up to this point she had avoided doing anything more than take a cursory glance at Angeline Fowl. This entire situation brought back too many painful memories.

‘Of course, Artemis. I’m sorry about the probe. I had to be sure that I could take all of this on face value.’

‘My feelings are not important,’ said Artemis, leading Holly by the elbow. ‘Now, my mother. Please.’

Holly had to force herself to examine Angeline Fowl properly, and, the moment she did, a deep-rooted dread sent pins and needles fluttering up and down her limbs.

‘I know this,’ she whispered. ‘I know it.’

‘This condition is familiar to you?’ asked Artemis.

His mother’s face and arms were coated with a clear gel that oozed from her pores and then steamed away. Angeline’s eyes were wide but only the whites were visible and her fingers clutched the sheets as though hanging on to life.

Holly took a medi-kit from her belt, placed it on the bedside table and used a swab to take a sample of the gel. ‘This gel. That smell. It can’t be. It can’t.’

‘It can’t be what?’ asked Artemis, his fingers tight on her forearm.

Holly ignored him, slipping her helmet on and opening a channel to Police Plaza.

‘Foaly? Are you there?’

The centaur responded on the second buzz. ‘Right here, Holly. Chained to the desk.
 Commander Kelp has sent me a couple of mails asking where you are. I fobbed him off with the Ritual story. I reckon you have about –’

Holly interrupted his chatter. ‘Foaly, listen to me. Artemis’s mother. I think we have something… I think it’s bad.’

The centaur’s mood changed instantly. Holly suspected that he had been waffling to hide his anxiety. After all, Artemis’s message had been very grim.

‘OK. I’ll sync with the manor systems. Ask Artemis for his password.’

Holly lifted her visor to look Artemis in the eye. ‘Foaly wants your security password.’

‘Of course, of course.’ Artemis was drifting and it took him a moment to remember his own secret word. ‘It’s CENTAUR. All caps.’

Below the Earth’s crust, Foaly stored the compliment in the corner of his brain that held treasured memories. He would take that one out later and gloat over a glass of sim-wine.

‘Centaur. Right. I’m in.’

A large plasma television on the wall flickered on and Foaly’s face appeared, first in blurred bubbles, then in sharp focus. The web cam in Artemis’s hand whirred as the centaur remotely fiddled with its focus motor.

‘The more points of view the better, eh?’ he said, his voice pulsing from the television speakers in surround sound.

Artemis held the camera before his mother’s face, holding it as still as possible.

‘I take it, from Holly’s reaction, that this condition is familiar to you?’

Holly pointed to the sheen covering Angeline’s face. ‘See the gel, Foaly, from the pores. And the smell of lilies too; there can’t be any doubt.’

‘It’s impossible,’ muttered the centaur. ‘We eradicated this years ago.’

Artemis was growing weary of these vague references.

‘What is impossible? Eradicated what?’

‘No diagnosis just yet, Artemis; it would be premature. Holly, I need to run a scan.’

Holly positioned the palm of her hand over Angeline Fowl’s forehead and the omni-sensor in her glove bathed Artemis’s mother in a matrix of lasers.

Foaly’s finger swished like a metronome as the information was fed to his system.
 It was an unconscious movement that seemed too jolly for the situation.

‘OK,’ he said, after half a minute. ‘I have what I need.’

Holly closed her fist on the sensor, then stood with Artemis, clasping his hand in hers, silently awaiting the results. It did not take long, especially when Foaly had a good idea of his search parameters.

His face was grim as he read the results. ‘The computer has analysed the gel. I am afraid it’s Spelltropy.’

Artemis noticed Holly’s grip tightening. Whatever this Spelltropy was, it was bad.

He broke free from Holly, striding to the wall-mounted television. ‘I need an explanation, Foaly. Now, please.’

Foaly sighed, then nodded. ‘Very well, Artemis. Spelltropy was a plague among the fairy People. Once contracted, it was invariably fatal, and progressed to terminal stages in three months. From that point the patient has less than a week. This disease has everything. Neurotoxins, cell destruction, resistance to all conventional therapies, incredibly aggressive. It’s amazing, really.’

Artemis’s teeth were clenched. ‘That’s fabulous, Foaly. At last, something even you can admire.’

Foaly wiped a bead of sweat from his nose, pausing before he spoke. ‘There is no cure, Artemis. Not any more. I’m afraid your mother is dying. Judging by the concentration in the gel, I would say she has twenty-four hours, thirty-six if she fights. If it’s any consolation, she won’t suffer at the end.’

Holly crossed the room, reaching up to grasp Artemis’s shoulder, noticing how tall her human friend was becoming.

‘Artemis, there are things we can do to make her comfortable.’

Artemis shrugged her off, almost violently. ‘No. I can achieve wonders. I have talents. Information is my weapon.’ He returned his attention to the screen. ‘Foaly, forgive my outburst. I am myself now. You said that this Spelltropy was a plague; where did it begin?’

‘Magic,’ said Foaly simply, then elaborated: ‘Magic is fuelled by the Earth and when the Earth could no longer absorb the sheer bulk of pollutants the magic became tainted also.
 Spelltropy first appeared about twenty years ago in Linfen, China.’

Artemis nodded. It made sense. Linfen was infamous for its high pollution levels.
 As the centre of China’s coal industry, the city’s air was laden with fly ash, carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, volatile organic compounds, arsenic and lead. There was a joke among Chinese employers: if you hold a grudge against an employee, send him to work in Linfen.

‘It is passed on through magic, and thus is completely impervious to magic. In ten years, it had almost decimated the fairy population. We lost twenty-five per cent of our numbers.
 Atlantis was worst hit.’

‘But you stopped it,’ Artemis insisted. ‘You must have found a cure.’

‘Not me,’ said Foaly. ‘Our old friend Opal Koboi found the antidote. It took her ten years, then she tried to charge through the nose for it. We had to get a court order to confiscate the supply of antidote.’

Artemis was growing impatient. ‘I don’t care about the politics, Foaly. I want to know what the cure was, and why we can’t administer it to my mother.’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘Abbreviate,’ snapped Artemis.

Foaly’s eyes dipped, unable to meet Artemis’s. ‘The cure occurred naturally. Many creatures contain an important pharmacopoeia and act as natural magic enhancers, but because of human activities more than twenty thousand of these potentially life-saving species become extinct every year.
 Opal developed a simple syringe gun to extract the cure for Spelltropy without killing the donor animal.’

Artemis suddenly realized why Foaly couldn’t look him in the eye. He cradled his head in his hands.

‘Oh no. Don’t say it.’

‘Opal Koboi found the antidote in the brain fluid of the silky sifaka lemur of Madagascar.’

‘I always knew,’ moaned Artemis, ‘that this would come back.’

‘Unfortunately the silky sifaka is now extinct. The last one died almost eight years ago.’

Artemis’s eyes were haunted by guilt.

‘I know,’ he whispered. ‘I killed it.’







Chapter 4

Monkey’s Uncle

Fowl Manor, almost eight years ago
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TEN-year-old Artemis Fowl closed the file he was working on, put his monitor to sleep, then rose from his study desk. His father would arrive in a moment for their meeting.
 Artemis Senior had confirmed the appointment that morning by internal mail and he was never late. His time was precious, and he expected his son to be ready for their morning talk. Artemis’s father arrived promptly at ten, leather greatcoat swishing around his knees.

‘Minus fifteen in Murmansk,’ he explained, formally shaking his son’s hand.

Artemis was standing on a specific flagstone before the fireplace. He was not actually required to stand in this spot, but he knew his father would sit in the Louis XV chair by the hearth and Artemis Senior did not like to crane his neck as he spoke.

His father lowered himself into the period chair and Artemis enjoyed a quiet moment of satisfaction.

‘The ship is ready, I take it?’

‘Ready to sail,’ said his father, excitement flashing in his blue eyes. ‘This is a new market, Arty, my boy. Moscow is already one of the most commercial cities in the world. Northern Russia will inevitably follow.’

‘I gather Mother is not very pleased with your latest venture.’

Recently, Artemis’s parents had been arguing late into the night. The conflict in their otherwise happy marriage was over Artemis Senior’s business interests. He controlled a criminal empire that had tentacles from the silver mines of Alaska to the shipyards of New Zealand. Angeline was a dedicated conservationist and humanitarian, and believed that Artemis Senior’s criminal activities and ruthless exploitation of natural resources set a terrible example to their son.

‘He will grow up just like his father,’ Artemis had heard her say one evening, through a little radio bug he’d planted in the aquarium.

‘I thought you loved his father.’

Artemis heard a rustling of material as his parents embraced. ‘I do. I love you more than life. But I love this planet too.’

‘My love,’ said Artemis Senior, so gently that it was difficult for the bug to pick up his voice, ‘the Fowl finances are in a delicate state right now. What capital we have is locked up in illegal ventures. I need one big deal so that I can begin the transition to completely legitimate businesses. Once we have some blue-chip stock under our belts, then we can save the world.’

Artemis heard his mother kiss his father. ‘Very well, my pirate prince. One big deal, then we save the world.’

One big deal. A shipload of tax-free cola for the Russians. But more importantly a pipeline of trade into the Arctic. Artemis suspected that his father would find it hard to abandon this pipeline after a single deal. There were billions to be made.

*

‘The Fowl Star is fully loaded and ready for her voyage,’ Artemis’s father informed his son later during their scheduled meeting in his study. ‘Remember, the world cannot be saved with good intentions alone. Leverage is needed, and gold is leverage.’

Artemis Senior pointed to the Fowl crest and motto, carved into a wooden shield above the fireplace.

‘Aurum potestas est. Gold is power: never forget that, Arty. Until the greens have wealth behind them, no one will listen.’

Young Artemis was torn between his parents. His father embodied everything the family stood for. The Fowl dynasty had flourished for centuries because of their dedication to wealth, and Artemis had no doubt that his father would find a way first to increase their fortunes and then turn his attention to the environment. He loved his mother, but the Fowls’ finances must be saved.

‘Some day control of the family business will fall to you,’
 Artemis Senior told his son, standing to button his greatcoat. ‘And, when that day comes, I will rest easy, because I know you will put the Fowls first.’

‘Absolutely, Father,’ said Artemis. ‘Fowls first. But that day will not come for decades.’

Artemis Senior laughed. ‘Let’s hope not, son. Now, I must be off. Look after your mother while I am gone. And don’t let her squander the family fortune, eh?’

The words were said in a light-hearted way, but a week later Artemis Fowl Senior was missing, presumed dead, and those words became the code his son would live by.

Look after your mother, but don’t let her squander the family fortune.


*

Two months later and Artemis was back at his desk, staring at the computer display in his study. On screen were the gloomy details of the family finances, which had dwindled rapidly since the disappearance of his father. He was the man of the house now, custodian of the Fowl empire, and must behave as such.

No sooner had Artemis Senior’s ship been claimed by the black Arctic waters than his debtors unanimously defaulted, and his cells of forgers, musclemen, thieves and smugglers allied themselves to other organizations.

Honour among thieves? reflected Artemis bitterly. I think not.

Most of the Fowl money simply disappeared overnight, and Artemis was left with an estate to run and a mother who was heading rapidly towards nervous breakdown.

It wasn’t long before the creditors were closing in, eager to claim their slice of the pie before only crumbs were left. Artemis had been forced to auction a Rembrandt sketch just to pay the mortgage on the manor and settle various other debts.

Mother was not making things any easier. She refused to believe that Artemis Senior was missing and forged ahead with her mission to save the world, hang the expense.

Artemis meanwhile was trying to mount expeditions to find his father. This was difficult when you are ten years old and not taken seriously by the adult world in general, in spite of various international art and music prizes, not to mention over a dozen lucrative patents and copyrights filed worldwide. In time Artemis would build a fortune of his own, but in time was not soon enough. Money was needed now.

Artemis wanted to put together a proper situations room to monitor the Internet and world news channels. That would take twenty computers at least. Also there was the team of Arctic explorers waiting in their Moscow hotel for him to wire the next portion of their payment.
 A payment that he didn’t have.

Artemis tapped the screen with an elegant finger.

Something must be done, he thought.

*

Angeline Fowl was crying on her bed when Artemis entered the bedroom. His heart lurched at the sight, but he clenched his fists and told himself to be strong.

‘Mother,’ he said, waving a bank account statement. ‘What is this?’

Angeline dried her eyes on a handkerchief, then rose to her elbows, slowly focusing on her son.

‘Arty, little Arty. Come and sit with me.’

Angeline’s eyes were ringed by black mascara tears, and her complexion had faded to a white that was almost translucent.

Be strong.

‘No, Mother. No sitting and talking. I want you to explain this fifty-thousand-euro cheque to a wildlife centre in South Africa.’

Angeline was bewildered. ‘South Africa, darling? Who’s gone to South Africa?’

‘You sent a cheque for fifty thousand euro to South Africa, Mother. I had that money put aside for the Arctic expedition.’

‘Fifty thousand. That figure is familiar. I’ll ask your father when he gets in. He had better not be late for dinner again today, or I’ll –’

Artemis lost his patience. ‘Mother, please. Try to think. We do not have spare funds for South African charities. All the staff have been let go except Butler and he hasn’t been paid in a month.’

‘Lemur!’ shouted Angeline triumphantly. ‘I remember now. I bought a silky sifaka lemur.’

‘Impossible,’ snapped Artemis. ‘The Propithecus candidus is extinct.’

His mother was suddenly passionate. ‘No. No, they found little silky in South Africa. They don’t know how it managed to get there from Madagascar – probably on a poacher’s boat. So I had to save it. It’s the last one, Arty.’

‘In a year or two it will die,’ said Artemis coldly. ‘Then our money will have been wasted.’

Angeline was horrified. ‘You sound just like–’

‘Father? Good. Someone has to be rational.’

Artemis’s face was stern, but inside he quailed. How could he speak to his mother like this when she was literally driven demented by grief?

Why have I not fallen to pieces? he wondered, and the answer came to him quickly: I am a Fowl, and Fowls have always triumphed in the face of adversity.

‘But fifty thousand, Mother? For a lemur?’

‘They may find a female,’ argued Angeline. ‘Then we will have saved a species.’

There is no point in arguing, thought Artemis. Logic cannot prevail here.

‘And where is lucky silky now?’ he asked innocently, smiling as a ten-year-old should, when discussing a small furry animal.

‘He is safe in Rathdown Park. Living like a king. Tomorrow he is being flown to a special artificial habitat in Florida.’

Artemis nodded. Rathdown Park was a privately funded nature reserve in Wicklow, specially constructed to protect endangered species. It had tighter security than the average Swiss bank.

‘That’s wonderful. Perhaps I will visit the fifty-thousand-euro monkey.’

‘Now, now, Artemis,’ his mother chided.
 ‘Silky is a lemur, they predate monkeys, as you well know.’

I know but do not care! Artemis wanted to scream. Father is missing and you have spent the expedition money on a lemur!

But he held his tongue. Mother was delicate at the moment and he did not want to contribute to her instability.

‘Rathdown don’t usually accept visitors,’ continued Angeline. ‘But I am sure if I made a call they would make an exception for you. The Fowls did pay for the primate village, after all.’

Artemis appeared delighted. ‘Thank you, Mother. That would be a real treat for me, and Butler too. You know how he likes small furry creatures. I would love to see the species we have saved.’

Angeline smiled with a degree of madness that scared her son terribly.

‘Well done, Artemis. This is one in the eye for the big-business men. Mother and son, united, we shall save the world. I shall tease your father terribly when he gets home.’

Artemis backed slowly towards the door, his heart in his shoes.

‘Yes, Mother. United, we shall save the world.’

Once the door had closed behind him, Artemis stepped briskly downstairs, fingers conducting imaginary music as he plotted. He detoured to his bedroom and dressed quickly for a trip, then continued to the kitchen, where he found Butler slicing vegetables with a Japanese kodachi short sword. He was now chef and gardener as well as protector.

The huge bodyguard was making quick work of a cucumber.

‘A summer salad,’ he explained. ‘Just greens, hard-boiled egg and some chicken. I thought crème brûlée for dessert. It will give me a chance to try out my flamethrower.’
 He glanced across at Artemis and was surprised to see him dressed in one of his two suits, the dark blue one he had worn recently to the opera in Covent Garden. Artemis had always been a neat dresser, but a suit and tie was unusual, even for him.

‘Are we going somewhere formal, Artemis?’

‘Nowhere formal,’ said Artemis, with a coldness in his tone that the bodyguard had not heard before, but would come to know well. ‘Just business. I am in charge of the family affairs now, and so I should dress accordingly.’

‘Ah… I detect a distinct echo of your father.’ Butler wiped the sword carefully, then pulled off his apron. ‘We have some typical Fowl family business to conduct, do we?’

‘Yes,’ replied Artemis. ‘With a monkey’s uncle.’


Fowl Manor, present day

Holly was aghast.

‘So, in a fit of childish pique, you murdered the lemur.’

Artemis had composed himself and sat on a bedside chair, holding his mother’s hand gently as though it were a bird.

‘No. I used to suffer from the occasional fit of pique, as you well know, but they generally did not last. An intellect such as mine cannot be overpowered by emotions for long.’

‘But you said that you killed the animal.’

Artemis rubbed his temple. ‘Yes, I did. I didn’t wield the knife, but I killed it, make no mistake.’

‘How exactly?’

‘I was young… younger,’ mumbled Artemis, uncomfortable with the topic. ‘A different person in many ways.’

‘We know what you were like, Artemis,’ said Foaly in rueful tones. ‘You have no idea how much of my budget the Fowl Manor siege ate up.’

Holly pressed for an answer. ‘How did you kill the lemur? How did you even get hold of it?’

‘It was ridiculously easy,’ admitted Artemis. ‘Butler and I visited Rathdown Park and simply disabled the security while we were there. Later that evening we both popped back and picked up the lemur.’

‘So Butler killed it. I am surprised; it’s not his style.’

Artemis’s eyes were downcast. ‘No, Butler didn’t do it. I sold the lemur to a group of Extinctionists.’

Holly was horrified. ‘Extinctionists! Artemis, you didn’t. That’s horrible.’

‘It was my first big deal,’ said Artemis. ‘I delivered it to them in Morocco and they paid me a hundred thousand euro. It funded the entire Arctic expedition.’

Holly and Foaly were speechless. Artemis had effectively put a price on life.
 Holly backed away from the human she had only moments ago considered a friend.

‘I rationalized the whole thing. My father for a lemur. How could I not go through with it?’ Artemis had real regret in his eyes. ‘I know. It was a terrible thing to do. If I could turn back the clock–’

And suddenly he stopped. He couldn’t turn back the clock, but he knew a demon warlock who could. It was a chance. A chance.

He laid his mother’s hand gently on the bed, then stood to pace.

Plotting music, he thought. I need plotting music.

He selected Beethoven’s Symphony N o
7 from his vast selection of mental music and listened to it as he thought.

Good choice. Sombre yet uplifting. Inspiring stuff.

Artemis paced the carpet, almost unaware of his surroundings, lost in ideas and possibilities.

Holly recognized this mood.

‘He has a plan,’ she said to Foaly.

The centaur pulled a long face, which wasn’t difficult. ‘Why am I not surprised?’

Holly took advantage of Artemis’s distraction to seal her helmet and speak privately to Foaly. She walked to the window and peered out at the estate through a gap in the curtains.
 The sinking sun wavered behind tree branches, and clumps of dahlias flashed red and white like fireworks.

Holly allowed herself time for a sigh of longing, then focused on the situation.

‘There’s more at stake here than Artemis’s mother,’ she said.

Foaly switched off the television so that Artemis could not hear him.

‘I know. If there is an outbreak, it could be disaster for fairies. We don’t have any antidote left, remember.’

‘We need to interview Opal Koboi. She must have kept records somewhere.’

‘Opal always kept her most valuable formulae in her head. I think she was caught off-guard by the jungle fire – she lost all her donors in one fell swoop.’

Koboi Industries had attracted the Madagascan lemurs by setting a sonix box in the Tsingy de Bemaraha. Virtually every lemur in the island had responded to the box’s call and they had all been wiped out by an unfortunate lightning fire. Luckily, they had already treated most of the infected, but fifteen more fairies had died in quarantine wards.

Artemis stopped pacing and cleared his throat loudly. He was ready to share his plan and he wanted the fairies’ complete attention.

‘There is a relatively simple solution to our problem,’ he said.

Foaly reactivated the television, his face filling the flat screen.

‘Our problem?’

‘Come, Foaly, don’t pretend to be obtuse. This is a fairy plague that has mutated and spread to humans. You have no antidote and no time to synthesize one. Who knows how many cases of Spelltropy are incubating right now.’

Including my own, thought Artemis. I used magic on my mother, so therefore I probably have the disease.

‘We will quarantine the manor,’ responded Foaly. ‘So long as no one uses magic on your mother we can contain this.’

‘I seriously doubt that my mother is patient zero. That is simply too much of a coincidence. There are other cases out there who knows how far along.’

Foaly grunted – his version of conceding a point. ‘So, tell me, Artemis, what is this relatively simple solution?’

‘I go back in time and save the lemur,’ said Artemis, smiling brightly as though he had suggested a pleasant summer dip.

Silence. Complete silence for several moments, broken eventually by a strangled whinny from Foaly.

‘Go back …’

‘In time …’ completed Holly incredulously.

Artemis sat in a comfortable armchair, steepled his fingers and nodded once.

‘Present your arguments, please. I am ready.’

‘How can you be so smug?’ wondered Holly. ‘After all the tragedy we have seen, after all the havoc your plans have wreaked.’

‘I am determined, not smug,’ corrected Artemis. ‘There is no time for prudence here. My mother has hours left, and the fairy People don’t have much more.’

Foaly was still gaping. ‘Do you have any idea how many constitution committee meetings we would have to sit through just to allow us to bring this issue to a Council meeting?’

Artemis wagged a finger dismissively. ‘Irrelevant. I have read the People’s constitution. It does not govern humans or demons. If Number One decides to help me, technically you have no legal power to stop him.’

Holly joined the discussion. ‘Artemis, this is lunacy. Time travel was outlawed for a reason. The potential repercussions from the slightest interference could be catastrophic.’

Artemis smiled mirthlessly. ‘Ah yes, the trusty time paradox. If I go back in time and kill my grandfather, then shall I cease to exist? I believe, as Gorben and Berndt did, that any repercussions are already being felt. We can only change the future, not the past or present. If I go back, then I have already been back.’

Holly spoke kindly; she felt sorry for Artemis. Angeline’s illness reminded her painfully of her own mother’s final days.

‘We cannot interfere, Artemis. Humans must be allowed to live their lives.’

Artemis knew that to ram home his next argument he should stand and theatrically deliver the accusation, but he could not. He was about to play the cruellest trick of his life on one of his closest friends, and the guilt was almost unbearable.

‘You have already interfered, Holly,’ he said, forcing himself to meet her eyes.

The words made Holly shiver. She buzzed up her visor. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You healed my mother. Healed her and damned her.’

Holly took a step back, raising her palms as though to ward off blows.

‘Me? I… What are you saying?’

Artemis was committed to the lie now, and covered his guilt with a sudden burst of anger.

‘You healed my mother after the siege. You must have given her Spelltropy.’

Foaly came to his friend’s defence. ‘Not possible, that healing was years ago.
 Spelltropy has a three-month incubation period and it never varies by more than a few days.’

‘And it never affects humans,’ Artemis countered. ‘This is a new strain. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.’

Holly’s face was slack with shock and guilt. She believed Artemis’s words, though Artemis himself knew that he must have given his mother the disease when he adjusted her memory.

Father must have it too. Who gave it to me? And why am I not sick?

There were so many puzzles but now was not the time to unravel them. Now he needed to find the antidote and, to ensure fairy aid, he must play on their supposed guilt in this matter.

‘But I’m clean,’ protested Holly. ‘I was tested.’

‘Then you must be a carrier,’ said Artemis flatly. He turned his gaze on the centaur’s image. ‘That’s possible, isn’t it?’

Foaly was taken aback by Artemis’s bluntness. ‘If this truly is a new strain, then, yes, it’s possible,’ he admitted. ‘But you can’t draw any conclusions from supposition …’

‘Normally, I would agree. Normally, I would have the luxuries of time and objectivity. But my mother is dying and so I have neither. I must go back to save the lemur, and you are honour bound to help me, and if you won’t help, then at least you must promise not to hinder my efforts.’

The fairies were silent. Holly was lost in thought about what she might have done.
 Foaly was wracking his considerable brain for responses to Artemis’s arguments. He found none.

Holly removed her helmet, walking awkwardly to Angeline Fowl’s bedside. Her legs felt strangely numb and the feeling was spreading.

‘My mother died – poisoned by humans. It was an accident, but that didn’t keep her alive.’ Tears dripped from her eyes. ‘I wanted to hunt those men down. I hated them.’ Holly wrung her hands. ‘I’m sorry, Artemis. I didn’t know. How many others have I infected? You must hate me.’

Take it back, thought Artemis. Tell the truth now or your friendship can never be the same. Then,
 No. Be strong. Mother must live.

‘I don’t hate you, Holly,’ said Artemis softly. I hate myself, but the deception must continue. ‘Of course none of this is your fault, but you
 must let me go back.’

Holly nodded, then wiped her brimming eyelids. ‘I will do more than let you go, I will escort you. A sharp pair of eyes and a quick gun hand will prove useful.’

‘No, no, no,’ shouted Foaly, increasing the screen’s volume with each negative. ‘We can’t simply alter the past whenever we feel like it. Perhaps Holly should save her mother, or bring Commander Julius Root back from the dead! This is totally unacceptable.’

Artemis pointed a finger at him. ‘This is a unique situation,’ he said. ‘You have a plague about to erupt and we can stop it here. Not only that but you can reintroduce a species that was thought to be extinct. I may have caused one lemur to die, but Opal Koboi gathered the rest together for the lightning fire. The People are as guilty as I am. You harvested a living creature’s brain fluid to save yourselves.’

‘W-we were desperate,’ argued Foaly, horrified that he would actually stutter.

‘Exactly,’ said Artemis triumphantly. ‘You were willing to do anything. Remember how that felt and ask yourself if you want to go through it again.’

Foaly dropped his gaze, thinking back. That time had been a waking nightmare for the fairies. The use of magic had been suspended and the lemurs were already extinct by the time a court order forced Opal to reveal the source of her antidote. He had worked sleeplessly to develop an alternative cure, but without success.

‘We thought we were invincible. The only disease left was man.’ The centaur made up his mind. ‘The lemur must be alive,’ he stated. ‘The brain fluid can be stored for brief periods, but once it becomes inert, the fluid is useless. I was developing a charged container but …’

‘This time you will succeed,’ Artemis assured him. ‘You will have a live subject and laboratory conditions. You can clone a female.’

‘Cloning is illegal generally,’ mused Foaly. ‘But in extinction cases exceptions have been made …’

Holly’s helmet beeped, drawing her attention to a craft landing in the driveway.
 She hurried to the window in time to see a slight shimmer cast a shadow on the moonlit driveway.

It must be a rookie pilot, thought Holly crossly. He hasn’t activated his shadow-lights.

‘The shuttle’s here,’ she informed Artemis.

‘Tell the pilot to park round the back, in one of the stables. The doctor’s assistant is making calls from my father’s office. I don’t want her going for a walk and bumping into a shielded fairy craft.’

Holly relayed the instructions, and they waited tensely for the shuttle to manoeuvre to the back of the house. It seemed like a long wait, silent but for the rasp of Angeline’s laboured breathing.

‘Number One might not be able to do it,’ said Foaly almost to himself. ‘He is a young warlock, with barely any training. Time travel is the most difficult of magics.’

Artemis did not offer a comment. There was no point. All his hopes rested on No1.

He does it, or Mother dies.

He took Angeline’s hand, stroking the rough parchment skin with his thumb.

‘Hold on, Mother,’ he whispered. ‘I will only be a second.’







Chapter 5

I Now Pronounce You

[image: image]

THE little demon known as No1 cut a strange figure waddling down the LEP shuttle’s gangplank. A small, stocky individual with grey armoured plates and short limbs, he looked a little like a miniature upright rhinoceros with fingers and toes, except for the head. The head was pure gargoyle.

I wish I had a tail, thought No1.

In actual fact, he did have a tail, but it was stubby and not good for much except making snow fans in Haven City’s artificial weather park.

No1 consoled himself with the observation that at least his tail didn’t dangle down the toilet. Some of the Hybras demons had trouble adjusting to the newfangled seats on the recycling lounges in Haven. He had heard horror stories. Apparently there had been three emergency reattachments this month alone.

The transition from Limbo to normal time had been difficult for all demons, but there were many more positives than negatives. Restrictions imposed under the old tribal leader were now being lifted. Demons could eat cooked food if they felt like it. Family units were taking hold again. Even the most belligerent demons were a lot more relaxed with their mothers around.
 It was difficult to shake off ten millennia of human-hating, and many of the buck demons were undergoing therapy or were on mood pills to stop them hopping a shuttle to the surface and chomping on the first human limb they saw.

Not No1, though, who had no limb-chomping ambitions whatsoever. He was something of an anomaly among demons. No1 loved everyone, even humans, especially Artemis Fowl, who had saved them all from the deathly dreariness of Limbo, not to mention Leon Abbot, the psychopathic ex-tribe leader.

So when the call came through to Section Eight that Artemis needed him, No1 had strapped himself into the division’s shuttle and demanded to be taken above ground. Wing Commander Vinyáya had agreed, because disagreeing could lead to all sorts of magical tantrums from the fledgling warlock. Once, in a fit of frustration, No1 had accidentally shattered the magnifying wall of the city’s huge aquarium. Fairies were still finding minnows in their toilet ponds.

You can go, Vinyáya had told him, but only if you take a squad of guards to hold your hand every step of the way.

Which did not literally mean hold his hand, as No1
 had found out when he tried to link with the captain of the guard.

‘But Commander Vinyáya said,’ he’d objected.

‘Stow the hand, demon,’ ordered the captain.
 ‘There’ll be no hand-holding on my watch.’

And so No1 appeared to approach Fowl Manor alone, though he was flanked by a dozen shielded fairies. Halfway up the avenue he remembered to shroud his real appearance with a shape-shifting spell. Any human who happened to be looking down the driveway would now see a small boy in flowing flowered robes strolling towards the front door. This was an image No1 had seen in a human movie from the last century, and he thought it was appropriately non-threatening.

Miss Book happened to appear at the doorway just as No1 reached it. The sight of him stopped the nurse/publicist in her tracks. She tugged off her glasses as though they were feeding false information to her eyes.

‘Hello there, little boy,’ she said, smiling, though she probably would not have been so jolly had she been aware of the twelve plasma rifles pointed at her head.

‘Hi,’ said No1 cheerily. ‘I love everyone, so no need to feel threatened.’

Miss Book’s smiled faltered. ‘Threatened? Of course not. Are you looking for someone?
 Are you playing dress-up?’

Artemis appeared at the doorway, interrupting the conversation.

‘Ah… Ferdinand, where have you been?’ he said, quickly shepherding No1 past the nurse.
 ‘This is the gardener’s boy, Ferdinand,’ he explained. ‘A dramatic type. I’ll summon his father to collect him.’

‘Good idea,’ said Miss Book doubtfully. ‘I know your mother’s room is sealed, but don’t let him upstairs all the same.’

‘Of course not,’ said Artemis. ‘I’ll send him out the back way.’

‘Good,’ said the nurse. ‘I just need a breath of fresh air, then I will come to check on your mother.’

‘Take your time,’ said Artemis. ‘I can read the instruments.’

I designed a few of them, he thought.

As soon as Miss Book disappeared round the corner, Artemis escorted his demon friend up the stairs.

‘We’re going upstairs,’ objected No1 mildly. ‘Didn’t that young lady tell you not to allow me upstairs?’

Artemis sighed. ‘How long have you known me, Number One?’

No1 nodded craftily. ‘Ah, I see. Artemis Fowl never
 does what he is told to do.’


 *

Holly greeted No1 on the landing, but refused to hug him until he dropped the shape-shifting spell.

‘I hate the feel of those things,’ she said. ‘It’s like hugging a wet sponge.’

No1 pouted. ‘But I enjoy being Ferdinand. Humans smile at me.’

Artemis assured him that there was no surveillance in his study and so the demon warlock waited until the door was closed behind them, then banished the spell with a click of his fingers. Ferdinand unravelled and fell from No1 ’s body in a flurry of sparks, leaving the small grey demon warlock wearing nothing but a wide grin.

Holly hugged him tightly.

‘I knew you would come. We need you desperately.’

No1 stopped smiling. ‘Ah, yes. Artemis’s mother. Does she want a magical cure?’

‘That’s the last thing she wants,’ said Holly.


 *

Once the situation was explained to No1, he immediately agreed to help.

‘You are in luck, Artemis,’ said the little demon, wiggling his eight fingers. ‘I did a module on time travel last week on the warlock diploma course I’m taking.’

‘Small class, I bet,’ commented Artemis drily.

‘Just me,’ admitted No1. ‘And Qwan, of course, my teacher. Apparently, I am the most powerful warlock Qwan has ever seen.’

‘Good,’ said Artemis. ‘Then transporting us all into the past shouldn’t pose any problems for you.’

Foaly had projected himself on to five of Artemis’s various monitors. ‘All?’ spluttered each image. ‘All! You can’t take Number One with you.’

Artemis was not in the mood for argument. ‘I need him, Foaly. End of discussion.’

Foaly looked as though his head would bulge through the screens. ‘It is most certainly not end of discussion. Holly is an adult – she can make her own decision – but Number One is little more than a child. You cannot jeopardize him on one of your missions. A lot of hopes rest on that little demon. The future of the fairy families.’

‘None of us will have a future if Number One doesn’t take us to the past.’

‘Please stop,’ said No1. ‘All this arguing is making me dizzy. There is no time for it.’

Artemis’s face was red, but he held his tongue, unlike Foaly who kept shouting, but at least he muted the screens.

‘Foaly needs to vent,’ explained Holly, ‘or he gets headaches.’

The three waited until the centaur calmed himself, then No1 spoke: ‘In any event, I cannot go with you, Artemis. That’s not how it works.’

‘But you transported us from Limbo.’

‘Qwan did that. He is a master; I am but an apprentice. And, anyway, we had no desire to go back to Limbo. If you wish to return here, I need to stay as a marker.’

‘Explain,’ said Artemis tersely.

No1 spread his arms wide. ‘I am a beacon,’ he declared. ‘A shining supernova of power. Any magic I release into the ether will be attracted back to me. I send you into the past, and you will snap back to me like puppies on a leash.’ No1 frowned, not happy with his simile. ‘One of those retractable leashes.’

‘Yes, we get it,’ said Artemis. ‘How long will it take to weave the spell?’

No1 chewed his lip for a moment. ‘About as long as it takes you two to remove your clothing.’

‘Hurkk,’ said Artemis, half-choking with surprise.

‘D’Arvit,’ swore Holly.

‘I think we all know what D’Arvit means,’ said No1. ‘But hurkk is not English. Unless you meant hark, which means to listen or to remember something from the past. Which I suppose could be relevant. Or perhaps you were speaking Dutch, and then
 hurk would translate as squat.’ No1 paused for a wink. ‘Which means squat to me.’

Artemis leaned close to the demon’s cornet-shaped ear. ‘Why do we need to take our clothes off?’

‘That is a very good question,’ said Holly into the other ear.

‘It’s quite simple,’ said No1. ‘I am not so skilled as Qwan. And even with Qwan overseeing the last transfer, you two managed to switch an eye each, which was probably because someone was focusing on stealing magic. If you take clothes or guns in there, they could become a part of you.’ The demon raised a stiff finger. ‘Lesson number one of time transfers,’ he stated. ‘Keep it simple. It’s going to take all of your concentration just to reassemble your bodies. And you will be thinking for the lemur too.’

No1 noticed both Artemis and Holly’s awkward expressions and took pity on them.

‘I suppose you could keep one thing, if you must. A small garment, but make sure it’s your colour, because you could be wearing it for a really long time.’

Though they both knew that this was no time for modesty, neither Artemis nor Holly could suppress a blush. Holly covered her embarrassment by tearing off her shimmer suit as quickly as possible.

‘I’m keeping the one-piece,’ she said belligerently, daring No1 to argue. The
 one-piece looked similar to a swimsuit, but was padded on the shoulders and back to support a wing rig. There were also heat and kinetic panels, which could absorb energy from the wearer to power the suit.

‘OK,’ said No1. ‘But I would advise you to remove the pads and any other electronics.’

Holly nodded, tearing the pads from their Velcro strips.

Artemis gathered Holly’s things.

‘I will put your helmet and suit in the safe, just to be certain they are secure.
 No need to take chances with the People’s technology.’

‘Now you’re thinking like a centaur,’ Foaly piped up.

It took only a minute to hide the fairy gear, and when he returned from the safe room, Artemis took off his shirt and trousers carefully, hanging them in his wardrobe. He placed his loafers on a shoe rack alongside several similar black pairs, and one brown, for casual days.

‘Nice underwear,’ snickered Foaly from the screen, momentarily forgetting the gravity of the situation.

Artemis was wearing a pair of red Armani boxer shorts, which were pretty much the same colour as his face.

‘Can we get on with it?’ he snapped. ‘Where do you need us to stand?’

‘Wherever you need to be,’ replied No1 simply. ‘It’s far easier for me if you take off and land at the same point. It’s hard enough shooting you off down a wormhole faster than the speed of light without worrying about location too.’

‘We are in the right location,’ said Artemis. ‘This is where we need to be.’

‘You need to know when you want to arrive,’
 added No1. ‘The temporal co-ordinates are as important as the geographical ones.’

‘I know when.’

‘Very well,’ said No1, rubbing his hands together. ‘Time to send you on your way.’

Holly remembered something. ‘I haven’t completed the Ritual,’ she said. ‘I’m low on magic, and without weapons that could be a problem. We don’t have an acorn.’

‘Not to mention a bend in the river,’ added Artemis.

No1 smirked. ‘Those things could be problems.
 Unless …’

A spiral rune on the demon’s forehead glowed red and spun like a Catherine wheel.
 It was hypnotizing.

‘Wow,’ said Holly. ‘That’s really …’

Then a pulsing beam of crimson magic blasted from the centre of the rune, enveloping Holly in a cocoon of light.

‘Now you’re full to the brim,’ said No1, bowing low. ‘Thank you very much. I’m here all week. Don’t forget to tip your goblins and bury those acorns.’

‘Wow,’ said Holly again, when her fingertips stopped buzzing. ‘That’s a neat trick.’

‘More than you know. That’s my own signature magic.
 The Number One cocktail if you like, which makes you a beacon in the time stream.’

Artemis shuffled self-consciously. ‘How long do we have?’

No1 gazed at the ceiling while he ran some calculations. ‘Three hundred years… No, no, three days. Holly can bring you back at any point before that simply by making herself open to my power, but after three days the link grows weaker.’

‘Is there anything we can do about that?’

‘Let’s face facts: all-powerful I may be, but I’m a novice at this, so taking off from where you landed is vital. If you go beyond three days, then you are stuck in the past.’

‘If we do get separated, couldn’t Holly come back and get me?’ wondered Artemis.

‘No, she could not,’ said No1. ‘It would be impossible for you to meet at a point neither of you had experienced. This is a one-time deal only. It will take everything I have to hold you together for this trip. Any more and your atoms would lose their memory and simply forget where it is they are supposed to go. Both of you have already been in the time stream twice. I can transport objects forever and a day, but living beings break down without a warlock in the stream to shield them.’

Holly asked a very pertinent question. ‘Number One, have you done this before?’

‘Of course,’ said the demon. ‘Several times. On a simulator. And two of the holograms survived.’

Artemis’s determination barely flickered. ‘Two survived. The last two?’

‘No,’ admitted No1. ‘The last two were trapped in a time wormhole and consumed by quantum zombies.’

Holly felt her pointy ears tingle, always a bad sign. Elfin ears could sense danger.

‘Quantum zombies? You’re not serious.’

‘That’s what I said to Qwan. He wrote the program.’

‘This is irrelevant,’ said Artemis sharply. ‘We have no option but to go.’

‘Very well,’ said No1, flexing his fingers. He bent his knees, resting his entire body weight on the tip of his tail.

‘Power posture,’ he explained. ‘I do some of my best work in this position.’

‘So does Mulch Diggums,’ muttered Foaly. ‘Quantum zombies. I need to get a copy of
 that program.’

A red haze blossomed around the demon warlock, tiny lightning bolts crackling across his horns.

‘He’s powering up,’ said Foaly from the screens. ‘You’ll be off any second.
 Remember, try not to touch anything you don’t have to. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t contact me in the past. I have no desire not to exist.’

Artemis nodded. ‘I know. Make as little impact as possible, in case the time paradox theory has some merit.’

Holly was impatient to get going. ‘Enough science. Just blast us into the past.
 We’ll bring the monkey back.’

‘Lemur,’ said Artemis and Foaly together.

No1 closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were pure crimson.

‘OK, ready to go,’ he said conversationally.

Artemis blinked. He was expecting No1 ’s voice of power to be a bit less squeaky.

‘Are you sure?’

No1 groaned. ‘I know. It’s the voice, isn’t it? Not enough gravel. Qwan says I should go for less airy and more fairy. Trust me, I’m ready. Now hold hands.’

Artemis and Holly stood together in their underwear, gingerly locking fingers.
 They had crossed space and time together, weathered rebellions and tangled with demented despots.
 Coughed blood, lost digits, inhaled dwarf fumes and swapped eyeballs, yet they found holding hands awkward.

No1 knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t resist a parting crack.

‘I now pronounce you …’

Neither hand-holder was amused, but before they had time to do more than scowl, twin bolts of red energy crackled from No1 ’s eyes, blasting his friends into the time stream.

‘Man and elf,’ he said, finishing his joke, then chuckling delightedly.

On screen, Foaly snorted. ‘I’m guessing you’re laughing to cover your anxiety?’

‘Exactly right,’ said No1.

Where Artemis and Holly had been standing there were flickering copies of them both, mouths open to object to No1’s comment.

‘That really freaks me out, the ghost images. It’s like they’re dead.’

Foaly shuddered. ‘Don’t say that. If they’re dead, we all could be. How soon will they be back?’

‘In about ten seconds.’

‘And if they’re not back in ten seconds?’

‘Then never.’

Foaly started counting.







Chapter 6

I To I
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THERE is a moment of confusion when a land animal enters the water. Beast, human or fairy, it doesn’t matter. The surface is broken and every sense is suddenly shocked. The cold stings, motion slows and the eyes are filled with smears of colour and the snap of bursting bubbles. The time stream is like that moment sustained.

That’s not to say that travelling through the time stream is a consistent experience.
 Never the same journey twice. The demon warlock Qwan, who was the planet’s most experienced time-travelling fairy, wrote in his bestselling autobiography, Qwan: My Time is Now, that
 ‘riding the time stream is like flying through a dwarf’s intestine. There are very nice free-flowing stretches, but then you turn a corner to find the thing backed-up and putrid. The problem being that the time stream is largely an emotional construct, and it absorbs ambient feelings from the real time it flows around. If you happen across a stretch of foul-smelling gunk, you can bet that the humans are killing something.’

Artemis and Holly were being dragged through a foul-smelling stretch that corresponded with an entire ecosystem being destroyed in South America. They could sense the animals’ terror and even smell the charred wood. Artemis felt, too, that Holly was losing herself in the maelstrom of emotions. Fairies were so much more sensitive to their environments than humans. If Holly lost concentration, her atoms would dissipate and be absorbed by the stream.

Focus, Holly, Artemis broadcast into the stream.
 Remember who you are and why we are here.

It was difficult for them both. Their particle memory had already been weakened by the Limbo journeys and the temptation to meld with the stream was strong.

Artemis conjured a picture of his mother in his consciousness to bolster his determination.

I know when and where I want to be, he thought.
 Exactly when and where …

Fowl Manor, nearly eight years ago

 Artemis and Holly exited the time stream and entered ten-year-old Artemis’s study. Physically, this was a gentle enough experience, like jumping from a low wall on to thick carpet, but emotionally this particular trip was like a ten-minute blitz of the worst memories of their lives. The time stream: never the same ride twice.

Holly cried for her mother for a minute, but eventually the persistent chiming of a grandfather clock reminded her of where and when she was. She stood shakily and looked around her to find Artemis lurching towards the wardrobe. The sight of him cheered her a little.

‘You have really let yourself go,’ she said.

Artemis was rummaging through the clothes on the rail.

‘Of course nothing will fit,’ he muttered. ‘All too small.’

Holly elbowed past him. ‘Not for me,’ she said, pulling a dark suit from its hanger.

‘My first suit,’ said Artemis fondly. ‘For the family Christmas postcard. I had no idea really how to wear it. I remember fidgeting throughout the fitting. It’s a Zegna bespoke.’

Holly tore off a protective polythene wrap. ‘So long as it fits.’

It was only then that Artemis’s emotions settled enough for him to register Holly’s comment.

‘What do you mean I have let myself go?’

Holly swung the wardrobe’s door, so that its mirrored side faced Artemis.

‘See for yourself,’ she said.

Artemis looked. In the mirror he saw a tall, slender boy, his head all but invisible under a wild mop of shoulder-length hair, and even some bristles on his chin.

‘Ah. I see.’

‘I’m surprised you do,’ said Holly. ‘Through all that hair.’

‘Accelerated ageing. A side effect of the time stream,’ Artemis hypothesized, unconcerned. ‘When we return, the effects should be reversed.’ He paused, catching sight of Holly’s reflection. ‘Perhaps you should check yourself in the mirror. I am not the only one who has changed.’

Holly elbowed him aside, certain she was being kidded, but the half-smile died on her lips when she saw the fairy in the looking glass. It was her own face, but different, missing a few scars and a few decades’ wear and tear.

‘I am young,’ she gasped. ‘Younger.’

‘Don’t be upset,’ said Artemis briskly. ‘It is temporary. All this is nothing more than dress-up. My physical maturity, your youth. In a moment or two we will be back in the stream.’

But Holly was upset. She knew how this had happened.

I was thinking of Mother. Of our last hours together. Of how I was then.

And so that was how she had changed.

Look at me. Just out of the Academy. In human terms, barely older than Artemis.

For some reason, this was a disturbing thought.

‘Get some trousers on,’ she snapped, buttoning a crisp white shirt to her neck.
 ‘Then we can discuss your theories.’

Artemis used his extra inches to reach up and tug a large box from the top of the wardrobe. In it were neatly folded layers of clothes destined for one of Angeline Fowl’s charity shops.

He tossed a silver wig to Holly.

‘Seventies fancy-dress party,’ he explained. ‘Mother went as a star-ship trooper, I seem to remember. Now cover those pointy ears.’

‘A hat would be easier,’ said Holly, pulling the wig over her auburn crew-cut.

‘No such luck, I’m afraid,’ sighed Artemis, selecting an old tracksuit from the box. ‘This is not exactly Harrods; we will have to make do.’

Artemis’s old loafers fitted Holly well enough, and there was a pair of his father’s trainers in the box that stayed on his feet when the toes were stuffed.

‘Always good to be dressed when you’re stealing monkeys,’ said Holly.

Artemis rolled up the tracksuit sleeves. ‘There’s no need to dress at all really.
 We simply wait for a few minutes until my mother almost catches Butler sneaking upstairs with the lemur.
 I remember him sliding the cage through the doorway, then I brought it back upstairs. The moment that cage comes in here, we grab it, take off these ridiculous clothes and wish our way back to Number One.’

Holly checked herself in the mirror. She looked like a presidential bodyguard from another planet. ‘That sounds so simple.’

‘It was simple. Will be. Butler never even entered the study. All we need to do is stand here and wait.’

‘And how did you find this particular moment?’

Artemis swept a sheaf of black hair back from his brow, revealing mismatched sorrowful eyes.

‘Listen,’ he said, pointing upwards, towards the ceiling.

Holly tucked strands of silver hair behind one ear, cocking her head to one side to focus her considerable sense of hearing. She heard the grandfather clock, and the time travellers’ beating hearts, but above them there was a strident, hysterical voice.

‘Mother,’ said Artemis, eyes downcast. ‘It was the first time that she did not recognize me. She is at this moment threatening to call the police. In a moment she runs downstairs to the phone and discovers Butler.’

Holly understood. How could any son forget a moment like that one? Finding it again must have been easy and painful.

‘I remember it clearly. We had just returned from Rathdown Park, the private zoo, and I thought I should check how she was feeling before flying to Morocco. In a month from now she won’t be able to look after herself any more.’

Holly squeezed his forearm. ‘It’s fine, Artemis. This is all in the past. In a few minutes your mother will be back on her feet. She will love you as she always has.’

Artemis nodded glumly. He knew it was probably true, but he also knew that he would never fully escape the spectre of this bad memory.

Upstairs, Angeline Fowl’s voice moved from her bed-chamber to the upper landing, trailing shrill notes behind her.

Artemis pulled Holly back against the wall.

‘Butler will be on the stairs now. We should keep to the shadows just in case.’

Holly couldn’t help a flutter of nerves. ‘You’re sure he stays outside? The last time I faced Butler as an enemy, I had the entire LEP on my side. I don’t relish the thought of meeting him armed with nothing more than a silver wig.’

‘Calm yourself, Captain,’ said Artemis, unconsciously patronizing. ‘He stays outside. I saw it with my own eyes.’

‘Saw what with your own eyes?’ asked Butler, who had appeared in the archway behind them, having let himself in through the adjoining bedroom door.

Artemis felt his pulse throb in his fingertips. How could this be? This was not the way it happened. Artemis had never been on the receiving end of Butler’s glare before, and understood for the first time just how terrifying his bodyguard could be.

‘You two kids have been helping yourselves to the Fowl wardrobe I see,’ continued Butler, without waiting for an answer to his question. ‘Now, are you going to cause a fuss or are you going to come quietly? Let me give you a hint, the correct answer is come quietly.’

Magic is the only way out, Holly realized.

She twisted her chin sharply to call on her fairy power. If she couldn’t stun Butler, she would mesmerize him.

‘Stand down, human,’ she intoned, voice loaded with hypnotic magic. But the mesmer is a two-pronged attack, audio and visual. Butler could hear the magical words but eye contact was not consistent in the shadows.

‘What?’ he said, surprised. ‘How did you …’

The hulking bodyguard had been drugged enough times to realize that his will was being sapped. Somehow these kids were putting him under. He staggered backwards, his shoulder bashing against the arch.

‘Sleep, Butler,’ said the little one in the star-ship-trooper wig.

She knows me?

This was serious. These two had done some surveillance and decided to break in anyway.

I have to neutralize them before I pass out,
 thought Butler. If I go down, Master Artemis and Mrs Fowl are defenceless.

He had two options: fall on the midget burglars, or shoot them with the tranquillizer pistol he was carrying for the planned animal abduction at Rathdown Park.

He chose the second option. At least tranquillizer darts would not smother these two or crush their bones. Butler felt mildly guilty about his decision to trank a couple of kids, but not overly so; after all, he worked for Artemis Fowl and knew exactly how dangerous children could be.

The star-ship trooper came out of the shadows, and Butler could see her eyes clearly. One blue, one tawny.

‘Sleep, Butler,’ she said again, in that melodious layered voice. ‘Aren’t your eyelids heavy? Sleep.’

She’s hypnotizing me! Butler realized. He dragged out the pistol with fingers that felt as though they had been dipped in molten rubber, then sprinkled with ball bearings.

‘You sleep,’ he mumbled, then shot the girl in the hip.

Holly stared in disbelief at the hypodermic dart sticking out of her leg.

‘Not again,’ she moaned, then collapsed to the floor. Butler’s head cleared immediately.

The other intruder did not move an inch.

The little girl is the professional of the two,
 thought Butler, climbing to his feet. I wonder what this scruffy individual contributes to the partnership.

Artemis quickly saw that he had no choice but to reveal his identity and enlist Butler as an ally.

This will be difficult. I have nothing more than a passing resemblance to my younger self as proof.

Still, he had to try before his plan unravelled utterly.

‘Listen, Butler,’ he began. ‘I have something to tell you …’

Butler didn’t entertain another word. ‘No, no, no,’ he said briskly, shooting Artemis in the shoulder. ‘No more talking from either of you.’

Artemis pulled out the dart, but it was too late. The tiny reservoir of sedative was empty.

‘Butler!’ he gasped, dropping to his knees. ‘You shot me.’

‘Everyone knows my name,’ sighed the bodyguard, bending to sling the intruders over his shoulders.


*

‘I am intrigued,’ said ten-year-old Artemis Fowl, studying the two individuals in the Bentley’s boot. ‘Something extraordinary has happened here.’

‘Hardly extraordinary,’ said Butler, checking the girl’s pulse. ‘Two thieves somehow broke into the manor.’

‘They bypassed all the security. Not so much as a blip on the motion sensors?’

‘Nothing. I just happened on them during a routine sweep. Hiding in the shadows, wearing cast-offs from the wardrobe.’

Artemis tapped his chin. ‘Hmm. So, you didn’t find their clothes.’

‘Not a stitch.’

‘Which would mean that they broke in here and bypassed security in their underwear.’

‘That is extraordinary,’ admitted Butler.

Artemis took a penlight from his jacket pocket, shining it on Holly, setting the strands of her silver wig sparkling like a disco ball. ‘There’s something about this one. Her bone structure is very unusual. The cheekbones are high – Slavic, perhaps – and the brow is wide and childlike. But the proportion of skull to torso is adult, not infant.’

Butler chuckled low in his throat. ‘So, they’re aliens?’

‘The young man is human, but she’s something else,’ said Artemis thoughtfully.
 ‘Genetically enhanced, perhaps.’ He moved the beam of light along her cheekbone. ‘See here. The ears are pointed. Amazing.’

Artemis felt an excitement buzzing on his forehead. Something was happening here.
 Something important. There were surely serious amounts of money to be earned from this situation.

He rubbed his palms briskly. ‘Very well. I cannot be distracted by this now.
 Long-term, this strange creature could make our fortune, but right now we need to get that lemur.’

Butler was crestfallen, but covered it by slamming the boot. ‘I had hoped we could forget the monkey. I was trained in several forms of martial arts, none of them had a monkey defence.’

‘It’s a lemur, Butler. And I am aware that you believe this operation is beneath us, but my father’s life is at stake.’

‘Of course, Artemis. Whatever you say.’

‘Exactly. So, here is the plan. We will proceed to Rathdown Park as planned and after we have done the deal with the Extinctionists, then I can decide what to do with our two guests. I presume they will be safe in the boot?’

Butler snorted. ‘Are you kidding?’

Artemis did not smile. ‘Perhaps you have not noticed, Butler. I rarely kid.’

‘As you say, young master. You are not a kidder. Maybe some day, eh?’

‘Perhaps when I find my father.’

‘Yes. Perhaps then. Anyway, to answer your question. This is your father’s car and there have been more prisoners in this boot than you’ve had birthdays. Mafiya, Triad, Yakuza, Tijuana Cartel, Hell’s Angels. You name the gang and a couple of them have spent a night in this boot. In fact, your father had it specially modified. There’s air-conditioning, a stay-cool light, soft suspension and even drinking water.’

‘Is it secure? Remember our captives already broke into the manor.’

Butler closed the boot. ‘Titanium lock, reinforced door. No way out whatsoever.
 Those two are staying in there until we let them out.’

‘Excellent,’ said Artemis, sliding into the Bentley’s rear seat. ‘Just give me a moment to do this one little thing, then let’s forget about them and concentrate on the lemur.’

‘Excellent,’ echoed Butler, and then under his breath: ‘Monkey business. My favourite.’


 Rathdown Park, County Wicklow, Ireland

Even though Holly was five kilograms lighter than Artemis, she came to her senses before him. She was glad to be awake, as her dream had been terrible. While asleep, her knees and elbows had struck the metal walls of the Bentley’s boot and she’d imagined herself in an LEP submarine.

Holly lay huddled in the dark, swallowing and blinking to conquer the phobia. Her mother had been mortally injured in a metal box, and now she was inside one.

And it was thoughts of her mother that finally calmed Holly. She opened her eyes, and explored the confined space with her vision and fingertips. It didn’t take long to find the bubble light set into the steel wall. She snapped it on to find Artemis stretched out beside her and the sloping metal sheeting of a boot door curling down past his arm. Her own borrowed shoes rested on the shining curve of a wheel arch. They were inside a vehicle.

Artemis groaned, twitched and opened his eyes.

‘Sell the Phonetix shares,’ he blurted, then remembered Butler and the darts.
 ‘Holly. Holly?’

Holly patted his leg. ‘It’s OK, Artemis,’ she said in Gnommish, in case the car was bugged. ‘I’m here. Where else could I be?’

Artemis shifted on to his side, flicking back the dense black hair obscuring his features, and spoke in the fairy tongue.

‘We received the same dosage of tranquillizer, and yet you, the lighter person, are awake first. Magic?’

The side of Holly’s face was thrown into deep shadow by the bubble light. ‘Yes.
 Number One’s signature magic is powerful stuff.’

‘Powerful enough to get us out of here?’

Holly spent a minute exploring the boot’s surface, running her fingertips along each weld in the metal. Finally, she shook her head, silver wig sparkling. ‘Not a weak spot I can find.
 Even the air-conditioning vent is completely flush. No way out.’

‘Of course not,’ said Artemis. ‘We’re inside the Bentley. The boot is a steel box with a titanium lock.’ He breathed the cool air deeply. ‘How can this have happened? Everything is different. Butler was supposed to have deposited the cage in my study. Instead he creeps in through the bedroom and sedates us both. Now we don’t know where we are, or indeed where the lemur is. Do they have it already?’

Holly pressed one ear to the boot door. ‘I can tell you where we are.’

Outside, the sounds of snuffling and snoring animals drifted on the air. ‘We’re close to animals. A park I would guess, or a zoo.’

‘Rathdown Park,’ exclaimed Artemis. ‘And that fact tells us they do not, in fact, have the lemur. The schedule and situation have changed.’

Holly was thoughtful. ‘We are not in control of this situation any more, Artemis.
 Perhaps it’s time to admit defeat and return home when your younger self brings us back to the manor.
 Perhaps you can discover a cure in the future.’

Artemis had been expecting this suggestion. ‘I considered that. The lemur is still our best option and we are metres away from it. Just give me five minutes to get us out of here.’

Holly was understandably dubious. ‘Five minutes? Even the great Artemis Fowl might have trouble breaking out of a steel box in five minutes.’

Artemis closed his eyes, concentrating. Trying to ignore his cramped surroundings and the sheaves of hair brushing his cheeks, and the itch of bristles on his chin.

‘Face it, Artemis,’ said Holly impatiently. ‘We’re stuck. Even Mulch Diggums would probably struggle with a lock like that if he happened to stroll by.’

Artemis’s brow flickered, irritated by this interruption, but then a smile spread across his face, made eerie by the stark lighting.

‘Mulch Diggums strolling by,’ he whispered. ‘What are the chances of that?’

‘Zero,’ said Holly. ‘Absolutely none. I would bet my pension on it.’

At that moment something or someone tapped on the boot door, from the outside.

Holly rolled her eyes. ‘No. Not even you …’

Artemis’s smile was smug beyond belief.
 ‘Just how large is your pension?’

‘I do not believe it. I refuse to believe it.
 It is impossible.’

More taps on the door now, followed by a delicate scraping and a muted swear word.

‘What a guttural voice,’ said Artemis. ‘Very like a dwarf’s.’

‘It could be Butler,’ argued Holly, irritated by Artemis’s self-satisfied expression.

‘Swearing in Gnommish. Hardly.’

More metallic noises from the outside world.

Shhhnick. Chunk. Clackack.

And the boot’s lid swung upwards, revealing a slice of starry night with the glinting silhouette of a gigantic pylon behind it. A bedraggled head popped into the space, features smeared with mud and worse. This was a face that only a mother could love, and then perhaps only if her sight were failing. Dark, close-set eyes peered out from above a dense beard that shivered slightly like seaweed in a current. The creature’s teeth were large, square and not made any more appealing by the large insect wriggling between two molars.

It was, of course, Mulch Diggums.

The dwarf snagged the unfortunate insect with his tongue, then chewed it delicately.

‘Ground beetle,’ he said with relish. ‘Leistus montanus. Nice bouquet, solid earthy shell, then, once the carapace cracks, a veritable explosion of flavours on the palate.’

He swallowed the unfortunate creature, then funnelled a mighty burp though his flapping lips.

‘Never burp when you’re tunnelling,’ he advised Artemis and Holly, as casually as though they were sitting round a café table. ‘Dirt coming down, air coming up. Not a good idea.’

Holly knew Mulch well. This chit-chat was simply for distraction while he took a peek around.

‘And now, to business,’ said the dwarf finally, discarding the dead beard hair he had used to pick the lock. ‘I seem to have a human and an elf trapped in a car. So I ask myself, should I let ’em out?’

‘And what do you answer yourself?’ asked Artemis with barely contained impatience.

Mulch’s black pebble eyes danced in the moonlight. ‘So, the Mud Boy understands Gnommish. Interesting. Well, understand this, human. I let you out as soon as I get my money.’

Ah, thought Holly. There is money involved. Somehow these two have set up a deal.

Holly had endured her prison for long enough.

Mulch is not yet my friend, she thought,
 so there’s no need to be polite.

She drew a knee to her chin, tugging on it with both hands for an extra pound of elastic force.

Mulch realized what she was about to do. ‘Hey, elf. No –’

Which was as far as he got before his face was batted with the boot door. The dwarf tumbled backwards into the hole he had climbed out of, sending up an oof of wind and dirt.

Holly clambered over Artemis to the fresh air. She gulped down great gasps, chest out, face to the sky.

‘Sorry,’ she said, between breaths. ‘That space is tiny. I don’t like tiny.’

‘Claustrophobic?’ asked Artemis, rolling from the boot.

Holly nodded. ‘I used to be. I thought I had overcome it. Lately, though …’

There was a commotion in the dwarf hole. A blue riot of swearing and a scuffling in the earth.

Holly quickly recovered herself and leaped into the pit, tackling Mulch before he could unhinge his jaw and disappear.

‘He could be useful,’ she grunted, bundling the protesting dwarf up the incline.
 ‘And he has already seen us, so the damage has been done.’

‘That’s a pincer hold,’ exclaimed Mulch. ‘You’re LEP.’

He twisted round, snagging Holly’s wig with his beard hair. ‘I know you. Holly Short. Captain Holly Short. One of Julius Root’s pet Rottweilers.’

Suddenly the dwarf’s already creased brow wrinkled further in confusion.

‘But this is impossible.’

Before Artemis could instruct Holly not to ask, she went ahead and did it.

‘Why is it impossible, Mulch?’

Mulch did not reply, but his eyes betrayed him, glancing guiltily over his shoulder at a scuffed Tekfab backpack. Holly deftly spun the dwarf round, opening the bag’s main compartment.

‘Quite a treasure trove we have here,’ she said, rummaging in the backpack. ‘Medi-kit, rations, adhesive com-pads. And look, an old Omnitool.’ Then she recognized the inscription laser-etched into the base. ‘It’s my
 old Omnitool.’

In spite of their years of friendship, Holly turned the full force of her anger on Mulch.

‘Where did you get this?’ she shouted. ‘How did you get it?’

‘A present,’ offered Mulch lamely. ‘From my… eh …’ He squinted to read the writing on the base. ‘From my mother. She always called me Holly, because of my, erm, prickly personality.’

Holly was angrier than Artemis had ever seen her. ‘Tell me, Diggums. The truth!’

Mulch thought about fighting. It was in the curve of his fingers and the baring of his teeth, but the moment passed quickly and the dwarf’s natural passive nature surfaced.

‘I stole all this stuff from Tara,’ he admitted. ‘I’m a thief, aren’t I? But, in my defence, I had a difficult childhood, which led to low self-esteem, which I projected on to others, and punished them by stealing their possessions. So, in a very real way, I am the victim here. And
 I forgive me.’

Mulch’s trademark waffle reminded Holly of the friend he would become and her anger evaporated as quickly as it had appeared. She traced the laser inscription with a fingertip.

‘My mother gave me this,’ she said quietly. ‘Most reliable Omnitool I ever had.
 Then, one night in Hamburg, my fugitive locked himself in a car. So I reached for my Omnitool and it was gone. The target was apprehended by humans, I lost my first fugitive and Commander Root had to send in an entire team of techies to clean up. It was a disaster. And all this time it was you.’

Mulch was puzzled. ‘All this time? I stole this from a belt in a locker in Tara
 an hour ago. I saw you there.
 What’s going on here …’ Then Mulch blinked and clapped his hairy palms. ‘Oh, bless my bum-flap. You’re time travellers.’

Holly realized that she had said too much. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

The dwarf was actually doing a little jig now. ‘No. No, it all adds up. You’re talking about future events in the past tense. You sent back a note so that I would come and rescue you here and now.’
 Mulch clapped his hands to his cheeks in mock horror. ‘What you’re doing is so much more illegal than anything I could ever do. Imagine the reward I would get for turning you over to Julius Root.’

‘Sent back a note?’ scoffed Holly. ‘That’s absurd, isn’t it, Artemis?’

‘Most certainly,’ said Artemis. ‘But, if someone were to send back a note from the future, where and when would they send it to?’

Mulch jerked a thumb towards Holly. ‘There’s a junction box beside her locker.
 Looked like it hadn’t been touched for years. I was checking it out because sometimes they have some valuable tech in ’em. Not this one, though, just an envelope addressed to me. And inside a note asking me to come to this place and set you free.’

Artemis smiled. Satisfied. ‘I imagine there was an incentive offered for our rescue?’

Mulch’s beard hair crackled. ‘A large incentive. No… a stupendous incentive.’

‘Stupendous, eh? Very well, you shall have it.’

‘When?’ asked Mulch hungrily.

‘Soon. I just need you to do me one more favour.’

‘I knew it,’ said the dwarf, through grinding teeth. ‘Never do the job until you see the cash. Why should I trust you?’

Artemis took a step forward, eyes narrow behind a curtain of dark hair. ‘You don’t need to trust me, Mulch. You need to be afraid of me. I am a Mud Boy from your future and I could be in your past too, if you choose not to cooperate. I found you once, I could certainly do it again. The next time you break into a car boot, there could be a gun and a badge waiting for you.’

Mulch felt apprehension tingling in his beard hair, and his beard hair was rarely wrong. As his grandmother used to say: Trust the hair, Mulch. Trust the hair. This human was dangerous, and he had enough trouble in his life already.

‘OK, Mud Boy,’ he said grudgingly. ‘One more favour. And then you’d better have a stupendous amount of gold for me.’

‘I will. Fear not, my pungent friend.’

The dwarf was deeply offended. ‘Don’t call me friend. Just tell me. What. You. Want. Done.’

‘Simply follow your nature and dig us a tunnel. I need to steal a lemur.’

Mulch nodded as though lemur-napping was the most natural thing in the world.

‘And from whom are we stealing it?’

‘From me.’

Mulch frowned, then the penny dropped. ‘Ah… Time travel throws up all sorts of twists, doesn’t it?’

Holly slipped the Omnitool into her pocket. ‘Tell me about it,’ she said.







Chapter 7

Talk to the Animals

Rathdown Park

[image: image]

THE Fowl Bentley was protected by a fingerprint scanner and a keypad that required an eight-digit code. The code was changed every month, and so it took Artemis a few seconds to mentally rewind almost eight years and remember the right set of numbers.

He slid across the front seat’s tan leather upholstery and pressed his thumb to a second scanner tucked behind the steering wheel. A spring-loaded compartment slid smoothly from the dash. It was not a large compartment, but big enough to hold a clip of cash, platinum credit cards and a spare mobile phone in its cradle.

‘No gun?’ asked Holly when Artemis emerged from the car, though one of Butler’s guns would be clunky in her fingers.

‘No gun,’ confirmed Artemis.

‘I wouldn’t be able to hit an elephant with one of Butler’s pistols even if I had one.’

‘Elephants are not the quarry this evening,’ said Artemis, speaking in English, now that they were out of the boot. ‘Lemurs are. At any rate, as we could hardly shoot at our opponent on this particular adventure, perhaps it’s better that we are unarmed.’

‘Not really,’ said Holly. ‘I may not be able to shoot you or the lemur, but I bet that more opponents will turn up. You have a knack of making enemies.’

Artemis shrugged. ‘Genius inspires resentment. A sad fact of life.’

‘Genius and robbing stuff,’ Mulch chimed from his perch on the lip of the car boot. ‘Take it from one who knows: nobody likes a smart thief.’

Artemis drummed his fingers on the fender.

‘We have certain advantages. Elfin magic. Digging talents. I have almost eight years’
 experience in the art of mischief making that the other Artemis does not have.’

‘Mischief making?’ scoffed Holly. ‘I think you’re being a little gentle on yourself.
 Grand larceny is closer to the mark.’

Artemis stopped drumming. ‘One of your fairy powers is speaking in tongues, correct?’

‘I’m talking to you, aren’t I?’ responded Holly.

‘Just how many tongues can you speak in?’

Holly smiled. She knew Artemis’s devious mind well enough to realize exactly where he was going with this.

‘As many as you want.’

‘Good,’ said Artemis. ‘We need to split up. You take the overground route into Rathdown Park, Mulch and I travel underground. If we need a distraction, use your gift.’

‘It would be a pleasure,’ said Holly, and immediately turned translucent as though she were a creature of purest water. The last thing to go was her smile.

Just like the Cheshire Cat.

He remembered a few lines from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

‘But I don’t want to go among mad people,’ said Alice.

‘Oh, you can’t help that,’ said the cat. ‘We’re all mad here.’

Artemis glanced at the pungent dwarf searching his living beard for stored insects.

We’re all mad here too, he thought.


 *

Holly approached the main door of Rathdown Park with care even though she was shielded. The People had thought themselves invisible to Butler once before and had paid with trauma and bruises. She would not underestimate the bodyguard, and the fact that he was once again her enemy set her stomach churning with nervous acid.

The human clothes jumped and scratched along her frame. They were not built for shielding and in a matter of minutes they would shake to pieces.

I miss my Neutrino, she thought, looking at the reinforced-steel door, with the dark unknown beyond it. And I miss Foaly and his satellite link-ups.

But at heart Holly was an adventurer, so the idea of quitting never even occurred to her.

It was difficult to operate mechanisms while shielded, so Holly powered down for the few seconds necessary to jimmy the door with her Omnitool. It was an old model, but Holly’s mother had paid an extra few ingots for upgrades. The standard Omnitool would open any door operating on a simple mechanical lock-and-key system. This one could short electronic locks too, and even deactivate simple alarms.

But that shouldn’t be necessary, she thought.
 As far as Artemis remembers, he turned off all the alarms.

The thought didn’t give her much comfort. Artemis had been wrong about this trip already.

In less than five seconds, the Omnitool had done its job and vibrated gently like a cat purring at its own cleverness. The heavy door swung open silently under the lightest touch and Holly buzzed up her shield again.

Stepping into Rathdown Park, Holly felt more mission anxiety than she had in years.

I’m a rookie again. Some kid straight out of the Academy, she realized. My mind is experienced, but my body is overruling it.

And then: I better get this monkey quick before adolescence kicks in.


 *

Young Artemis had turned off the security on his way into the institute. It had been an easy thing to bypass all the alarms with the director’s key card. Earlier in the day, when he had been given the guided tour, he had posed several complicated questions on the validity of the theory of evolution. The director, a committed evolutionist, had allowed his arguments to distract him long enough to have his pocket picked by Butler. Once the key card was in the bodyguard’s possession, he simply slotted it into a battery-powered Card Cloner in his breast pocket, and whistled a few bars of Mozart to cover the whirr of the machine.

Two minutes later all the information they needed was stored in the Cloner’s memory, the director’s card was back in his pocket and Artemis suddenly decided that maybe evolution wasn’t a bad theory after all.

‘Though there are more holes in it than a Dutch dam made of Swiss cheese,’ he’d confided to Butler on the way home from Rathdown Park. Butler had been encouraged by this statement. It was almost a straightforward joke.

Later that evening young Artemis had popped a button camera into the air-con duct at the rear of the Bentley.

All the better to keep an eye on our guests.

The female was interesting. Fascinating,
 actually. The darts would wear off soon and it would be intriguing to watch her reaction, much more so than that of the hirsute teenager, even though his broad forehead suggested intelligence and his general features had a lot in common with the Fowl family’s own. In fact, he reminded Artemis of an old photo he had once seen of his father as a boy, working on an archaeological dig in South America. Perhaps the male captive was a distant cousin hoping to claim some kind of birthright now that Father was missing. There was much to be investigated here.

The button camera was broadcasting to his mobile phone and ten-year-old Artemis checked the screen occasionally as Butler guided him through Rathdown Park towards the lemur’s cage.

‘Focus, Artemis,’ chided the bodyguard. ‘One dastardly crime at a time.’

Artemis glanced up from his phone. ‘Dastardly, Butler? Dastardly? Honestly, we are not cartoon characters. I do not have a villainous laugh or an eyepatch.’

‘Not yet. Though you’ll have an eyepatch soon enough if you don’t concentrate on the job at hand.’

They were passing underneath Rathdown Park’s aquarium through a perspex tunnel that allowed scientists and the occasional visitor to observe the species housed in the million-gallon tank. The tank mimicked the inhabitants’ natural environment as far as possible. Different compartments had different temperatures and different vegetation. Some were saltwater, others were fresh, but all housed endangered or rare creatures.

Tiny bulbs dotted the ceiling above, simulating stars, and the only other light came from the bioluminescence of a lantern shark, which shadowed Artemis and Butler along the tunnel until its snout bumped perspex.

Artemis was more interested in his mobile phone than the shark’s eerily glowing photophores.

Events were unfolding on his screen that were close to incredible. Artemis stopped in his tracks to fully absorb what he was seeing.

The Fowl Manor intruders had escaped the Bentley’s boot with the help of an accomplice. Another non-human.

I am entering a new world here. These creatures are potentially more lucrative than a lemur. Should I abandon this venture and concentrate on the non-humans?

Artemis maximized the volume on his handset but the tiny microphone attached to the button camera could only pick up snatches of the conversation.

It was mostly in some alien tongue, but some of the talk was in English and he heard the word lemur more than once.

Perhaps this lemur is more valuable than I realized. The animal is the bait that lures these creatures in.

A minute passed with only the small, revolting dwarflike thing in the screen, perching its disproportionately large backside on the rim of the boot, then the female appeared, only to promptly disappear – Rathdown Park’s famous pylons filling the screen where she had been.

Artemis tightened his grip on the phone.

Invisibility? The energy involved in creating a reflective field, or to generate high-speed vibration, must be incredible.

He quickly navigated the phone’s menu and activated the digital thermal imager, a decidedly non-standard option, and was relieved to see the female creature’s form blossom on screen in warm tones.

Good. Not gone, just hard to see.

Keeping one eye on his phone, Artemis called to his bodyguard.

‘Butler, old friend. Slight change of plan.’

The bodyguard knew better than to hope the lemur hunt was off. ‘We’re still on the trail of a little creature, though, I’ll bet.’

‘Creatures,’ said ten-year-old Artemis. ‘Plural.’


 *

Fourteen-year-old Artemis was not enjoying the view. To distract himself he composed a haiku describing the sight before him.


Pale, shuddering globes

Churn their poisonous cargo

Bald heads in a bag



Mulch Diggums was not feeling quite so poetic. He stopped digging and rehinged his jaw.

‘Could you please stop shining the torch on my backside? I blister easily. We dwarves are extremely photosensitive, even to artificial light.’

Artemis had taken the torch from the Bentley’s breakdown kit, and was following Mulch through a fresh tunnel to the lemur’s cage. The dwarf had assured him that the tunnel was sufficiently short for him to hold in the dirt and air until they reached the other end, making it safe for Artemis to be directly behind him.

Artemis averted the torch for a few seconds, thinking that a bum blister was the last thing he wanted to see, but after a while the beam strayed back to the pale, wobbling flesh once more.

‘Just a quick question. If you can hold in all the diggings, then why does your bum-flap need to be open?’

Mulch was spitting large wads of dwarf phlegm on to the wall to shore up the tunnel.

‘In case of emergency,’ he explained. ‘I could swallow a buried lug of metal, or strip of old tyre. Now, those I would have to evacuate on the spot, annoying Mud Boy to the rear or not.
 No sense in ruining my trousers too, now is there, dopey?’

‘I suppose not,’ said Artemis, thinking that with such a wide-bore loaded weapon pointed at him he could bear being called dopey.

‘Anyway,’ continued the dwarf, hawking another wad at the wall, ‘you should consider yourself privileged. Not many humans have seen a dwarf working with spit. This is what you might call an ancient art. First you –’

‘I know, I know,’ interrupted Artemis impatiently. ‘First you excavate, then you strengthen the walls with your spittle, which hardens on contact with the air, provided it’s out of your mouth, obviously. And it’s luminous too – amazing material.’

Mulch’s behind wobbled in surprise. ‘How do you know these secrets?’

‘You told me, or rather you will tell me. Time travel, remember?’

The dwarf peered over his shoulders, eyes red in the glow of his spittle. ‘Just how close do we become?’

‘Very close. We get an apartment together and after a whirlwind courtship you marry my sister and honeymoon in Vegas.’

‘I love Vegas,’ said Mulch wistfully. Then: ‘Such snide wit. I can see how we might be friends. All the same, keep your comments to yourself or we might have to see how funny you are covered in tunnel waste.’

Artemis swallowed hard and moved the torch beam away from Mulch’s behind.

The plan was a simple one. They would tunnel beneath the compound and wait below the lemur’s cage for Holly to contact them on the short-range LEP adhesive communicator stuck to Artemis’s cheek – part of Mulch’s stash. From that point forward, the plan became fluid. Either they would pop up and grab the lemur while Holly caused consternation among the animals, or, if young Artemis had already secured the lemur, Mulch would dig a hole under Butler, making it easier for Holly to relieve the boy of his prize.

All very straightforward, thought Artemis. Which is unusual for me.

‘OK, Mud Boy,’ said Mulch, scooping a bulb-shaped hollow with his flat fingers.
 ‘We are here. X marks the monkey.’

‘Lemur,’ corrected Artemis automatically. ‘Are you certain you can distinguish this particular animal’s scent from all the others?’

Mulch held a hand to his heart in mock affront. ‘I? Certain?
 I am a dwarf, human. A dwarf nose can tell the difference between grass and clover. Between black hair and brown. Between dog poo and wolf poo.’

Artemis groaned. ‘I shall take that as a yes.’

‘And so you should. Keep this up and I may choose not to marry your sister.’

‘If I had a sister, I’m sure she would be inconsolable.’

They crouched in the hollow for several minutes, the park’s night-time growls and snores drifting down through the clay. By some curious anomaly, once the sounds penetrated the tunnel’s coating of dwarf spittle, they were trapped inside and bounced off the walls in conflicting waves.
 Artemis felt as though he were literally in the lion’s den.

As if this wasn’t disturbing enough, he noticed that Mulch’s cheeks were glowing bright pink. All of them.

‘Problems?’ he asked, unable to mask a nervous tremor.

‘I’ve been holding in this gas for a long time,’ replied the dwarf through clenched teeth. ‘It’s coming out soon. You got any sinus problems?’

Artemis shook his head.

‘Pity,’ said Mulch. ‘This would have cleared them right up.’

If it wasn’t for Artemis’s determination to save his mother, he would have bolted right then.

Luckily for Artemis’s nasal passages, Holly beeped him on the ad-com. The communicator was a basic vibration model that sent signals directly to Artemis’s ear without any external noise. Artemis heard Holly’s words but not her voice.
 The ad-com was only sophisticated enough to produce robotic tones.

‘In position. Over.’

Artemis placed a finger on the communicator, completing the circuit that allowed him to speak.

‘Received. We are directly below the target’s cage. Can you see the opposition?’

‘Negative. No visual. But I do see the lemur. He seems to be asleep on a low branch. I can reach him easily.’

‘Negative, Holly. Hold your position. We will secure the target. You watch for my younger self.’

‘Understood. Don’t hang around, Arty. Get up, get down and back to the car.’

Arty?

Artemis was surprised that Holly would call him that. It was his mother’s pet name for him.

‘Got it. Up, down and back.’

Arty?

Mulch tapped him urgently on the shoulder. ‘Whenever you’re ready, Mud Boy. Now would be great.’

‘Very well. Proceed. Try to be quiet.’

Mulch changed position, pointing the crown of his head at the tunnel roof, squatting low on his haunches.

‘Too late for quiet,’ he grunted. ‘Pull your jacket over your face.’

Artemis barely had time to do what he’d been asked when Mulch released a thundering cylinder of gas and earth, spraying the boy with undigested clods. The shell of dwarf spittle cracked in a thousand places and Mulch was borne aloft by a churning pillar of force, easily punching through to the surface.

Once the dust had settled somewhat, Artemis scrambled after him into the cage.
 Mulch had pinballed off a low ceiling and was unconscious, blood matting his already tangled hair, his bum-flap fluttering like a windsock while the remainder of the tunnel waste escaped.

Low cage ceiling?

The lemur in the next cage seemed highly amused by all the commotion and hopped up and down on a truncated branch wedged between the bars.

The next cage, realized Artemis. We are not in the lemur’s cage. What cage are we in?

Before he could had time to investigate, his cheek beeped and an emotionless robotic voice droned into his ear.

‘Get Mulch out of there, Arty. Get back down now.’

What is it? wondered Artemis. What’s in this cage?

Then a two-hundred-kilo Ugandan mountain gorilla crashed into him, leaving the thought behind like a speech bubble.


 *

Young Artemis and Butler were watching all of this through the slot windows of a camouflaged hide that sat in front of the cages. The hide had been built inside a rockery and water feature and allowed close study of the various animals without disturbing the natural rhythms of their day. The director had been kind enough to let Artemis sit in the observer’s chair earlier that day.

‘Some day you could run the hide’s thermal-imaging camera and all this equipment from that chair,’ he had said.

‘Perhaps sooner than that,’ Artemis had replied.

‘Oh dear,’ said Butler, the phrase sounding over-delicate in his gravelly voice.
 ‘That must have really hurt.’ He reached into his pocket for the dart gun. ‘I better lend a hand or at least a dart.’

Butler had been busy with his darts. Two night workers lay unconscious on cots at the rear of the hide.

Through the slot window they had a clear view of the male intruder being shaken like a rag doll by an enormous gorilla. The cage’s third occupant had collapsed and appeared to be wracked by an energetic bout of flatulence.

Incredible, thought Artemis. This day is full of surprises.

He tapped a few keys on the computer keyboard before him, redirecting the compound’s thermal-imaging camera.

‘I don’t think a dart will be necessary,’ he said. ‘Help is already on the way.’

Sure enough, a red-hearted glow bounced across the cobbled walkway, hovering before the gorilla cage.

‘Now this should be interesting,’ mused ten-year-old Artemis.


*

Holly was forced into action. She had been discreetly tucked away behind the broad trunk of an imported baobab tree, shield off, conserving magic, keeping an eye out for young Artemis, when Mulch blew a hole in the earth into the wrong cage. He exploded from the ground in a mini-cyclone of debris, bounced off a few surfaces like a cartoon pinball and collapsed on to the cage floor.

The cage’s resident, a black-and-grey bull gorilla, shot straight up, woken from deep sleep. Its eyes were wide but blurred, its teeth yellow and bared.

Stay down, Artemis, she thought. Stay in the hole.

No such luck. Artemis clambered to the surface, carefully navigating the simple climb. The time stream had not granted him any agility. As Artemis often said, the physical was not his area.

Holly thumbed her ad-com. ‘Get Mulch out of there, Arty,’ she shouted. ‘Get back down now.’

It was too late. The gorilla had decided these newcomers were a threat to be dealt with. It rolled from its nest of leaves and bark, landing on eight knuckles, the impact sending a jarring wave along its arm hair.

Holly buzzed up her shield as she ran, silver strands floating behind her as the wig fell apart, marking her trail.

The gorilla attacked, grabbing a surprised Artemis Fowl by the shoulders, roaring in his face, head back, teeth like a bear trap.

Holly was at the gate, powering down, pulling the Omnitool from her pocket, jabbing the business end into the lock. She surveyed the scene inside the cage while she waited for the tool to work.

Mulch was up and on his elbows now, shaking a groggy head. It would be a moment or two before he was in any shape to help, if he deigned to help a human stranger.

Anyway, it was immaterial: a moment or two would be too late for Artemis.

The Omnitool beeped and the cage door swung open. A narrow walkway extended from the footpath, crossing a moat and slotting into grooves on the habitat floor.

Holly charged across without hesitation, waving her arms, shouting, making herself a target.

The gorilla huffed and snorted, gathering Artemis close to its chest – warning Holly to stay back. Artemis’s head flopped on his shoulders and his eyes were half closed.

Holly stopped three metres from the animal, lowering her arms and gaze. A non-threatening stance.

The gorilla made a few fake attacks, thundering to within half a metre of Holly, then contemptuously turning its back, all the while grunting and barking, pressing Artemis to its chest.
 Artemis’s hair was slicked back with blood and a crimson trickle leaked from the corner of his left eye.
 One arm was broken and blood pouched the sleeve of his tracksuit.

Holly was shocked. Appalled. She felt like crying and running away. Her friend was injured, possibly dead.

Get a grip! she told herself. You are older than you look.

One of the fairy magical powers was the gift of tongues and this encompassed a rudimentary grasp of some of the more sophisticated animal tongues. She would never be discussing global warming with a dolphin, but she knew enough for basic communication.

With gorillas it was as much about body language as what was actually said. Holly squatted low, elbows crooked, knuckles on the earth, spine curved forward. The posture of a friend, then funnelled her lips and hooted several times. ‘Danger!’ the hoots said. ‘Danger is near!’

The gorilla did a comical double-take, amazed to hear gorilla-speak coming from this creature. It sensed a trick but was not sure what that trick might be. And, when in doubt, beat your chest.

The gorilla dropped Artemis, stood tall on two feet, thrusting forward chin and pectorals, and began beating its chest with open palms.

I am king here. Do not trifle with me, was the clear message.

A wise sentiment indeed, but Holly had no choice.

She darted forward, hooting all the time, throwing in the odd terrified screech, and then, against the advice of every wildlife expert who ever held a steadi-cam, she looked directly into the animal’s eyes.

‘Leopard,’ she hooted, layering her voice with the fairy mesmer. ‘Leopard!’

The gorilla’s fury was replaced by dull confusion, which was in turn pushed aside by terror.

‘Leopard!’ Holly hooted. ‘Climb!’

Moving with less than its customary grace, the gorilla stumbled towards the rear of the cage, moving as though underwater, senses dulled by the mesmer. Trees and foliage were batted aside, leaving a wake of sap-crowned trunks and flattened grass. In moments, the animal had disappeared deep into the dark recesses of its artificial habitat.

Fearful gibberings floated from the upper canopy.

Holly would feel bad later for putting the beast under a spell, but now there was not a heartbeat to waste on guilt. Artemis was grievously injured, perhaps mortally so.

The gorilla had dropped Artemis like a carcass that had been picked clean. He lay there, still as the dead.

No. Don’t think that.

Holly raced to her friend’s side, skidding the final metre on her knees.

Too far gone. He’s too far gone.

Artemis’s face was pale as bone. His long black hair was matted with blood and the whites of his eyes were twin crescents through hooded lids.

‘Mother,’ he said, the word riding on a breath.

Holly reached out her hands, magic already dancing on her fingertips, shooting off in arcs like tiny sun flares.

She froze before the magic could make the jump to Artemis’s body.

If I heal Artemis, will I also damn him? Is my magic tainted with Spelltropy?

Artemis thrashed weakly and Holly could actually hear bones grating in his sleeve.
 There was blood on his lips now too.

He will die if I don’t help. At least if I heal him there is a chance.

Holly’s hands were shaking and her eyes were blurred with tears.

Pull yourself together. You are a professional.

She didn’t feel very professional. She felt like a girl out of her depth.

Your body is playing tricks on your mind. Ignore it.

Holly cupped Artemis’s face gently in both hands.

‘Heal,’ she whispered, almost sobbed.

The magical sparks leaped like dogs unleashed, sinking into Artemis’s pores, knitting bones, healing skin, staunching internal bleeding.

The sudden transition from death’s door to hale and hearty was rough on Artemis.
 He shuddered and bucked, teeth chattering, hair frizzing in an electric halo.

‘Come on, Artemis,’ said Holly, bending over him like a mourner. ‘Wake up.’

There was no reaction for several seconds. Artemis looked like a healthy corpse, but then that was how he usually looked. Then his mismatched eyes opened, lids flickering like hummingbird wings as his system rebooted. He coughed and shuddered, flexing fingers and toes.

‘Holly,’ he said, when his vision cleared. His smile was sincere and grateful.
 ‘You saved me again.’

Holly was laughing and crying at the same time, tears spilling on to Artemis’s chest.

‘Of course I saved you,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t do without you.’ And because she was happy and flushed with magic Holly leaned down and kissed Artemis, magic sparking around the contact like tiny fireworks.

*

Ten-year-old Artemis Fowl was keeping one eye on the drama unfolding in the gorilla cage.

‘Gorilla beringei beringei,’ he commented to Butler.
 ‘Given the name Troglodytes gorilla by Doctor Thomas S. Savage, an American missionary to western Africa, who first scientifically described the gorilla in 1847.’

‘You don’t say,’ murmured the bodyguard, who was more interested in the brute’s bite radius than its proper name.

They had used the commotion as cover to slip out from the artificial hide and across the small courtyard to the lemur’s cage, which was beside the gorilla’s cage.

The strange newcomers were far too busy to notice them swipe the cage’s key-card lock and open the gate door.

‘Look at those two. Wasting time. You wouldn’t catch me doing that.’

Butler snorted, as he usually did immediately before delivering a deadpan line.

‘Most people never catch you doing anything, Artemis.’

Artemis allowed himself a chuckle. This was an interesting day, and he was enjoying the challenges that it presented.

‘And there we are,’ said Artemis quietly. ‘The last silky sifaka lemur in the world. The hundred-thousand-euro primate.’

The lemur was perched high in a Madagascar palm, clinging to the branches with its long, grasping toes and opposable thumb digits. Its coat was snow white with a brown patch on the chest.

Artemis pointed at the animal. ‘That colouring results from chest scent marking with the sternal-gular gland.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Butler, who cared slightly less about this than he did about the gorilla’s scientific name. ‘Let’s just get the animal and get out of here before our friends next door regroup.’

‘I think we have a moment or two,’ said Artemis.

Butler studied the strangers in the adjacent cage. It was surprising that the male was not in pieces by now, but somehow the female had appeared from nowhere and chased the gorilla off.
 Impressive. That one had a few tricks up her sleeve. There was serious technology behind her. Perhaps some kind of camouflage software in the clothing, which could explain the sparks. The Americans, he knew, were developing an all-terrain camouflage suit. One of his military contacts had sent him a link to a leaked video on the Internet.

There was another creature in the cage, the hairy individual who had released the first two from the Bentley, picking what was supposed to be an unpickable lock in the process. The creature was neither man nor beast, a rough stumpy character who had been propelled through the earth by some force and was now suffering from a debilitating attack of gas. Somehow, this thing had managed to dig a thirty-metre tunnel in a matter of minutes. If it hadn’t been for the fact that the cages were modular, with overlapping walls, then the creature would have been in the same cage as the lemur. As it was, while it emerged directly below the lemur, it was one cage over.

Butler knew that Artemis would be just itching to study these strange creatures, but now was not the time. They were in a position of total ignorance and people in that position often died without being enlightened.

The bodyguard drew his dart pistol, but Artemis recognized the sound of a gun sliding from a holster and waved his index finger.

‘That’s our last option. I don’t want our little friend breaking his neck on the way down. First we try gentle persuasion.’

From his pocket Artemis tugged a small ziplock bag containing an amber gel flecked with black and green.

‘My own concoction,’ he explained. ‘The sifakas are from the Indriidae family of primates, which, as you know, is a strictly vegetarian family.’

‘Who wouldn’t know that?’ wondered Butler, who had not exactly put away his pistol.

Artemis unzipped the bag, releasing a sweet, thick aroma that wound its way up towards the lemur.

‘Sap concentrate, with a potpourri of African vegetation. No lemur could resist this. But if this particular primate’s brain is stronger than his stomach, fire away. One shot, if you please, and avoid the head. The needle alone would probably be enough to crack that tiny skull.’

Butler would have snorted, but the lemur was moving. It crawled along the branch, dipping its pointed nose to catch the odour. Touching the smell with a darting pink tongue.

‘Hmm,’ said the bodyguard. ‘That concoction won’t work on humans, I suppose.’

‘Ask me again in six months,’ said Artemis. ‘I am doing some pheromone experiments.’

The lemur scampered forward now, hypnotized by the glorious aroma. When the branch ran out, it dropped to the ground and hopped forward on two legs, fingers outstretched towards the bag.

Artemis grinned. ‘This game is over.’

‘Maybe not,’ said Butler. In the cage beside them, the long-haired boy was on his feet and the female was making a very strange noise.


*

The corona of magic around fourteen-year-old Artemis and Holly faded, and along with it went the dreamlike trance insulating Artemis’s mind.

He was instantly alert. Holly had kissed him. Artemis back-pedalled, jumping to his feet, spreading his arms wide to counteract the sudden dizziness.

‘Eh, thanks,’ he said awkwardly. ‘That was unexpected.’

Holly smiled, feeling a little embarrassed. ‘Artemis, you’re OK. Any more healings and you’ll be nothing but scar tissue held together by magic thread.’

Artemis thought that it would be nice to stay here and talk like this, but one cage over his future was escaping with his past.

He understood immediately what had happened. Mulch’s nose had led them to the right place, but the cages were built like interlocking blocks and so the lemur had been above them, but also in the next cage. He should have remembered that, if he had been here before. But Artemis had no memory of visiting the central compound. As far as he was aware, the park director had brought the lemur into a special viewing room. This was confusing.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I see where we are …’

He was thinking aloud, steadying his mind, trying to forget the kiss for now.
 Think about it later.

Artemis rubbed the red sparks from his eyes, then turned as quickly as the post-healing vertigo would allow. There he was, his younger self, enticing the silky sifaka lemur with a bag of amber paste.

Sap, I bet. Perhaps with a few twigs and leaves. Wasn’t I a clever boy?

An immediate solution was needed. A fluid quick-fire plan. Artemis rubbed his eye sockets as if that could sharpen his mind.

‘Mulch, can you tunnel?’

The dwarf opened his mouth to answer, but threw up instead.

‘I dunno,’ he said finally. ‘My head’s a bit flippy-floppy. Stomach too. That bash really shook me.’ His belly made a sound like an outboard motor. ‘’Scuse me. I think I gotta …’

He did indeed gotta. Mulch crawled into a fern patch and let fly with the remainder of his stomach contents. Several leaves wilted on the spot.

No use,
 thought Artemis. I need a miracle or that lemur is gone and dead.

He grabbed Holly’s shoulders. ‘Do you have any magic left?’

‘A little, Artemis. A few sparks maybe.’

‘Can you talk to the animals?’

Holly twisted her chin to the left until her neck bone clicked, checking the tank.

‘I could do that, anything except trolls. They don’t fall for that trick.’

Artemis nodded, muttering to himself. Thinking.

‘OK. OK. I want you to scare that lemur away from me. The younger me. And I need confusion. Can you do that?’

‘I can try.’

Holly closed her eyes, breathed deeply through her nose, filling her lungs, then threw her head back and howled. It was a fantastic noise. Lions, apes, wolves and eagles. They were all in there. The howl was punctuated by the staccato chatter of monkeys and the hiss of a thousand snakes.

Artemis the elder stepped back, instinctively terrified. Some primal part of his brain interpreted this message as fear and pain. His skin crawled and he had to fight his every instinct not to run and hide.


 *

Artemis the younger reached down to the lemur, dangling the ziplock bag in front of his twitching nose. The lemur laid the pads of its fingers on Artemis’s wrist.

I have him, thought the Irish boy. The money for the expedition is mine.

Then a wall of unholy sound blasted him like a force-ten wind. Young Artemis staggered back, dropping the bag of paste, suddenly irrationally terrified.

Something wants to kill me. But what? Every animal in the world, it sounds like.

The park’s residents were thoroughly spooked too. They screeched and chattered, rattling their cages, hurling themselves against the bars. Monkeys tried repeatedly to leap across the moats surrounding their islands. An eight-hundred-kilo Sumatran rhino charged the heavy doors to its compound, rattling the hinges with each attack. A red wolf snarled and snapped, an Iberian lynx hissed, slashing the air, and a snow leopard chased its tail, flicking its head and mewling anxiously.

Butler could not help but shift his focus.

‘It’s the female creature,’ he stated. ‘Making some kind of sound. It’s riling these animals up. I’m a bit disturbed myself.’

Artemis did not take his gaze from the lemur. ‘You know what to do,’ he said.

Butler knew. If there is an obstacle preventing the completion of a mission, remove the obstacle. He strode quickly to the bars, poked the pistol’s muzzle through the mesh and put a dart into the female’s shoulder.

She stumbled backwards, her fantastic orchestra of animal sounds squawking to a halt.

Butler felt a shudder of guilt, which almost caused him to misstep on his way to Artemis’s side. Twice now he had tranked this girl, or whatever she was, without having any idea what the chemicals were doing to her non-human system. His only consolation was that he had loaded small-dosage darts as soon as he had secured the night watchman. She shouldn’t be out too long. A few minutes tops.

The lemur was spooked now. Tiny hands tickling the space before him. The sap cocktail was tempting, but there was danger here of the worst kind and the urge to live was overriding the desire for a tasty treat.

‘No,’ said Artemis, seeing fear cloud the creature’s eyes. ‘It’s not real. There is no danger.’

The little simian was not convinced, as if it could read the boy’s intention in the sharp angles of his face.

The silky sifaka squeaked once, as though pin-pricked, then scampered along Artemis’s arm, over his shoulder and out through the cage door.

Butler lunged for the tail, but missed by a hair. He closed his fingers into a fist.

‘Perhaps it’s time to admit defeat on this one. We are dangerously unprepared and our adversaries have… abilities we know nothing about.’

His charge’s reply was to hurry after the lemur.

‘Artemis, wait,’ sighed Butler. ‘If we must proceed, then I will take the lead.’

‘They want the lemur,’ Artemis panted as he ran. ‘And so it becomes more valuable than it was. When we catch the animal, then we are in a position of power.’

Catching the animal was easier said than done. The lemur was incredibly agile and found purchase on the smoothest of surfaces. It darted without a wobble along a metal railing, leaping three metres to the lower branches of a potted palm and from there jumping to the compound wall.

‘Shoot!’ hissed Artemis.

It occurred to Butler briefly that he did not care for Artemis’s expression –
 almost cruel, his brow creased where a ten-year-old’s brow should not have creases – but he would worry about that later; for now he had an animal to sedate.

Butler was quick but the silky sifaka was quicker. In a flash of fur it scaled the wall and dropped outside into the night, leaving a blurred white jet stream in its wake.

‘Wow,’ said Butler, almost in admiration. ‘That was fast.’

Artemis was not impressed by his bodyguard’s choice of words. ‘Wow? I think this merits more than a wow. Our quarry has escaped and with it the funds for my Arctic expedition.’

At this point Butler was fast losing interest in the lemur. There were other less ignoble ways to raise funds. Butler shuddered to think of the ribbing he would have to endure if an account of this night somehow made it to Farmer’s Bar in LA, which was owned by one ex-blue-diamond bodyguard and frequented by many more.

But, in spite of his distaste for the mission, Butler’s sense of loyalty forced him to share a fact that the park director had mentioned earlier when Artemis was busy studying the alarm system.

‘There is something that I know, which you may not know,’ he said archly.

Artemis was not in the mood for games. ‘Oh, really. And what would that be?’

‘Lemurs are tree creatures,’ replied Butler. ‘That little guy is spooked and he’s going to climb the biggest tree he can find, even if it isn’t actually a tree. If you see what I mean.’

Artemis saw immediately, which wasn’t difficult as the huge structures cast a lattice of moon shadows over the entire compound.

‘Of course, old friend,’ he said, his frown crease disappearing. ‘The pylons.’


*

Things were going disastrously wrong for Artemis the elder.
 Mulch was injured, Holly was unconscious again – feet sticking out of the dwarf’s hole – and he himself was fast running out of ideas. The deafening clamour of a hundred endangered species going berserk was not helping his concentration.

The animals are going ape, he thought. Then:
 What a time to develop a sense of humour.

All he could do was prioritize.

I need to get Holly out of here, he realized.
 That is the most important thing.

Mulch moaned, rolling on to his back, and Artemis saw that there was a bleeding gash on his forehead.

He stumbled to the dwarf’s side. ‘I imagine you’re in great pain,’ he said. ‘It’s to be expected with such a laceration.’ Bedside manner was not one of Artemis’s strong suits. ‘You will have a rather large scar, but then looks are not really important to you.’

Mulch squinted at Artemis through a narrowed eye. ‘Are you trying to be funny? Oh, my God, you’re not. That was actually the nicest thing you could think of to say.’

He dabbed at his bloody forehead with a finger. ‘Ow. That hurts.’

‘Of course.’

‘I will have to seal it. You know all about this dwarf talent, I suppose.’

‘Naturally,’ said Artemis, keeping a straight face. ‘I’ve seen it a dozen times.’

‘I doubt it,’ grunted Mulch, plucking a wiggling beard hair from his chin. ‘But I don’t have much choice, now do I? With the LEP elf in dreamland, I won’t be getting any magical help from that quarter.’

Artemis heard a rustling in the undergrowth at the rear of the cage. ‘You’d better hurry it up. I think the gorilla is overcoming its fear of fairies.’

Wincing, Mulch introduced the beard hair to his gash. It took off like a tadpole, poking through the skin, stitching the flaps together. Though he groaned and shuddered, Mulch managed to stay conscious.

When the hair had finished its work, and the wound was tied up tighter than a fly in a ball of spider’s web, Mulch spat on his hand and rubbed the gooey mess on to the wound.

‘All sealed,’ he proclaimed, then upon seeing the glint in Artemis’s eye: ‘Don’t get any ideas, Mud Boy. This only works on dwarfs, and, what’s more, my beard hair only works on me. You poke one of my lovelies into your skin and all you’ll get is an infection.’

The rustling in the undergrowth grew louder, and Artemis Fowl decided to forego further information, which was almost unheard of for him.

‘Time we were off. Can you seal the tunnel behind us?’

‘I can bring the whole lot down easy as pie. You’d better take the lead though, there are better ways to go than being buried alive in… shall we say, recyclings. Need I say more?’

There was no need to say another syllable. Artemis jumped into the hole, grabbed Holly’s shoulders and began dragging her down the tunnel, past the blobs of luminous spittle towards the proverbial light at the end. It was like travelling through space towards the Milky Way.

The sounds of his own body were amplified. Gulping breath, drumming heartbeat, the bend and creak of muscle and sinew.

Holly rolled along easily, her suit hissing on the rough surface like a nest of vipers. Or maybe there were snakes down here, the way Artemis’s luck was going.

I am trying to do something good for a change,
 he reminded himself. And this is how the Fates reward me. A life of crime was infinitely easier.

Surface noise was amplified by the tunnel’s acoustics. The gorilla sounded furious now. Artemis could hear the slap of fists on chest and an enraged huffing.

He realizes he has been tricked.

His theorizing was cut short by Mulch’s appearance in the tunnel, the spittle bandage on his forehead casting a zombie glow on his face.

‘Gorilla coming,’ he said as he gulped down lungfuls of air. ‘Gotta go.’

Artemis heard twin thumps as the gorilla landed on the tunnel floor. The huge simian roared a challenge down the hole and the noise grew in ferocity with every metre it travelled.

Holly moaned and Artemis pulled harder on her shoulders.

Mulch sucked down air as fast as he could, bundling Artemis and Holly deeper into the tunnel. Twenty metres to go. They would never make it. The gorilla was advancing, pulverizing each spittle lantern as he passed it, roaring with bloodlust. Artemis swore he saw a flash of teeth.

The tunnel seemed to shudder with each blow. Large sections collapsed. Mud and rock clattered down on Artemis’s head and shoulders. Dirt pooled in Holly’s eye sockets.

Mulch’s cheeks ballooned and he opened his lips the merest fraction to speak.
 ‘OK,’ he said in a helium voice. ‘The tank is full.’

The dwarf gathered Artemis and Holly in his burly Popeye arms and vented every bubble of air in his body. The resulting jet stream propelled the group down the length of the tunnel.
 The trip was short, jarring and confusing. The breath was driven from Artemis’s lungs and his fingers were stretched to cracking, but he would not let go of Holly.

He could not let her die.

The unfortunate gorilla was blown head-over-rump by the windstorm, yanked back up the tunnel as though tethered to an elastic cable. It whooped as it went, digging its fingers into the tunnel wall.

Artemis, Holly and Mulch popped from the tunnel mouth, bouncing and skittering along the ditch in a tangle of limbs and torsos. The stars above them were speed-streaked and the moon was a smear of yellow light.

An old famine wall halted their progress, crumbling under the impact of three bodies.

‘For more than a hundred and fifty years this wall stood,’ coughed Artemis. ‘Then
 we come along.’

He lay on his back feeling thoroughly defeated. His mother would die and Holly would soon hate him when she worked out the truth.

All is lost. I have no idea what to do.

Then one of the notorious Rathdown pylons sharpened in his vision – more specifically, the figures clambering along its service ladder.

The lemur has escaped, thought Artemis,
 and is climbing as high as it can.

A reprieve. There was still a chance.

What I need to save this situation is a full LEP surveillance and assault kit. Perhaps I will have Number One send one back for me.

Artemis disentangled himself from the others and decided that underneath the pillar’s cornerstone would be a secure spot.
 He pulled off the remaining stones stacked on top, wiggled his fingers under the final boulder and heaved. It came away easily, revealing nothing but worms and damp earth. No package from the future; for whatever reason, that particular trick would only work once.

So. No help. I must make do with what is available.

Artemis returned to where Holly and Mulch lay. Both were moaning.

‘I think I split a gut getting rid of that wind,’ said Mulch. ‘There was a bit too much fear in the mix.’

Artemis’s nose wrinkled. ‘Will you be OK?’

‘Give me a minute and I’ll be plenty strong enough to carry that huge amount of gold you promised me.’

Holly was groggy. Her eyes fluttered as she tried to pull herself out of it and her arms flopped like fish out of water. Artemis did a quick pulse and temperature check. Slight fever but steady heartbeat. Holly was recovering, but it would be several minutes before she could control her mind or body.

I must do this on my own, Artemis realized.
 No Holly, no Butler.

Just Artemis versus Artemis.

And perhaps an Omnitool, he thought, reaching into Holly’s pocket.


*

The Rathdown electricity pylons had been featured in Irish news headlines several times since their erection. Environmentalists protested vehemently that the appearance of the gigantic pylons blighted an otherwise beautiful valley, not to mention the possible detrimental effect the uninsulated power lines could have on the health of anyone or anything living below their arcs. The national electricity board had countered these arguments by pleading that the lines were too high to harm anything and that constructing smaller pylons around the valley would blight ten times more land.

And so a half a dozen of these metal giants bridged Rathdown Valley, reaching a height of one hundred metres at their zenith. The pylon bases were often ringed by protesters, so much so that the power company had taken to servicing the lines by helicopter.

On this night, as Artemis raced across the moonlit meadow, kicking up diamond dewdrops, there were no protesters ringing the pylons, but they had planted their signs like moon flags.
 Artemis slalomed through this obstacle course while simultaneously craning his neck to track the figures above.

The lemur was on the wire now, silhouetted by the moon, scampering easily along the metal cable, while Artemis the younger and Butler were stranded on the small platform at the pylon’s base, unable to venture any further.

Finally, thought Artemis, a stroke or two of luck.

Stroke one was that the lemur was suddenly up for grabs. Stroke the second was that while his young nemesis had chosen to follow the silky sifaka directly up the pylon the animal was scaling, he himself could go up the adjacent pole, which just happened to be the service pylon.

Artemis reached the pylon’s base, which was secured by a cage. The heavy padlock submitted instantly to a quick jab from the Omnitool, as did the steel equipment locker. Inside were various tools, walkie-talkies and a Faraday suit. Artemis tugged on the heavy overalls, wiggling his fingers into the attached gloves, tucking his long hair inside the hood. The flame-retardant and steel-thread suit had to enclose him completely to act as a protective Faraday cage. Otherwise he could not venture out on the wires without being burned to a criminal-mastermind cinder.

More luck. An elevator platform ran up the side of the pylon. It was locked and key-coded. But locks quailed when faced with an Omnitool, and a key code was of little value when it was a simple matter to unscrew the control panel and activate the pulley manually.

Artemis held tight to the safety rail as the tiny elevator shuddered and whined its way into the night sky. The valley spread out below him as he rose and a westerly wind crept over the hills, tugging a strand of hair from his hood. Artemis gazed north, and for a fanciful moment imagined he could see the lights of Fowl Manor.

Mother is there, he thought. Unwell now and unwell in the future. Perhaps I can just talk to my younger self.
 Explain the situation.

This thought was even more fanciful than the last. Artemis had no illusions about what he had been like at the age of ten. He had trusted no one completely but himself. Not his parents, not even Butler. At the first mention of time travel, his younger self would have his bodyguard shoot a dart first and ask questions later. A lot of questions and at great length. There was no time for explanations and debate. This battle would have to be won by wits and guile.

The elevator grated into its brackets at the top of the pylon. A skull and crossbones sign was riveted to the tall safety gate. Even if Artemis had not been a genius the sign would have been difficult to misinterpret, and just in case a total idiot did manage to scale the pylon there was a second sign depicting a cartoon man being zapped by electricity from a cartoon pylon. The man’s skeleton was clearly visible, X-ray style.

Apparently electricity is dangerous, Artemis might have commented had Butler been by his side.

There was yet another lock on the safety gate, which delayed Artemis about as long as the first two. Outside the safety gate was a small platform covered with wire mesh, with twin power lines humming directly beneath.

There are half a million volts running through those lines, thought Artemis. I do hope there are no rips in this suit.

Artemis squatted low, peering along the line. The lemur had paused halfway between the two pylons and was chattering to itself as if weighing up its options. Luckily for the small creature, it was only touching one line, so no current flowed through its body. If it put so much as a toe on the second line the shock would spin it thirty metres into the air and it would be stone dead before it stopped revolving.

On the far pylon, Artemis the younger scowled at the animal, while simultaneously trying to tempt it back with his bag of paste.

There is nothing to do but go out on the wires and bring the lemur back yourself.

The hot suit was equipped for moving across the wires. There was a safety cord wrapped round his waist and a lightning rod in a long pocket on his thigh. Below the platform was a small sledge on insulated runners that the engineers used to hand-crank themselves between pylons.

Brains count for little now, he realized.
 What I need is balance.

Artemis groaned. Balance was not his forte.

Taking a deep breath, he crouched low, drawing the lightning rod from his pocket.
 Almost as soon as it cleared the material, jets of white-hot sparks jumped from the power lines connecting with the tip of the rod. The stream buzzed and hissed like a neon snake.

You are equalizing voltage, that’s all. The electricity cannot hurt you.

Perhaps not, but Artemis could already feel the hair standing on his neck. Was that anxiety, or were a couple of volts sneaking in somewhere?

Don’t be absurd. If there is a hole, all
 the volts will worm inside, not just a couple.

Artemis was vaguely familiar with the technique for wire-walking, as the national broadcasting service had done a news special on the high-wire daredevils who risked their lives to keep the lights of Dublin burning. It wasn’t so much wire-walking as wire-crawling. The cables were extremely taut and the maintenance engineers clipped on their safety lines, lay on the sledge, then turned the winch until they reached the maintenance site.

Simple. In theory. For a professional on a calm morning.

Not so easy for an amateur in the dead of night with only the stars and the ambient light of nearby Dublin to guide him.

Artemis sheathed his lightning rod and gingerly clipped his safety line to one of the cables.

He held his breath, as though that could possibly make a difference, and laid his gloved hands on the metal sledge.

Still alive. A good start.

Artemis inched forward, the metal warm under his clumsy gloved hands, until he was lying flat on the sledge with the double-handled winch in front of his face. It was a delicate manoeuvre and would have been impossible had the cables not been tethered together at regular intervals. He began to twist and almost immediately the strain on his arms was tremendous as he moved his own body weight.

The gym. Butler, you were right. I’ll do weights, anything, just get me off these cables with that lemur under my arm.

Artemis slid forward, feeling the runners scrape the rough metal of the cables, their intense hum setting his teeth on edge and sending constant shivers coursing along his arched spine. The wind was low but still threatened to topple him from his lofty perch and the ground seemed like another planet. Distant and uninviting.

Ten metres later his arms ached and he was noticed by the opposition.

A voice floated across from the other pylon. ‘I advise you to stay where you are, young man. If that suit has the tiniest rip, then one slip and those cables will liquefy your skin and melt your bones.’

Artemis scowled. Young man? Had he really been so obnoxious? So patronizing?

‘It would take less than a second for you to die,’ continued ten-year-old Artemis.
 ‘But that’s quite long enough to be in mortal agony, don’t you think? And all for nothing, as the lemur will obviously return for this treat.’

Yes, he had been smug as well as obnoxious and patronizing.

Artemis chose not to reply, concentrating his energy on staying alive and enticing the silky sifaka towards him. From his considerable reservoir of knowledge on just about everything, Artemis plucked the fact that smaller simians were comforted by a purring noise. Thank you, Jane Goodall.

So he began to purr, much to the amusement of his younger self.

‘Listen, Butler. There’s a cat on the wire. A big tom, I would say. Perhaps you should throw him a fish.’

But the mocking tone was undercut with tension. Young Artemis knew exactly what was going on.

More purring and it seemed to be working: the ghostly sifaka took a few cautious steps towards the elder Artemis, his beady black eyes glittering with starlight and perhaps curiosity.

Holly would be proud. I am talking to an animal.

Even as he purred, Artemis winced at how ludicrous the situation had become. It was a typical Fowlesque melodrama. Two parties hunting for a lemur on the highest power lines in Ireland.

Artemis looked along the dip of the lines across to the other pylon, where Butler stood, jacket tail flapping around his thighs. The bodyguard leaned into the wind, and the intensity of his stare seemed to pierce the darkness, honing in on Artemis the elder like a laser.

I miss my bodyguard, thought Artemis.

The lemur scampered closer, encouraged by the purring and perhaps fooled by the steel-grey hot suit.

That’s right. I am another lemur.

Artemis’s arms were shaking from the strain of turning the handles at such an awkward angle. Every muscle in his body was stretched to its limit, including several he had never used before. His head was dizzy from keeping his balance.

All this and animal impersonations too.

One metre now. That was the distance between Artemis and the lemur. There were no more taunts from the other side. Artemis glanced across and found his nemesis had his eyes closed and was breathing deeply. Trying to come up with a plan.

The lemur jumped on to the sledge and touched Artemis’s gloved hand tentatively.
 Contact. Artemis stayed stock still, apart from his lips, which burbled out a comforting purr.

That’s it, little fellow. Climb on to my arm.

Artemis looked into the lemur’s eyes and for perhaps the first time realized that it had emotions. There was fear in those eyes, but also a mischievous confidence.

How could I have sold you to those madmen? he wondered.

The lemur suddenly committed itself, scampering on to Artemis’s shoulder. It seemed content to sit there while Artemis ferried it back to the service pylon.

As Artemis retreated, he kept his eye fixed on his younger self. He would never simply accept defeat like this. Neither of them would. Young Artemis’s eyes suddenly snapped open and met his nemesis’s stare.

‘Shoot the animal,’ he said coldly.

Butler was surprised. ‘Shoot the monkey.’

‘It’s a… never mind. Just shoot it. The man is protected by his suit, but the lemur is an easy target.’

‘But the fall …’

‘If it dies, it dies. I will not be thwarted here, Butler. If I cannot have that lemur, then no one will have it.’

Butler frowned. Killing animals was not in his job description, but he knew from experience that there was no point in arguing with the young master. At any rate, it was a bit late to protest now, perched atop a pylon. He should have spoken up more forcefully earlier.

‘Whenever you’re ready, Butler. The target is not getting any closer.’

Out on the cables, Artemis the elder could scarcely believe what he was hearing. Butler had drawn his pistol and was climbing over the rails to get a better shot.

Artemis had not intended to speak, as interaction with his younger self could have serious repercussions for the future, but the words were out before he could stop them.

‘Stay back. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.’

Oh, the irony.

‘Ah, he speaks,’ called young Artemis across the abyss. ‘How fortunate that we can understand each other. Well, understand this, stranger. I will have that silky sifaka or it will die.
 Make no mistake.’

‘You must not do this. There’s too much at stake.’

‘I must do it. I have no choice. Now send the animal over, or Butler will shoot.’

Through all of this, the lemur sat perched on fourteen-year-old Artemis’s head, scratching the stitching of his hood.

So the two boys who were one boy, locked eyes for a long tense moment.

I would have done it, thought Artemis the elder, shocked by the cruel determination in his own blue eyes.

And so he gingerly reached up one hand and plucked the silky sifaka from his head.

‘You have to go back,’ he said softly. ‘Go back for the nice treat. And, if I were you, I’d stick close to the big human. The little one isn’t very nice.’

The lemur reached out and tweaked Artemis’s nose, much as Beckett might have done, then turned and trotted along the cable towards Butler, nose sniffing the air, nostrils flaring as they located the sweet scent of Artemis’s goodie bag.

In a matter of seconds it sat curled in the crook of young Artemis’s elbow, contentedly dipping its long fingers into the sap. The young boy’s face glowed with victory.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘I think it best that you stay exactly where you are until we leave. I think fifteen minutes should be fine. After that, I advise you to be on your way and count yourself fortunate that I did not have Butler sedate you. Remember the pain that you are feeling now.
 The ache of utter defeat and hopelessness. And, if you ever consider crossing swords with me again, review your memory of this pain, and perhaps you will think twice.’

Artemis the elder was forced to watch as Butler stuffed the lemur into a duffel bag, and boy and bodyguard commenced their climb down the service ladder. Several minutes later, the Bentley’s headlights scythed the darkness as the car pulled away from Rathdown Park and on to the motorway. Straight to the airport, no doubt.

Artemis reached up and gripped the winch handles. He was not beaten yet, far from it. He intended to cross swords with his ten-year-old self again just as soon as he possibly could. If anything, the boy’s mocking speech had fuelled his determination.

Remember the pain? thought Artemis. I hate myself. I really do.







Chapter 8

A Blob of Phlegm
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BY the time Artemis had made his way down from the pylon, Holly had disappeared. He’d left her by the tunnel mouth, but there was nothing in the spot now except mud and footprints.

Footprints, he thought. Now, I suppose I need to track Holly. I really must read The Last of the Mohicans.

‘Don’t bother following those,’ said a voice from the ditch. ‘False trail. I laid it in case the big human took our LEP friend along for a snack.’

‘That was good thinking,’ said Artemis, squinting through the foliage. A shaggy shadow detached itself from a hillock and became Mulch Diggums. ‘But why did you bother? I thought the LEP were your enemy.’

Mulch pointed a stubby, mud-crusted finger. ‘You are my enemy, human. You are the planet’s enemy.’

‘And yet you are willing to help me for gold.’

‘A stupendous amount of gold,’ said Mulch. ‘And possibly some fried chicken. With barbecue sauce. And a large Pepsi.
 And maybe more chicken.’

‘Hungry?’

‘Always. A dwarf can only eat so much dirt.’

Artemis didn’t know whether to giggle or groan. Mulch would always have trouble grasping the gravity of situations, or perhaps he liked to give that impression.

‘Where’s Holly?’

Mulch nodded towards a grave-shaped mound of earth.

‘I buried the captain. She was moaning quite loudly. Arty this and Arty that, with a few mothers thrown in.’

Buried? Holly was claustrophobic.

Artemis dropped to his knees, scooping the earth from the mount with his bare hands.
 Mulch let him at it for a minute, then sighed dramatically.

‘Let me do it, Mud Boy. You’ll be there all night.’

He strolled over and casually thrust his hand into the mound, chewing his lip as he searched for a specific spot.

‘Here we go,’ grunted the dwarf, yanking out a short branch. The mound vibrated then collapsed into small heaps of pebbles and clay. Holly was unhurt underneath.

‘It’s a complex structure called a Na-Na,’ said Mulch, brandishing the twig.

‘As in?’

‘As in na-na-ne-na-na, you can’t see me,’ said the dwarf, then slapped himself on the knee, exploding in a fit of giggles.

Artemis scowled, shaking Holly’s shoulders gently.

‘Holly, can you hear me?’

Holly Short opened bleary eyes, rolled them around for a while, then focused.

‘Artemis, I… Oh, gods.’

‘It’s OK. I don’t have the lemur… well, actually, I do. The other me, but don’t worry, I know where I’m going.’

Holly dragged at her cheeks with delicate fingers. ‘I mean Oh, gods, I think I kissed you.’

Artemis’s head pounded and Holly’s mismatched eyes seemed to hypnotize him. She still had a blue eye, even though her body had rejuvenated itself in the tunnel. Another paradox. But, though Artemis felt hypnotized, even slightly dazed, he knew he was not mesmerized. There was no fairy magic here.

Artemis looked into those elfin eyes and he knew that this younger, somehow more vulnerable Holly felt the same way at this particular tangle of time and space as he did.

After all we have been through. Or maybe because of it.

A memory smashed the delicate moment like a rock thrown through a spider’s web.

I lied to her.

Artemis rocked backwards with the strength of the thought.

Holly believes that she infected Mother. I blackmailed her.

He knew at that instant there was no recovering from such a brutal fact. If he confessed, she would hate him. If he did not, he would hate himself.

There must be something I can do.

Nothing came to mind.

I need to think.

Artemis took Holly’s hand and elbow, helping her to stand and step from the shallow grave-like hole.

‘Reborn,’ she quipped, then punched Mulch on the shoulder.

‘Oww. Whyfore, miss, dost thou torment me?’

‘Don’t quote Gerd Flambough at me, Mulch Diggums. There was no need to bury me. A simple broadleaf across my mouth would have done.’

Mulch rubbed his shoulder. ‘A broadleaf desn’t have the same artistry. Anyway, do I look like a fern type of guy? I am a dwarf and we deal in mud.’

Artemis was glad of the banter. It gave him a minute to compose himself.

Forget your adolescent confusion about Holly. Remember Mother wasting away in her bed. There are less than three days left.

‘Very well, troops,’ he said with forced joviality. ‘Let’s move it out, as an old friend of mine would say. We have a lemur to catch.’

‘What about my gold?’ asked Mulch.

‘I shall put this as simply as possible. No lemur, no gold.’

Mulch tapped his lips with eight fingers and his beard hairs vibrated like the tendrils of a sea anemone. Thinking.

‘How much is stupendous exactly, in bucket terms?’

‘How many buckets do you have?’

Mulch took this as a serious question. ‘I have a lot of buckets. Most of them are full of stuff, though. I could empty them, I suppose.’

Artemis almost gnashed his teeth. ‘It was a rhetorical question. A lot of buckets. As many as you like.’

‘If you want me to go any further down this monkey road, I need some kind of down payment. A good-faith deposit.’

Artemis slapped his empty pockets. He had nothing.

Holly straightened her silver wig. ‘I have something for you, Mulch Diggums. Something better than a stupendous amount of gold. Six numbers, which I will reveal when we get there.’

‘Get where?’ asked Mulch, who suspected that Holly was being melodramatic.

‘The LEP equipment lock-up at Tara.’

Mulch’s eyes glowed with dreams of sky skis and dive bubbles, laser cubes and fat vacuums. The motherload. He’d been trying to crack an LEP lock-up for years.

‘I can have anything I want?’

‘Whatever you can get on to a hover trolley. One trolley.’

Mulch spat a marbled blob of phlegm into his palm.

‘Shake on it,’ he said.

Artemis and Holly looked at each other.

‘It’s your lock-up,’ said Artemis, stuffing his hands into his pockets.

‘It’s your mission,’ countered Holly.

‘I don’t know the combination.’

And then the trump. ‘We’re here for your mother.’

Artemis smiled ruefully. ‘You, Captain Short, are getting as bad as me,’ he said, and sealed the deal with a sopping handshake.







Chapter 9

The Prince Frog

The Fowl Learjet, over Belguim
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YOUNG Artemis made a video call from his Powerbook to the the ancient town of Fez in Morocco. Even as he waited for the connection, Artemis silently fumed that it was necessary to make this intercontinental trip at all. Even Casablanca would have been more convenient.
 Morocco was hot enough without having to drive across country to Fez.

On screen, a window popped open, barely containing the huge head of Doctor Damon Kronski, one of the most hated men in the world, but revered too in certain circles. Damon Kronski was the current president of the Extinctionists’ organization. Or, as Kronski said in his most notorious interview: ‘The Extinctionists are not just an organization. We are a religion.’ Not a statement that endeared him to the peace-loving churches of the world.

The interview had run for months on Internet news sites and was sampled every time the Extinctionists made the headlines. Artemis had viewed it himself that very morning and was repulsed by the man he was about to do business with.

I am swimming with sharks, he realized.
 And I am prepared to become one of them.

Damon Kronski was an enormous man whose head began its slope into his shoulders just below the ears. His skin was translucent, redhead white with a scattershot of penny freckles, and he wore violet sunglasses clamped in place by the folds of his brow and cheeks. His smile was broad, shining and insincere.

‘Little Ah-temis Fowl,’ he said with a pronounced New Orleans drawl. ‘You find your daddy yet?’

Artemis gripped the armrest of his chair, squeezing dents in the leather, but his smile was as shiny and fake as Kronski’s. ‘No. Not yet.’

‘Well now, that’s a pity. Anything I can do to help, you be sure to let your Uncle Damon know.’

Artemis wondered if Kronski’s amiable-uncle act would fool a drunken halfwit.
 Perhaps it was not supposed to.

‘Thank you for the offer. In a few hours we may be able to help each other.’

Kronski clapped his hands delightedly. ‘You have located my silky sifaka.’

‘I have. Quite a specimen. Male. Three years old. More than a metre in length from head to tail. Easily worth a hundred thousand.’

Kronski feigned surprise. ‘A hundred? Did we really say a hundred thousand euro?’

There was steel in Artemis’s eyes. ‘You know we did, Doctor. Plus expenses. Jet fuel is not cheap, as you are aware. I would like to hear you confirm it, or I will turn this plane round.’

Kronski leaned close to the camera, his face ballooning on the screen.

‘I’m generally a good judge of character, Ah-temis,’ he said. ‘I know what people are capable of. But you… I have no idea what you might do. I think it’s because you haven’t reached your limit yet.’ Kronski leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. ‘So, very well. One hundred thousand euro, as we agreed. But a word of warning …’

‘Ye-es?’ said Artemis, stretching the word to two syllables, in the New Orleans fashion, to demonstrate his lack of awe.

‘You lose my lemur, my little silky, then you’d better be ready to cover my expenses. The trial is all set up, and my people don’t like to be disappointed.’

The word expenses sounded a lot more sinister when Kronski used it.

‘Don’t worry,’ snapped Artemis. ‘You will get your lemur. Just have my money ready.’

Kronski spread his arms wide. ‘I’ve got rivers of gold here, Ah-temis. I’ve got mountains of diamonds. The only thing I don’t have is a silky sifaka lemur. So hurry down here, boy, and make my life complete.’

And he hung up, a second before Artemis could click the terminate-call button.

Psychologically, that puts Kronski in the power seat, thought Artemis. I must learn to be quicker on the mouse.

He closed the Powerbook’s lid and reclined his chair. Outside, in the sky, sunlight was burning through the lower layers of mist and jet trails drew tic-tac-toe patterns in the sky.

Still in busy airspace. Not for long. Once we hit Africa, the jet streams will thin out considerably. I need a few hours’ sleep. Tomorrow will be a long and distasteful day.

He frowned. Distasteful, yes, but necessary.

Artemis hit the recline button and closed his eyes. Most boys his age were swapping football cards or wearing out their thumbs on games consoles. He was in a jet six thousand metres over Europe, planning the destruction of a species with a deranged Extinctionist.

Perhaps I am too young for all this.

Age was immaterial. Without his efforts, Artemis Fowl Senior would be lost forever in Russia, and that was simply not going to happen.

Butler’s voice came over the jet’s intercom. ‘All quiet up front, Artemis. Once we get out over the Mediterranean, I’m going to put her on autopilot for an hour and try to wind down
 …’

Artemis stared at the speaker. He could sense that Butler had more to say. Nothing but static and the beep of instruments for a moment, then… ‘Today, Artemis, when you told me to shoot the lemur, you were bluffing? You were bluffing, weren’t you?’

‘It was no bluff,’ said Artemis, his voice unwavering. ‘I will do whatever it takes.’

Tara shuttle port, Ireland

Access to the Tara shuttle port was hindered by several steel doors, various scans and codes, tamper-proof bio-locks and a 360-degree surveillance network at the entrance, which is not as easy to set up as it is to say. Of course, all of this could be bypassed if one knew a secret way in.

‘How did you know I have a secret way in?’ pouted Mulch.

In response, Artemis and Holly simply looked at him, as though he were an idiot, waiting for the penny to drop.

‘Stupid time travel,’ muttered the dwarf. ‘Told you all about it myself, I suppose.’

‘You will,’ confirmed Holly. ‘And I don’t see what you’re so upset about. It’s not as if I can report you to anyone.’

‘True,’ admitted Mulch. ‘And there is all that lovely loot.’

The three sat in a stolen Mini Cooper outside the boundary fence of the McGraney farm, underneath which was concealed the Tara shuttle port. Ten thousand cubic metres of terminal hidden by a dairy farm. The first light of dawn was diluting the darkness, and the lumpy silhouettes of grazing cows ambled across the meadow. In a year or two, Tara would become a bustling tourist hub for the fairies, but for the moment all tourism had been suspended since the Spelltropy outbreak.

Mulch squinted at the nearest beast through the back window. ‘You know something, I’m a tad peckish. I couldn’t eat a whole cow, but I’d put a fair dent in one.’

‘Mulch Diggums hungry. Stop the presses,’ commented Artemis drily. He opened the driver’s door, stepping on to the grassy verge. A light mist clung to his face and the clean smell of country air ran through his system like a stimulant.

‘We need to get going. I have no doubt that the lemur is already six thousand metres in the air.’

‘That’s a nimble lemur,’ sniggered the dwarf. He climbed over the front seat, and tumbled out on to the verge.

‘Nice clay,’ he said, giving the ground a lick. ‘Tastes like profit.’

Holly stepped from the passenger seat and sideswiped Mulch’s behind with her loafer.

‘There will be no profit for you if we can’t get into the terminal unseen.’

The dwarf picked himself up. ‘I thought we were supposed to be friends. Easy with the kicking and the punching. Are you always this aggressive?’

‘Can you do it or not?’

‘Of course I can. I said so, didn’t I? I’ve been running around this terminal for years. Ever since my cousin –’

Artemis butted in on the conversation. ‘Ever since your cousin – Nord, if I’m not mistaken – ever since Nord was arrested on pollution charges and you broke him out. We know. We know everything about you. Now, let’s move on with the plan.’

Mulch turned his back to Artemis, casually unbuttoning his bum-flap. This action was among the worst insults in a dwarf’s arsenal. Second only to what was known as the Tuba, which involves a cleaning of the pipes in someone’s direction. Wars have been fought over the Tuba.

‘Moving on, chief. Stay here for fifteen minutes, then make your way to the main entrance. I would take you with me, but this tunnel is too long to hold things in, if you catch my drift.’ He paused for a wink. ‘And if you stand too close, that’s exactly what you’ll be catching.’

Artemis smiled through gritted teeth. ‘Very well. Most amusing. Fifteen minutes it is, Mister Diggums, the clock is ticking.’

‘Ticking?’ said Mulch. ‘Fairy clocks haven’t ticked for centuries.’

Then he unhinged his jaw and leaped, with astonishing grace, diving into the earth like a dolphin slicing through a wave, but without the sunny disposition or cute grin.

Though Artemis had seen this a dozen times, he could not help being impressed.

‘What a species,’ he commented. ‘If they could take their minds off their stomachs for a few minutes, they could rule the world.’

Holly climbed on to the bonnet, resting her back against the windscreen, feeling the sun on her cheeks.

‘Maybe they don’t want to rule the world.
 Maybe that’s just you, Arty.’

Arty.

Guilt gnawed at Artemis’s stomach. He gazed at Holly’s familiar fine features and realized that he couldn’t keep lying to her any longer.

‘It’s a pity we had to steal this car,’ continued Holly, eyes closed. ‘But the note we left was clear enough. The owner should find it without a problem.’

Artemis didn’t feel so bad about the car. He had bigger nails in his coffin.

‘Yes, the car,’ he said absently.

I need to tell her. I have to tell her.

Artemis put a toe on the Mini’s front tyre and climbed on to the bonnet beside Holly. He sat there for a few minutes, concentrating on the experience. Storing it away.

Holly glanced at him sitting next to her.

‘Sorry about earlier. You know, the thing.’

‘The kiss?’

Holly closed her eyes. ‘Yes. I don’t know what’s happening to me. We’re not even the same species. And, when we go back, we will be ourselves again.’ Holly covered her face with her free hand. ‘Listen to me. Babbling. The LEP’s first female captain. That time stream has turned me into what you would call a teenager again.’

It was true. Holly was different; the time stream had brought them closer together.

‘What if I’m stuck like this? That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?’

The question hung in the air between them. A question heavy with insecurity and hope.

If you answer this question, it will be the worst thing you have ever done.

‘It wasn’t you, Holly,’ Artemis blurted, his forehead hot, his calm cracked.

Holly’s smile froze, still there but puzzled. ‘What wasn’t me?’

‘You didn’t infect my mother. I did it. It was me. I had a few sparks left over from the tunnel and I made my parents forget I’d been missing for three years.’

Holly’s smile was gone now.

‘I didn’t… but you told me …’

She stopped in mid-sentence, the truth washing across her face like a disease.

Artemis pressed on, determined to explain himself. ‘I had to do it, Holly. Mother is dying… will be dying. I needed to be certain of your help… Please understand …’

He trailed off, realizing that there was no explaining away his actions. Artemis allowed Holly several minutes to fume, then spoke again.

‘If there had been another way, Holly, believe me …’

No reaction. Holly’s face was carved in stone.

‘Please, Holly. Say something.’

Holly slid from the bonnet, her feet connecting solidly with the earth.

‘Fifteen minutes are up,’ she said. ‘Time to move out.’

She strode across the McGraney boundary without a backward glance, legs cutting twin swathes in the green-black grass. Dawn sunlight shimmered on the tip of each blade and Holly’s passage set a surging ripple of light flashing across the meadow.

Extraordinary, thought Artemis. What have I lost?

There was nothing to do but trudge after her.

*

Mulch Diggums was waiting for them inside the holographic bush at the shuttle port’s concealed entrance. In spite of a thick coating of mud, his smug expression was easy to read.

‘You won’t be needing an Omintool, Captain,’ he said. ‘I got the door open all on my lonesome.’

Holly was more than surprised. The shuttle port’s main door needed a twenty-digit code, plus palm-print scan, and she knew that Mulch was about as technologically minded as a stink worm.
 Not that Holly wasn’t relieved, as she had anticipated a thirty-minute slog resetting the log once she’d opened the door herself.

‘So… tell me.’

Mulch pointed down the corridor towards the subterranean escalator. A small figure was spreadeagled on the ramp, his head covered in a blob of shining goo.

‘Commander Root and his heavy mob have cleared out. Only one security guard left.’

Holly nodded. She knew where Julius Root had gone. Back to Haven to wait for her report from Hamburg.

‘He was on his rounds up here when I tunnelled in, so I swallowed him briefly and gave him a lick of dwarf spit. Everyone reacts differently to the phlegm helmet. This little pixie tried to escape. Slapped the sensor, spouted the code, then staggered around a bit before the sedative got him.’

Artemis pressed past into the access tunnel.

‘Perhaps our luck is finally turning,’ he said, certain he could feel Holly staring daggers into the back of his head.

‘A pity he didn’t open the lock-up,’ sighed Mulch. ‘Then I could have double-crossed you two and made off with the shuttle.’

Artemis froze. ‘Shuttle?’

He braved Holly’s hostile gaze to ask. ‘A shuttle, Holly. Do you think we could still beat my younger self to Morocco?’

Holly’s eyes were flat and her tone was neutral. ‘It’s possible. It depends on how long it takes me to cover our tracks.’

*

The shuttle was what LEP pilots would call a snowgood, as in
 snowgood for anything but the recycling smelter. Butler, Artemis knew, would have been more straightforward in his assessment of the vehicle.

He could hear the big bodyguard’s voice in his head. I have driven some heaps in my time, Artemis. But this pig is …

‘… is barely out of the Stone Age,’ murmured Artemis, then chuckled ruefully.

‘Another joke, Mud Boy?’ asked Holly. ‘You’re really on fine form today. What is it this time? Did you tell some poor trusting fool that they caused a plague?’

Artemis hung his head wearily. This could go on for years.

Mulch had stumbled across the shuttle when he’d tunnelled to the port wall and wind-blasted a sheet of metal cladding from a service-tunnel wall. He knew the panel would be loose, because he had utilized this point of entry on previous visits. The shuttle had been up on blocks and under a lube-tent and so Mulch could not resist a little peek. Lo and behold, a tunnel scraper, in for refitting. Just the thing for hopping around the People’s network of subterranean access tunnels. It had been a simple matter for Holly to reverse the clunky shuttle back down the monorail to the tunnel access hatch.

Meanwhile, Artemis had been covering their tracks, removing all traces of their visit to the shuttle port – wiping video crystals and replacing the lost time with loops. There wasn’t much he could do about the unconscious pixie or the loader’s worth of LEP hardware they had helped themselves to from the lock-up, but Mulch had had no problem taking credit for those.

‘Hey, I’m already public enemy number one,’ he had said. ‘It’s not as if I can go any higher on the list.’


 *

So now they were seated inside the tunnel scraper, which was slotted into a launching bracket, drawing a few minute’s charge from the coupling dock before they dropped into the abyss. Holly spent the time falsifying a report for the tunnel authorities.

‘I’m telling them that this shuttle’s paddle has been upgraded as per the service order and that the ship has been requested by the north African shuttle port to do a supply artery declogging. It’s a drone flight, so they won’t be looking for any personnel on board.’

Artemis was determined to give the mission every chance of success, in spite of the bridges he had burned. So, if a question had to be asked, he would ask it.

‘Will that work?’

Holly shrugged. ‘I doubt it. There’s probably a smart missile waiting for us on the other side of that door.’

‘Really?’

‘No. I’m lying. Not nice, is it?’

Artemis shook his head miserably. He would have to think of some way to make it up to Holly. At least partially.

‘Of course it will work. For now, at least. By the time Police Plaza puts all of this together, we should have returned to the future.’

‘And we can fly without a paddle?’

Holly and Mulch shared a guffaw and a few words in Gnommish that were too fast for Artemis to catch. He did think he heard the word cowpóg, which translated as moron.

‘Yes, Mud Boy. We can fly without a paddle, unless you’re planning to scrape some residue from the tunnel walls. Usually we leave that to the robots.’

Artemis had forgotten how cutting Holly could be with people she wasn’t fond of.

Mulch sang a few bars of the old human song ‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin”. He crooned at Holly, clutching an imaginary microphone in his fist.

Holly was not smiling now. ‘You’re about to lose all feeling in your legs, Diggums, if you don’t shut it.’

Mulch noticed Holly’s expression and realized that now was not the best time to be needling her.

Holly decided it was time to terminate the conversation. She remote-opened the access hatch and withdrew the docking clamps.

‘Buckle up, boys,’ she said, and dropped the small craft into a steep dive down an enormous hole, like dropping a peanut into the mouth of a hungry hippo.







Chapter 10

A Fowl Mood

Fez, Morocco
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TEN-year-old Artemis was about as miserable as Butler could remember seeing him, except for perhaps the time he had lost a science prize to an Australian postgraduate. The bodyguard glanced in the mirror of the rented Land Rover, and saw that his young charge was sitting in a puddle of perspiration, his expensive suit virtually dissolving on his spare frame.

A perforated box sat belted on the seat beside Artemis. Three black fingers poked from one of the holes as the captured lemur explored his prison.

Artemis has barely looked at the creature. He is trying to objectify it. It is no small thing to cause the extinction of a species, even to save one’s father.

Artemis, meanwhile, was cataloguing the causes of his misery. A missing father and a mother teetering on the brink of nervous collapse were numbers one and two. Followed by a team of Arctic explorers running up expenses in a Moscow hotel room, doubtless living on room service, caviar with everything. Damon Kronski figured high on the list too. A repulsive man, with repellent ideals.

The local airport, Fez Saïss, had been closed and so Butler had been forced to detour the Learjet to Mohammed V International in Casablanca and rent a Land Rover there. And not a modern Land Rover either. This one belonged in the last millennium and had more holes than a block of Gruyère cheese. The air-conditioning had spluttered its last over a hundred miles ago and the seat padding was worn so thin that Artemis felt like he was sitting on a jackhammer. If the heat didn’t bake him, the vibration would shake him to death.

Still, in spite of all these things, a thought struck Artemis, causing the corner of his mouth to twitch in a half smile.

That strange creature and her human companion are utterly fascinating.

They were desperate to have this lemur and they would not give up. He was certain of it.

Artemis turned his attention to the city suburbs bouncing past his window. The desert highway was suddenly thick with traffic as they neared the city centre. Giant trucks thundered past, tyres taller than a grown man, their flat-beds stuffed with sullen human cargo. Harried donkeys’
 hooves clicked on the broken tarmac, their backs piled high with sticks, laundry or even furniture.
 Thousands of dusty mopeds slalomed through the lanes, often bearing entire families on their rusting frames. The roadside buildings shimmered in the late afternoon sun like mirages. Ghost houses, with tea-drinking spectres seated out at the front.

Closer to the city centre the buildings were denser with no tracts of desert in between. Dwellings were interspersed with garages and video stores, tea shops and pizza parlours. All were the same sandblasted orange colour, with patches of original paint poking through below the lintels.

Artemis felt, as he always did when visiting developing nations, mild surprise at the coexistence of ancient and modern. Goat herders toted iPods on spangled chains and wore Manchester United shirts. Shacks had satellite dishes bolted to their corrugated roofs.

Until recent times, Fez had been a place of real importance, being the depot for the caravan trade from the south and east. It was known as a centre of Arab wisdom, a holy city, and a place of pilgrimage when the route to Mecca was closed by weather conditions or overrun with bandits.

Now it had become a place where outlawed Extinctionists did deals with desperate Irish criminals.

The world is changing more rapidly now than it ever has before, thought Artemis. And I am helping to change it, for the worst.

Not a comforting thought, but comfort was not a luxury he expected to enjoy in the near future.

Artemis’s mobile phone buzzed as an incoming text message arrived, having made its way from Fez to Ireland and back to Morocco.

He checked the screen and a mirthless smile exposed his incisors.

The leather souq. Two hours, read the message.

Kronski wished to make the exchange in a public place.

Apparently the doctor trusts me about as much as I trust him. Smart man.

*

Holly piloted the shuttle as though she were angry with it, slamming the mining craft round bends until its air brakes screamed and its readout needles shot into the red. She wore a flight helmet hard-wired directly into the shuttle’s cameras, so a wraparound view of the shuttle was available to her at all times; she could even choose a remote view beamed to the shuttle from the tunnel’s various cameras. This particular stretch of tunnel saw little traffic and so the motion-sensitive lights would pop on barely five miles before the shuttle entered a stretch.

Holly tried hard to enjoy the experience of flying and forget everything else.
 Being a pilot for the LEP was what she had dreamed of since childhood. As she cut yet another corner with a millimetre to spare, and felt the shuttle strain to its limits in her hands, the tension drained from her body as though absorbed by the craft.

Artemis lied to me and blackmailed me, but he did it for his mother. A good reason. Who’s to say that I would not have done the same thing myself? If I could have saved my mother, I would have done whatever I needed to do, including manipulate my friends.

And so she could understand what Artemis had done – even though she felt it was unnecessary – but that did not mean she could forgive him just yet.

And how could she forget it? It felt as though she had completely misjudged their friendship.

That won’t happen again.

One thing that Holly was certain of: the most she and Artemis could ever have now was what they’d always had – grudging respect.

Holly patched into the passenger-seat bubble-cam on the shuttle ceiling and was gratified to see Artemis clutching the armrests on his seat. Perhaps it was the camera feed or perhaps his face was actually green.

You blew it, Mud Boy, thought Holly, and then,
 I hope it’s your face and not the feed.

*

There was a natural vent in the Moroccan desert, south of Agadir, where tunnel gas filtered up through half a mile of sand. The only evidence of this was a slight discoloration of the sand above the vent, which was quickly dispersed by the winds as soon as it reached the surface. Nevertheless, a thousand years of the process had left the dunes with curious red streaks, which the local villagers swore was blood from the victims of Raisuli, a famous twentieth-century bandit. It was highly unlikely that anyone swallowed these claims, least of all the villagers themselves, but it made good reading in the guidebooks and drew visitors to the otherwise unremarkable area.

Holly drilled the craft through the vent, sealing the shuttle’s own air filters against the tiny sand particles. She was flying virtually blind with only a three-dimensional model of the vent to navigate by. Luckily, it was a short leg of the trip and it took mere seconds for the shuttle to punch through to the African sky. In spite of the craft’s insulated skin, its passengers soon began to feel the heat. Especially Mulch Diggums. Unlike the other fairy families, dwarfs were not surface creatures and did not dream of golden sun on their upturned faces. Anything higher than sea level gave them vertigo.

Mulch burped wetly. ‘This is too high. I don’t like this. Hot, too darned hot. I need to go to the bathroom. For what I’m not sure exactly. Just don’t follow me in there. Whatever you hear, don’t come in.’

When a dwarf gave this sort of advice, it was wise not to ignore it.

Holly sent a charge through the windscreen to clear it, then pointed the shuttle’s nose north-east towards Fez. With a bit of luck, they could still beat little Artemis to the rendezvous point.

She set the autopilot and swivelled her seat to face Artemis, whose face was just returning to its normal pallor.

‘You’re sure about the rendezvous point?’ she asked.

Artemis wasn’t sure about anything and this uncertainty fogged his brain.

‘Not sure, Holly. But I clearly remember making the exchange at the leather souq in Fez. At the very least it is a place to start. If Kronski and my younger self do not show up, then we proceed to the Extinctionists’ compound.’

Holly frowned. ‘Hmm. This scheme is not up to your usual standards and our time is running out. We don’t have a couple of days to play around with. Time is the enemy.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Artemis. ‘Time is the crux of this entire misadventure.’

Holly took a nutri-block from the tiny refrigerator and returned to her controls.

Artemis studied his friend’s back, trying to read her body language. Hunched, rounded shoulders and arms crossed in front of her body. She was cutting herself off, hostile to communication. He needed to produce some masterstroke to get himself back in her good books.

Artemis pressed his nose to the porthole, watching the Moroccan desert flash past in streaks of ochre and gold. There must be something that Holly wanted. Something she regretted not doing that in some way he could facilitate.

After a moment’s concentrated thought, it came to him. Hadn’t he seen a field holograph pack on one of the storage rails? And wasn’t there someone to whom Holly had never said goodbye?

Police Plaza, Haven City, the Lower Elements

Commander Julius Root was up to the quivering tip of his fungus cigar in paperwork. Not that it was actual paperwork. There hadn’t been any LEP files written on real paper in a centaur’s age. It was all saved on a crystal and kept in a central core somewhere in info-space, and apparently now Foaly’s people were trying to grow memory plants, which meant that some day information could be stored in plants or dungheaps, or even the cigar sticking out of Root’s mouth. The commander did not understand any of this, nor did he want to.
 Let Foaly have the worlds of nano and cyber technologies. He would take the world of everyday LEP problems. And there were plenty of those.

First, his old enemy Mulch Diggums was running riot above ground. It was almost as if the dwarf were taunting him. His latest crime spree involved breaking into shuttle ports, then selling his booty on to exiled fairies living among the humans. At each site he would leave a nice pyramid of recycled earth in the middle of the floor, like a calling card.

Then there were those blasted swear toads. A couple of college graduate warlocks had granted the power of speech to the common bloated tunnel toad. Naturally, being college graduates, they had only granted the toads the power of bad language. Now, thanks to an unforeseen side effect, namely fertility, there was a virtual epidemic of these toads running around Haven, offending every citizen they hopped into.

The goblin gangs were growing in strength and audacity. Only last week they had fireballed a patrol car on its route through goblin town.

Julius Root leaned back in his swivel chair, allowing the smoke from his cigar to form a cloud around his head. There were days when he felt like hanging up his holster for good. Days when it felt as though there was nothing to keep him in the job.

The hologram ring buzzed on the ceiling like a disco ball. Incoming call. Root checked the caller ID.

Captain Holly Short.

Root allowed himself a rare grin.

Then there were days when he knew exactly what he had to do.

I have to groom the best people to take over when I am gone. People like Captain Kelp, Foaly – gods help me – and Captain Holly Short.

Root had hand-picked Holly from the ranks. Promoted her to captain, the first female to hold the title in the LEP’s history. And she had done him proud. Every recon so far had been successful, without a single mind-wipe or time-stop.

She’s the one, Julius, said Root’s inner voice.
 Smart, fearless, compassionate, Holly Short will make a splendid captain.
 Who knows, maybe a great commander.

Root wiped the smile from his face. Captain Short did not need to see him smiling proudly, like a doting grandfather. She needed discipline, order and a healthy dollop of respect/fear for her commanding officer.

He tapped the accept pad on his desktop screen, and the hologram ring blasted a Milky Way of stars from its projectors that swirled and solidified into the flickering form of Captain Holly Short wearing a human suit. Undercover obviously.
 He could see her exactly as she was, but she could not see him until he stepped into the footprint of the holographic ring, which he did.

‘Captain Short, all is well in Hamburg, I trust?’

Holly seemed speechless for a moment, her mouth hung open and her hands reached out as if to touch the commander. In her time he was dead, murdered by Opal Koboi, but here and now Julius Root was as vital as she remembered.

Root cleared his throat. ‘All is well, Captain?’

‘Yes. Of course, Commander. All is well, for the moment. Though it might be an idea to have Retrieval on standby.’

Root dismissed this idea with a wave of his cigar. ‘Nonsense. Your record so far speaks for itself. You have never needed back-up before.’

Holly smiled. ‘Always a first time.’

Root blinked, something on the hologram ring’s floating gaseous readout had caught his eye.

‘Are you calling me from Africa? What are you doing in Africa?’

Holly slapped her palm against the instrument panel on her end. ‘No, I’m in Hamburg, in the observation hide. Stupid machine. The projectors are all wrong too. I look about ten years old on the monitor. I’m going to strangle Foaly when I get back.’

Root couldn’t help but smile at that, but he tucked it away quickly.

‘Why the hologram, Short? What’s wrong with a plain old communicator? Do you know how expensive it is to beam sound and vision through the Earth’s crust?’

Holly’s image flickered and stared at its feet, then up again.

‘I… I just wanted to thank you, Jul– Commander.’

Root was surprised. Thank him. For months of impossible tasks and double shifts.

‘Thank me, Captain? This is most irregular. I’m not sure I’m doing my job right if fairies are thanking me.’

‘Yes, yes you are,’ blurted Holly’s image. ‘You do a fine job, more than fine. No one appreciated – appreciates you enough. But I do now. I know what you were – are trying to do for me.
 So, thank you, and I won’t let you down.’

Root was surprised to find that he was actually touched. It wasn’t every day he was faced with such genuine emotion.

Look at me, he thought. Blubbering at a hologram. Wouldn’t Foaly love this.

‘I… em… I accept your thanks and I believe them to be heartfelt. Although I don’t expect an expensive hologram call during every mission, just the once will be fine.’

‘Understood, Commander.’

‘And be careful in Hamburg. Make sure to check your equipment.’

‘I will, Commander,’ said Holly, and Root could have sworn she rolled her eyes, but it could have been another glitch in the program.

‘Anything else, Captain?’

Holly reached out her hand; it shimmered and wavered slightly with the motion. Root was not sure what he was supposed to do. Hologram etiquette was very clear: hugging and shaking were not encouraged. After all, who wants to embrace a pixellated image?

But still the hand was there.

‘Wish me luck, Commander. One officer to another.’

Root grunted. With any other subordinate he would have suspected toadying, but Captain Short had always impressed him with her candour.

He reached out his hand and felt a slight tingle as it touched Holly’s virtual digits.

‘Good luck, Captain,’ he said gruffly. ‘And try to tone down that maverick streak.
 Some day I won’t be around to help you.’

‘Will do, Commander. Goodbye,’ said Holly, and then she was gone, but in the seconds before her holographic image fizzled out Julius Root could have sworn he saw rough holographic tears glint on her cheeks.

Stupid machine, he thought. I will demand that Foaly recalibrate the lot of them.

*

Holly stepped out of the holo-booth, which resembled an ancient shower unit with rubber curtain. With the touch of a button it collapsed and self-sealed into the portable briefcase.

There were tears in her eyes as she strapped herself into the pilot’s chair and flicked off autopilot.

Artemis squirmed slightly in the co-pilot’s chair.

‘So, are we even?’

Holly nodded. ‘Yes. We’re even. But your elf-kissing days are over.’

‘I see,’ said Artemis.

‘It’s not a challenge, Artemis. Over is over.’

‘I know,’ said Artemis neutrally.

They sat in silence for a while, watching low mountains speed across the desert towards them, then Holly leaned across and punched Artemis gently on the shoulder.

‘Thanks, Arty.’

‘You are most welcome. All I did was have an idea.’

Mulch emerged noisily from the bathroom, scratching and grunting.

‘Wooo-oh, that’s better. Thank the gods for soundproofing, eh?’

Holly winced. ‘Close the door and let the extractor fan do its work.’

Mulch slammed the door with a flick of his heel. ‘I was thinking in there, you know, rooo-minating.’

‘I don’t think I want to hear this.’

Mulch ploughed on regardless. ‘That little lemur. The silky whatever. You know who he reminds me of with that buzz-cut hairdo?’

They had all been thinking it.

‘Commander Root,’ said Holly, smiling.

‘Yep. A miniature Commander Root.’

‘Julius Junior,’ said Artemis.

They crested the foothills of the Atlas Mountains and Fez was revealed like the heart of the land, its arteries clogged with vehicles.

‘Jayjay,’ said Holly. ‘That’s his name. Now let’s go get him.’

She switched on the shuttle’s shield and initiated their descent into Fez.







Chapter 11

Pigeon Droppings

The leather souq, Fez medina
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HOLLY inflated a cham pod and suckered it to the shadowy underside of the stone balcony overlooking Fez’s leather souq. When the coast was clear, she and Artemis climbed through the tiny access portal, wiggling into the blow-up seats. Artemis’s knees knocked against his chin, clicking his teeth.

‘Like I said, you’re getting tall,’ said Holly.

Artemis blew a raven lock from his eye. ‘And hairy.’

‘Your hair was the only thing that stopped little Arty recognizing himself, so be glad of it.’

Holly had liberated the cham-pod duffel bag from the Tara lock-up along with a single Neutrino handgun and suitable disguises. Artemis wore a knee-length brown shirt and thong sandals, while Holly’s fairy characteristics were hidden by a headscarf and an abaya.

The cham pod was an old portable model and was basically a ball with a transparent outer layer that was inflated by a tank of chromo-variable gas that could change colour to imitate the background. That was about as high-tech as it got. No directional equipment, no onboard weaponry, just a one-way touch screen and two cramped seats.

‘No air filters?’ wondered Artemis.

‘Unfortunately not,’ said Holly, pulling her scarf across her nose. ‘What is that smell?’

‘Diluted pigeon droppings,’ replied Artemis. ‘Highly acidic and, of course, plentiful. The tannery workers use it to soften the hides before dyeing them.’

The leather souq spread out below them was a spectacular sight. Huge stone vats were arranged across the courtyard in honeycomb patterns, each filled with either acidic softeners or vegetable dyes such as saffron and henna. The leather workers stood in the dye vats, soaking each skin thoroughly, including their own, and, when the hide had attained the desired hue, it was stretched on a nearby rooftop to dry.

‘People say that Henry Ford invented the production line,’ said Artemis. ‘This place has been going for six hundred years.’

The souq was enclosed by high walls painted white but mottled by dye and dust.
 Ochre stains spread across the ancient brick like the faded map of some exotic archipelago.

‘Why did Kronski choose the souq?’ wondered Holly. ‘The stink is almost unbearable, and I say that as a friend of Mulch Diggums.’

‘Since birth Kronski has suffered from anosmia,’ Artemis explained. ‘He has no sense of smell. It amuses him to conduct his business here, as whoever he happens to be meeting will be virtually assaulted by the smell from the acid vats. Their concentration is shattered and his is unaffected.’

‘Clever.’

‘Fiendishly so. The area is a tourist attraction, so many people will pass through, but none hang around for too long.’

‘Plenty of spectators but not many witnesses.’

‘Apart from the locals, and Kronski doubtless has a dozen of those on his payroll, and they will see what he wants them to see.’ Artemis leaned forward, his nose brushing the plastic portal. ‘And here is our fiendish Extinctionist now. Right on cue.’

The souq below was thronged with leather workers and merchants, long since inured to the sharp odour of the vats. Groups of die-hard tourists flitted through, determined to capture the scene on their cameras but unwilling to suffer the heat and smells for longer than a few shutter clicks.
 And among them all, serene and smiling, strode Doctor Damon Kronski, dressed in a preposterous tailored camouflage suit, complete with a general’s peaked hat.

Holly was sickened by the man and how he obviously relished his surroundings.

‘Look at him. He loves this.’

Artemis did not comment. He had sold the lemur and he judged that a crime worse than Kronski’s. Instead, he searched the souq for a smaller version of himself.

‘There I am. West corner.’

Holly switched her gaze to locate young Artemis. He stood almost hidden by a huge tiled urn brimming with mint-green dye. The sinking sun was a chopped silver disc on its surface.

Artemis smiled. I remember standing in that exact spot, so the glare would distract Kronski. It is the only vat touched by the sun at this time. A little payback for the smell. Childish, perhaps, but then I was a child.

‘It looks like your memory is accurate on this occasion,’ said Holly.

Artemis couldn’t help but be relieved. His recollection had been hit-and-miss up to now.

He straightened suddenly. Hit-and-miss. How could he not have seen it? These memory malfunctions could mean only one thing.

No time to pursue that thought now. The exchange was afoot.

Artemis tapped the touch-screen with his index finger, expanding a section.
 Closing in on a plinth at the centre of the souq. The low stone tabletop was grooved and curved from centuries of being piled high with hides. Wet henna glistened on its surface and dribbled down its sides, like blood from a head injury.

‘There,’ said Artemis. ‘That’s where we agreed to make the exchange. Kronski lays the suitcase on the rock. I hand it over.’

‘Him. He’s a male, and his name is Jayjay,’ said Holly, making it real.

‘I hand over Jayjay. Then we go our separate ways, simple as that. There were no complications.’

‘Perhaps we should wait until after the handover?’

‘No. What happens afterwards is an unknown quantity. At least now we have some foreknowledge.’

Holly studied the scene with a veteran’s eye. ‘Where’s Butler?’

Artemis touched another point on the screen. It rippled slightly, flexed and enlarged his selection.

‘In that window. Watching over everything.’

The window was a high rectangle in the flaking white wall, painted black by shade and depth.

‘You think you’re invisible, don’t you, my friend?’ Holly whispered, then highlighted the window with a thumb and activated a night-vision filter. In the sudden glow of body heat, a hulking figure appeared in the window, still as stone, except for a beating heart.

‘I remember that Butler wanted to make the exchange, but I talked him out of it.
 He’s up there right now, fuming.’

‘Butler fuming is not something I want to see up close.’

Artemis laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘Then don’t get too close. A distraction is all we need. I wish there had been an LEP jumpsuit in that lock-up. If you were invisible to man
 and machine, I would be more comfortable with this.’

Holly twisted her chin, calling her magic, and blobs of her disappeared until there was nothing left in the seat but haze.

‘Don’t worry, Artemis,’ she said, her voice sounding almost robotic because of the vibration. ‘I have been on missions before. You are not the only smart one in the souq.’

Artemis was not in the least cheered by this. ‘All the more reason to be careful.
 I wish there’d been a set of wings in the terminal. What sort of lock-up doesn’t have wings?’

‘Pot luck,’ said Holly, her voice floating through the expandable seal of the portal. ‘We got what we got.’

‘We got what we got,’ repeated Artemis, following Holly’s progress down the steps and across the courtyard with the infra-red filter. ‘Terrible grammar.’

*

Ten-year-old Artemis felt as though he had been dipped in a jar of honey and left to bake on the surface of the sun. His garments had moulded themselves to his skin and a tornado of flies revolved round his head. Artemis’s throat was sandpaper dry, and he could hear his breath and pulse as though he were wearing a helmet.

And the stench. The stench was a hot wind gusting in his nose and eyes.

I must persevere, he thought with a focused determination beyond his years. Father needs me. Also, I refuse to be cowed by this odious man.

The souq was a confusing kaleidoscope of pumping limbs, splashing dye and evening shadows. And, from Artemis’s point of view, things were even more confusing. Elbows flashed past, urns rang like bells and the air was shattered by sharp bolts of French and Arabic above his head.

Artemis allowed himself a moment to meditate. He closed his eyes, taking shallow breaths through his mouth.

Very well, he thought. To business, Doctor Kronski.

Luckily the doctor was enormous, and, as Artemis made his way through the souq, he quickly spotted Kronski on the opposite diagonal.

Look at that poseur. A camouflage suit! Does he honestly believe himself a general in some war against the animal kingdom?

Artemis himself drew surprised stares from the locals. Tourists were not unusual in the souq, but lone ten-year-old boys in formal suits, carrying monkey cages, were rare in any part of the world.

It is a simple matter. Walk to the centre and set down the cage.

But even walking through this souq was not simple. Workers bustled through the lanes between vats, laden with dozens of sopping hides. Strings of dye flew through the air, striping the clothes of tourists and other workers. Artemis was forced to tread carefully and give way several times before he eventually reached the small clearing at the centre.

Kronski was there before him, perched on the tiny stool that folded out from the top of his hunting cane, puffing on a thin cigar.

‘Apparently, I’m missing out on half the experience,’ he said, as though they were simply continuing a conversation. ‘The best part of a cigar is the aroma, and I can’t smell a thing.’

Artemis was silently infuriated. The man looked completely comfortable, with barely a drop of sweat on his brow. He forced himself to smile.

‘Do you have the money, Damon?’ At least he could annoy the good doctor by neglecting his title.

Kronski did not seem annoyed. ‘Got it right here, Ah-temis,’ he said, patting his breast pocket. ‘A hundred thousand is such a trifling amount, I managed to stuff every last note into my suit pocket.’

Artemis could not resist a jibe. ‘And what a lovely suit it is.’

Kronski’s violet-coloured glasses flashed in the last rays of the sun. ‘Unlike your own, my boy, which appears to be losing its character in this heat.’

It was true; Artemis felt that the only thing holding him upright was the dried sweat on his spine. He was hungry, tired and irritable.

Focus. The end justifies the sacrifices.

‘Well, obviously I have the lemur, so can we please proceed?’

Kronski’s fingers twitched, and Artemis could guess what he was thinking.

Take the lemur from the boy. Just grab it. No need to part with the hundred thousand.

Artemis decided to nip this kind of thinking in the bud.

‘In case you’re entertaining any rash notions of reneging on our agreement, let me say just one word to you: Butler.’

One word was enough. Kronski knew Butler’s reputation, but not his whereabouts. His fingers twitched once more and then were still.

‘Very well, Ah-temis. Let’s get this business over with. I’m sure you appreciate that I need to inspect the merchandise.’

‘Of course. And I’m sure you appreciate that I will need to see a sample of your currency.’

‘Why, of course.’ Kronski wiggled his hand into a pocket and withdrew a fat envelope brimming with purple five-hundred-euro notes. He carelessly selected one and passed it across to Artemis.

‘Gonna smell it, are you, Ah-temis?’

‘Not exactly.’ Artemis flipped open his mobile phone and selected a UV and magnetic currency scanner from its augmented menu. He passed the note in front of the purple light, checking for the watermark and metal strip.

Kronski pressed a hand to his heart. ‘I am wounded, boy, injured, that you should think I would cheat you. Why, it would cost more than a hundred thousand to forge a hundred thousand. A good set of plates costs twice that.’

Artemis closed the phone. ‘I am not a trusting person, Damon. You’ll learn that about me.’ He placed the cage on the stone plinth. ‘Now, your turn.’

In that moment, Kronski’s entire attitude changed. His offhand nature vanished, replaced with a giddiness. He smiled and tittered, tiptoeing to the cage like a child to the Christmas tree.

Perhaps a normal child, thought Artemis sourly.
 Christmas
morning holds no surprises for me, thanks to the X-ray scanner on my mobile phone.

Obviously the prospect of extinguishing the life spark of another species excited Kronski hugely. He leaned over the cage daintily, squinting through the airholes.

‘Yes, yes. All appears to be in order. But I will need to take a closer look.’

‘One hundred thousand euro buys you all the closer looks you need.’

Kronski tossed the envelope to Artemis. ‘Oh, take it, you tiresome boy. You really distress me, Ah-temis. A boy like you can’t have many friends.’

‘I’ve got one friend,’ retorted Artemis, pocketing the money. ‘And he’s bigger than you.’

Kronski opened the box just wide enough to grab the lemur by the scruff of the neck. He hoisted the animal aloft like a trophy, checking him from all angles.

Artemis took a step back, casting suspicious glances around the souq.

Perhaps nothing is going to happen, he thought.
 Perhaps those creatures were not as resourceful as I believed. I may have to be content with the hundred thousand for now.

And then the resourceful creatures arrived.

*

Holly did not have wings to fly but that did not mean she couldn’t cause havoc. There had been no weapons in the LEP lock-up beyond the single Neutrino, but there had been some mining equipment, including a few dozen blaster buttons, which Holly was now sprinkling into the unattended dye vats around the souq, with a double helping underneath Butler’s window.

Though she was invisible, Holly took extra care with her movements, as shielding without a suit was wild magic indeed. Any sudden gestures or collisions could cause her body to vent magical fireworks, which would look strange igniting out of thin air.

So, softly, softly was the way to move.

Holly dropped the last of the buttons, feeling totally vulnerable in spite of her invisibility.

I miss Foaly’s guidance, she thought. It’s nice to have an all-seeing eye.

As if he could read her mind, Artemis’s voice came from the mike-bud in her ear.
 Another gift from the lock-up.

‘Kronski is opening the cage. Get ready to blow the buttons.’

‘All set. I’m at the north-west corner if Jayjay tries to run.’

‘I see you on the filter. Detonate at will.’

Holly climbed into an empty vat and fixed her gaze on Kronski. He had the lemur out now, holding it away from his body. Perfect.

She ran a finger along the small strip in her hand, until all the tiny lights turned green. A one-word message scrolled across the strip.

Detonate?

Absolutely, thought Holly, and pressed the
 yes box.

A vat blew, sending a column of red dye shooting six metres into the air. Several more vats quickly followed suit, thumping like mortars, hurling their contents into the Morocco sky.

A symphony of colour, thought Artemis from his perch. Butler’s view is totally obscured.

Below in the souq, pandemonium was instantaneous. The leather workers roared and shouted, oohing like spectators at a fireworks show as each new coloured fountain erupted. Some realized that their precious leathers were being coated with the wrong hues and began to feverishly gather their wares and tools. Within seconds it was raining gouts of dye, and the spaces between the vats were thronged with frantic workers and spooked tourists.

Young Artemis stood stock still, ignoring the flying dye, his gaze fixed on Damon Kronski and the lemur in his fist.

Watch the animal. They want the animal.

Kronski squealed with each explosion, balancing on a single leg like a scared ballet dancer.

Priceless, thought Artemis, and shot a few seconds of video on his phone. Something else was about to happen; he felt sure of it.

And he was right. Artemis had a vague impression that the earth exploded in front of Kronski’s feet. Mud mushroomed upwards, something moved in the curtain of earth and then the lemur was gone.

Doctor Kronski was left holding a blob of slime, which glowed slightly in the evening shadows.

The last drops of dye fell, and slowly the chaos retreated. The leather workers shook their heads in wonder, then began to curse their luck. A day’s profit gone.

Kronski squealed for several seconds after the dust had cleared, holding the note like an opera singer.

Artemis grinned nastily. ‘It isn’t over until the fat lady sings, so I suppose it’s over.’

The doctor was snapped out of it by Artemis’s tones. He composed himself, standing on two feet and breathing deeply as the red spots retreated from his cheeks. It was not until he tried to wipe the gunk from his hand that he realized the lemur was no longer in his grasp.

As he stared in disbelief at his fingers, Kronski felt the stuff coating his fingers harden into a glowing gauntlet.

‘What have you done, Artemis?’

Ah, thought Artemis. Suddenly you can pronounce my name.

‘I have done nothing, Damon. I delivered the lemur; you lost him. The problems here are all yours.’

Kronski was livid. He tore off his glasses to reveal red-rimmed eyes. ‘You have tricked me, Fowl. Somehow, you are a participant in this. I cannot host an Extinctionist conference without a strong opening. The execution of that lemur was my big hello, everyone.’

Artemis’s phone beeped and he glanced at the screen. A brief text from Butler.

Mission accomplished.

He pocketed the mobile phone and smiled broadly at Kronski.

‘A strong opening. I may be able to help you with that. For a price, naturally.’

*

Artemis the elder sat in the cham pod, watching events unfurling below. Everything went exactly to plan, with the exception of the dye vats, which actually exceeded Artemis’s expectations.

Butler’s view is completely blocked, he thought. And then he froze suddenly. Of course! I wouldn’t have placed Butler in that window at all. I would have put a decoy there, as it is one of the five logical places for a sniper to set up. In fact, I would have put a decoy in all five spots and then have Butler hide himself somewhere on the souqfloor, ready to step in if those pesky lemur-nappers showed up again, which they very well could, as they seem to know my every move. I, Artemis Fowl, have been bamboozled by myself.

Suddenly, a horrifying thought struck him.

‘Holly!’ he shouted into the microphone pad adhered to his thumb. ‘Abort!
 Abort!’

‘What …’ came the crackly response. ‘The noise… I think… damaged.’

Then a few seconds of white noise, sharp snaps and silence.

It was too late. Artemis could only press his face against the screen and watch helplessly as one of the leather workers shrugged off his shoulder blanket and straightened, revealing himself to be far taller than he had previously appeared. It was, of course, Butler, with a hand-held infra-red scanner extended before him.

Butler. Don’t do it, old friend. I know you were never comfortable with my schemes.

In three quick strides, the bodyguard moved to Holly’s vat and netted the elf in his blanket. She struggled and fought, but never had a chance against Butler’s formidable strength. In ten seconds, Holly was hog-tied and hoisted over the bodyguard’s shoulder. In five more seconds Butler was out of the gate and lost in the gathering crowds of the medina.

It all happened so quickly that Artemis’s jaw did not have time to drop. One moment he was in control, enjoying the smugness that comes with being the smartest person in the metaphorical room. The next, he was crashing back to earth, having sacrificed his queen for a rook, realizing he was up against somebody just as smart as he was, only twice as ruthless.

He felt the pallor of desperation creep across his forehead, leaving pins and needles in its wake.

They have Holly. The Extinctionists will put her on trial on charges of breathing human air.

A thought occurred to him. Every defendant is entitled to a good lawyer.







Chapter 12

Gone Forever

La Domaine des Hommes, Extinctionists’ compound, Fez
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ARTEMIS the younger agreed to accompany Doctor Kronski to his gated compound near the medina. Kronski’s Land Rover was considerably more luxurious than Artemis’s rented model, complete with powerful air-conditioning, water cooler and white-tiger upholstery.

Artemis ran a finger through the fur and was not surprised to find that it was real.

‘Nice seats,’ he commented drily.

Kronski did not answer. He hadn’t spoken much since losing the lemur, except to mutter to himself, cursing the unfairness of it all. It didn’t seem to bother him that his suit was covered in dye, which was transferring itself to his expensive upholstery.

Though it took barely five minutes to reach the compound, Artemis was glad of the thinking space. By the time the Land Rover was cleared through the reinforced gates, he had any wrinkles in his strategy straightened out and he’d used the spare two minutes to plot one of the romance novels he occasionally wrote under the pseudonym Violet Tsirblou.

A guard with bulk to match Butler’s waved them through underneath a walkway arch in the four-metre-high wall. Artemis kept his eyes open on the way in, noting the armed guards patrolling the ten-acre compound, and the position of the generator hut and the staff quarters.

Information is power.

The residential chalets were built in the style of Californian beachhouses, flat roofs and plenty of glass, clustered around a man-made beach, complete with wave machine and lifeguard.
 There was a large conference centre in the middle of the compound, with a scaffold-clad spire jutting from its roof. Two men were perched on the scaffolding, putting the finishing touches to a brass icon on the spire’s tip. And even though most of the icon was wrapped in canvas, Artemis could see enough to know what it was. A human arm with the world in its fist. The symbol of the Extinctionists.

Kronski’s driver parked in front of the compound’s grandest chalet and the doctor led the way inside wordlessly. He flapped a hand towards a hide-covered sofa, and disappeared into his bedroom.

Artemis was hoping for a shower and a change of clothes, but apparently Kronski was too upset for courtesy, so Artemis was forced to tug at the collar of his itchy shirt and wait for his host’s return.

Kronki’s reception lounge was a macabre space. One wall was covered with certificates of extinction, complete with photographs of the unfortunate animals and the dates on which the Extinctionists managed to murder the last one of the particular species.

Artemis browsed the photo wall. Here was a Japanese sea lion, and a Yangtze river dolphin. A Guam flying fox and a Bali tiger.

All gone forever.

The only way to see these creatures was to somehow build up enough momentum to travel faster than the speed of light and go back in time.

There were further horrors in the room, all labelled for educational purposes. The sofa was upholstered with the pelts of Falkland Island wolves. The base of a standing lamp was fashioned from the skull of a western black rhinoceros.

Artemis struggled to maintain his composure.

I need to get out of here as quickly as possible.

But the faint voice of his conscience reminded him that leaving would not mean that this place no longer existed, and selling the strange creature to Kronski would only draw more people to it.

Artemis conjured a picture of his father in his mind.

Whatever it takes. Whatever I have to do.

Kronski entered the room showered and wearing a flowing kaftan. His eyes were red-rimmed, as though he’d been crying.

‘Sit down, Ah-temis,’ he said, gesturing towards the sofa with a hidebound fly swatter.

Artemis eyed the seat. ‘No. I think I’ll stand.’

Kronski sank into an office chair. ‘Oh, I get it. Grownup sofa. It’s difficult to be taken seriously when your feet don’t touch the ground.’

The doctor rubbed his eyes with stubby thumbs, then donned his trademark glasses.

‘You have no idea what it’s been like for me, Ah-temis. Hounded from country to country because of my beliefs, like some common criminal. And now that I have finally found somewhere to call home, now that I have persuaded the committee to meet here, I lose my trial animal. That lemur was the centrepiece of the entire conference.’

Kronski’s voice was steady and he seemed to have recovered himself since his breakdown at the leather souq.

‘The Extinctionists’ committee members are very powerful men, Ah-temis. They are accustomed to comfort and convenience. Morocco is hardly convenient. I had to build this compound to entice them down here, and promise a big opening to the conference. And now all I have to show is a shining hand.’

Kronski brandished his hand, which was largely slime free, but did seem to glow faintly.

‘All is not lost, Doctor,’ said Artemis soothingly. ‘I can provide you with something that will rejuvenate your society and make it globally relevant.’

Kronski’s frown was sceptical, but he leaned forward, arms slightly outstretched.

His face says no, thought Artemis. But his body language says yes.

‘What are you selling, Ah-temis?’

Artemis opened the gallery on his phone, selecting a photograph.

‘This,’ he said, passing the phone to Kronski.

The doctor studied the photograph and the scepticism in his eyes grew more pronounced.

‘What is this? Photo manipulation?’

‘No. Genuine. This creature is real.’

‘Come on, Ah-temis. What we’ve got here are latex and bone implants. Nothing more.’

Artemis nodded. ‘That’s a fair reaction. So you don’t pay until you’re satisfied.’

‘I already paid.’

‘You paid for a lemur,’ Artemis countered. ‘This is an undiscovered species.
 Possibly a threat to mankind. This is what the Extinctionists are all about. Imagine how many members will clamour to donate to your church when you uncover this threat.’

Kronski nodded. ‘You put together a good argument for a ten-year-old. How much do I pay?’

‘You pay five million euro. Non-negotiable.’

‘Cash?’

‘Diamonds.’

Kronski pouted. ‘I won’t pay a single stone until I verify the authenticity of your product.’

‘That’s fair.’

‘That’s mighty accommodating of you, Fowl. How do you know I won’t double-cross you? After all, I’m pretty sure that you had a hand in whatever happened back at the souq. Payback is fair play where I come from.’

‘You might double-cross me, Damon. But you won’t double-cross Butler. You are not a stupid man.’

Kronski grunted, impressed. ‘I got to hand it to you, boy. You have all the angles figured. You present ’em well too.’ He stared absently at his glowing hand. ‘You ever think it strange, Ah-temis, how a kid like you winds up going eyeball to eyeball with an old crook like me?’

‘I don’t understand the question,’ said Artemis truthfully.

Kronski clapped his hands and laughed. ‘It delights me, Ah-temis,’ he said, ‘that a boy such as you exists. It makes my day.’ The laughter stopped suddenly, as though cut off by a guillotine. ‘Now, how soon can I inspect the creature?’

‘Immediately,’ replied Artemis.

‘Good. Well, text your man to come hither. Let’s say it takes him thirty minutes to get here, another ten to clear security. We can meet him in the grand lodge in one hour.’

‘I said immediately,’ said Artemis, clicking his fingers. Butler stepped out from behind a curtain, a Kevlar duffel bag under one arm.

Kronski squealed briefly, then rolled his eyes in frustration.

‘I can’t control that… Ever since the koala in Cleveland. It’s so embarassing
 …’

File and save, thought Artemis. Koala in Cleveland.

‘Anyway,’ continued the doctor, ‘how did he get in here?’

Butler shrugged. ‘I came in the same way you did, Doctor.’

‘You were in the Land Rover,’ breathed Kronski. ‘Very clever.’

‘Not really. More lax on your part than clever on ours.’

‘I will remember that. Do you have the merchandise with you?’

Butler’s mouth tightened and Artemis knew that he was pushed to the limits of his loyalty by this transaction. The lemur had been bad enough, but this female in the bag was some kind of person.

Wordlessly, the bodyguard placed the duffel on the desk. Artemis tugged on the zipper, but Butler stopped him.

‘She has some kind of hypnotizing skills. I once met a guy in Laos who could put the whammy on you, but nothing like this. She tried it on outside the souq and I nearly ran into a camel, so I taped her mouth. Also, as we know, she can turn invisible. When I opened the bag first, she wasn’t there. I think her juice is running out, though. There could be more stunts – who knows what tricks she has hidden in those pointed ears? Are you prepared to take that risk?’

‘Yes,’ said Kronski, almost foaming at the mouth. ‘Absolutely, yes. Open the bag.’

Butler removed his hand and Artemis unzipped the duffel, exposing the figure inside.

Kronski stared into the mismatched eyes. Ran a hand across the inhumanly wide brow, tugged one of the ears, then staggered to the office bar, pouring himself a glass of water with shaky hands.

‘Five million at today’s market price,’ he said. ‘You said five and we agreed. No upping the price now.’

Artemis smiled. The doctor was hooked.

‘Five million,’ he said. ‘Plus expenses.’

*

Artemis the elder rode back to the landing site on a collapsible LEP scooter designed to resemble a 1950s human Lambretta. The resemblance was only bumper deep, as there were not many Lambrettas that came equipped with clean nuclear batteries, Gnommish satellite navigation and self-destruct buttons.

The Ifrane road outside the imperial city was part of the fertile Fez river basin and was lined with olive groves and golf courses.

Ancient and modern. Coexisting.

Overhead the stars seemed closer and fiercer than at home in Ireland, shining down like stadium lights, as though Africa were somehow closer to the rest of the universe.

I lost her. I lost Holly.

But he did have a plan. A half-decent plan. All it needed was a bit of fairy technology to open a few doors and then there was still a chance. Because, without Holly, all was lost. There would be no future for any of them.

*

It took almost an hour to find the particular golf course where Holly had parked the LEP shuttle. Not that there was much evidence of a craft on the spot besides a slightly flat plane of sand in the bunker. Holly had nosed the shuttle deep into the dry sand and left the shield powered on. Artemis only found it himself with the help of the bike’s navigation systems.

He collapsed the scooter into a Frisbee-sized disc and climbed down through the roof hatch.

Mulch Diggums was idly swivelling himself in the pilot’s chair.

‘That’s my scooter, Mud Boy,’ he said. ‘That came off the trolley, so I take it with me.’

Artemis shut the hatch behind him. ‘Where’s the lemur? Where’s Jayjay?’

Mulch answered these questions with some of his own. ‘Where’s Holly? Have you lost her?’

‘Yes,’ Artemis admitted miserably. ‘The boy outwitted me. He knew we would come for the lemur. He sacrificed it for Holly.’

‘Smart,’ said Mulch. ‘Anyway, I’m off. See you …’

‘See you? See you? One of your fairy comrades is in danger and you’re just going to desert her?’

Mulch raised his palms. ‘Hey, calm down, Mud Boy. The LEP are not my comrades. We had a deal; I get you the little furry fellow and you get me a trolley of LEP tech goodies. Job done, both parties happy.’

At that moment, Jayjay poked his head round the bathroom door.

‘What’s he doing in there?’

Mulch grinned. ‘Take two guesses.’

‘Lemurs cannot use advanced plumbing.’

‘See for yourself. Whatever’s in there, I’m blaming Jayjay.’

He clicked his furry fingers and the lemur ran along his arm, on to his head.

‘See. He accepts responsibility.’ Mulch frowned. ‘You’re not going to trade this fellow for Captain Short, are you?’

‘No point,’ said Artemis, accessing the LEP central database. ‘It would be like trying to trade a hairpin for Excalibur.’

Mulch chewed his lip. ‘I’m familiar with the Excalibur story, so I know what you’re trying to say there. A hairpin is useless, Excalibur is wonderful, and so on. But in some instances a hairpin is extremely useful. Now, if you had said a rubber hairpin. Do you see what I’m getting at?

Artemis ignored him, tapping furiously at the v-board that had appeared in front of him. He needed to know everything he could about the Extinctionists and Foaly had an extensive file on them.

Mulch ticked Jayjay under the chin. ‘I was getting pretty fond of Captain Short, against my better judgement. I suppose I could dig in and rescue her.’

This was a genuine offer and a fair point, so Artemis spared a moment to address it.

‘Not possible. Kronski has seen the tunnel rescue before and he won’t fall for it again. At any rate, you wouldn’t survive the temperature during the day. Even underground you wouldn’t be safe. The earth is so dry that cracks can penetrate up to fifteen metres in open ground. One pinprick of midday sun and you would crisp like an old book in a furnace.’

Mulch winced. ‘Now, you see, that image works really well. So what are you going to do?’

Artemis used the advanced fairy technology to print off a leopard-print card with an Extinctionists’ hologram flashing silver and purple in the centre.

‘I’m going to the Extinctionists’ banquet tonight,’ he said, flicking the card with his forefinger. ‘After all, I have been invited. All I need is a disguise and some medical supplies.’

Mulch was impressed. ‘That’s very good. You’re almost as devious as I am.’

Artemis turned back to the v-board. It would take time to firm up his cover.

‘You have no idea,’ he said.

*

The night of the Extinctionists’ banquet was upon him and Kronski’s nerves were frazzled. He danced around his chalet wearing nothing but a bath towel, anxiously humming his way through the tunes from Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. Kronski often dreamed that he was wearing the Technicolor coat and it was fashioned from the pelts of all the animals he had hunted to extinction. He always awoke smiling.

Everything has to be perfect. This is the biggest night of my life. Thank you, little Ah-temis.

There was a lot riding on this conference, and the banquet generally set the tone for the entire weekend. Pull off something big at the banquet trial and the members would be buzzing about it for days. The Internet would be alive with chatter.

And it doesn’t get any bigger than a brand-new sentient species. The Extinctionists are about to go global.

And just in time. Truth be told, the Extinctionists were old news. Subscriptions were dropping off and, for the first time since its inception, the conference was not a total sellout.
 In the beginning it had been wonderful – so many exciting species to hunt and nail to the wall. But now countries were protecting their rare animals, especially the big ones. There was no flying into India for a tiger shoot any more. And the sub-Saharan nations took it extremely badly if a group of well-armed Extinctionists showed up at one of their reserves and began taking pot shots at elephants. It was getting to the point where government officials were refusing bribes. Refusing bribes.

There was another problem with the Extinctionists, though Kronski would never admit it aloud. The group had become a touchstone for the lunatic fringe. His heartfelt hatred for the animal kingdom was attracting bloodthirsty crazies who could not see past putting a bullet in a dumb beast. They could not grasp the philosophy of the organization. Man is king, and animals survive only so long as they contribute to the comfort of their masters. An animal without uses is wasting precious air and should be wiped out.

But this new creature changed everything. Everyone would want to see her. They would film the entire trial and execution, leak the tape and then the world would come to Damon Kronski.

One year of donations, thought Kronski.
 Then I retire to enjoy my wealth.

Five million. This fairy, or whatever it is, is worth ten times that. A hundred times.

Kronski jiggled in front of the air-conditioner blast for a minute then selected a suit from his wardrobe.

Purple, he thought. Tonight I shall be emperor.

As an afterthought he plucked a matching tasselled Caspian tiger-skin hat from an upper shelf.

When in Fez, he thought brightly.

The Fowl Learjet, 10,000 metres over Gibraltar

Ten-year-old Artemis Fowl tried his best to relax in one of the Learjet’s plush leather chairs, but there was a tension knot at the base of his skull.

I need a massage, he thought. Or some herbal tea.

Artemis was perfectly aware what was causing the tension.

I have sold a creature… a person to the Extinctionists.

Being as smart as he was, Artemis was perfectly capable of constructing an argument to justify his actions.

Her friends will free her. They almost outsmarted me; they can certainly outsmart Kronski. That fairy creature is probably on her way back to wherever she came from right now, with the lemur under her arm.

Artemis distracted himself from this shaky reasoning by concentrating on Kronski.

Something really should be done about that man.

A titanium Powerbook hummed gently on Artemis’s fold-out tray. He woke the screen and opened his personal Internet browser program that he had written as a school project. Thanks to a powerful and illegal antenna in the jet’s cargo bay he was able to pick up radio, television and Internet signals almost anywhere in the world.

Organizations like the Extinctionists live and die on their reputations, he thought. It would be an amusing exercise to destroy Kronski’s reputation using the power of the web.

All it would take was some research and the placement of a little video on a few of the Net’s more popular networking sites.

*

Twenty minutes later, Artemis Junior was putting the finishing touches to his project when Butler ducked through the cockpit door.

‘Hungry?’ asked the bodyguard. ‘There’s some hummus in the fridge and I made yoghurt and honey smoothies.’

Artemis embedded his video project on to the final website.

‘No, thank you,’ mumbled Artemis. ‘I’m not hungry.’

‘That will be the guilt gnawing at your soul,’ said Butler candidly, helping himself from the fridge. ‘Like a rat on an old bone.’

‘Thank you for the simile, Butler, but what’s done is done.’

‘Did we have to leave Kronski the weapon?’

‘Please, I put remote destruct charges in my hardware. Do you really think such an advanced race will leave their technology unprotected? I wouldn’t be surprised if that gun is melting in Kronski’s hands. I had to leave it as a sweetener.’

‘I doubt the creature is melting.’

‘Stop this, Butler. I made a deal and that’s the end of it.’

Butler sat opposite him. ‘Hmm. So you are governed by some sort of code now.
 Honour among criminals. Interesting. So, what’s that you’re cooking up on your computer?’

Artemis rubbed the tense spot on his neck. ‘Please, Butler. All of this is for my father. You know it must be done.’

‘One question,’ said Butler, ripping the plastic from a cutlery set. ‘Would your father want it to be done this way?’

Artemis did not answer, just sat and rubbed his neck.

Five minutes later, Butler took pity on the ten-year-old. ‘I thought we might turn the plane around and give those strange creatures a little help. Fez Saïss airport has re-opened so we could be back there in a couple of hours.’

Artemis frowned. It was the right thing to do, but it was not on his agenda. Returning to Fez would not save his father.

Butler folded his paper plate in half, trapping the debris from his meal inside.

‘Artemis, I would like to swing the jet around, and I intend to do that unless you instruct me not to. All you need to do is say the word.’

Artemis watched his bodyguard return to the cockpit, but said nothing.

Morocco

The Domaine des Hommes was buzzing with limo-loads of Extinctionists coming in from the airport, each one wearing their hatred for animals on their sleeve, or on their heads or feet. Kronski spotted a lady sporting thigh-length ibex boots. Pyrenean, if he wasn’t mistaken. And there was old Jeffrey Coontz-Meyers with his quagga-backed tweed jacket. And Contessa Irina Kostovich, her pale neck protected from the evening chill by a Honshu-wolf stole.

Kronski smiled and greeted each one warmly and most by name. Every year there were fewer newcomers to the ranks, but that would all change after the trial tonight. He skipped along towards the banquet hall.

The hall itself had been designed by Schiller-Haus in Munich, and was essentially a huge prefabricated kit which had arrived in containers and been erected by German specialists in less than four weeks. Incredible really. It was an impressive structure, more formal in appearance than the chalets, which was only proper, as serious business was conducted inside. Fair trials and then executions.

Fair trials, thought Kronski, and giggled.

The main doors were guarded by two burly Moroccan gentlemen in evening wear.
 Kronski had considered crested jumpsuits for the guards, but dismissed the idea as too Bond.

I am not Doctor No. I am Doctor No-Animals.

Kronski breezed past the guards, down a corridor carpeted with sumptuous local rugs and into a double-height banquet hall with a triple-glazed glass roof. The stars seemed close enough to reach out and capture.

The decor was a tasteful blend of classic and modern. Tasteful except for the gorilla-paw ashtrays dotted on each table and the row of elephant-foot champagne coolers on stands outside the kitchen doors. Kronski squeezed through the double doors, past a brushed-steel kitchen, to the walk-in freezer at the rear.

The creature sat flanked by three more guards. She was cuffed to a plastic baby chair borrowed from the compound’s crèche. Her features were alert and sullen. Her weapon lay out of reach on a steel trolley.

If looks were bullets, thought Kronski, picking up the tiny weapon and weighing it on his palm, I would be riddled.

He pointed the weapon at a frozen ham hock hanging on a chain and pulled the tiny trigger. There was no kick-back and no obvious flash of light, but the ham was now steaming and ready to serve.

Kronski raised the violet-coloured sunglasses that he wore day and night, to make sure his vision was accurate.

‘My goodness,’ he said in wonderment. ‘This is quite a toy.’

He stamped on the steel floor, sending a bong reverberating through the chamber.

‘No tunnelling out this time,’ he announced. ‘Not like the souq. Do you speak English, creature? Do you know what I am saying to you?’

The creature rolled her eyes.

I would answer you, her expression said,
 but there is tape across my mouth.

‘And for good reason,’ said Kronski, as though the sentence had been spoken aloud.
 ‘We know all about your hypnotism tricks. And the invisibility.’ He pinched her cheek, as one would a cute infant. ‘Your skin feels almost human. What are you? A fairy, is that it?’

Another eye roll.

If eye-rolling were a sport, this creature would be a gold-medal winner, thought the doctor. Well, perhaps silver medal. Gold would surely go to my ex-wife, who’s no slacker in the eye-rolling department herself.

Kronski addressed the guards.

‘Has she moved?’ he asked.

The men shook their heads. It was a stupid question. How could she move?

‘Very well. Good. All proceeds according to my plan.’
 Now Kronski rolled his own eyes. ‘Listen to me. All proceeds according to my plan. That is so Doctor No. I should go and get myself some metal hands. What do you think, gentlemen?’

‘Metal hands?’ said the newest guard, unaccustomed to Kronski’s rants. The other two were well aware that many of the doctor’s questions were rhetorical, especially the ones about Andrew Lloyd Webber or James Bond.

Kronski ignored the new guy. He placed a finger on pursed lips for a moment, to communicate the importance of what he was about to say, then took a deep whistling breath through his nose.

‘OK, gentlemen. Everyone listening? This evening couldn’t be more important. The future of the entire organization depends on it. Everything must be totally perfect. Do not take your eyes off the prisoner and do not remove her restraints or gag. No one is to see her until the trial begins. I paid five million in diamonds for the privilege of a grand reveal, so no one gets in here but me. Understood?’

This was not a rhetorical question, though it took the new guy a moment to realize it.

‘Yes, sir. Understood,’ he blurted a fraction after the other two.

‘If something does go wrong, then your final job of the evening will be burial duty.’ Kronski winked at the new guard. ‘And you know what they say, last in first out.’


 *

The atmosphere at the banquet was a little jaded – until the food arrived. The thing about Extinctionists was that they were picky eaters. Some hated animals so much that they were vegetarians, which limited the menu somewhat.
 But this year Kronski had managed to poach a chef from a vegetarian restaurant in Edinburgh who could do things with a courgette that would make the most hardened carnivore weep.

They started with a subtle tomato-and-pepper soup in baby turtle shells. Then a light parcel of roast vegetables in pastry with a dollop of Greek yoghurt, served in a monkey-skull saucer. All very tasty, and by now the wine was relaxing the guests.

Kronski’s stomach was so churned with nerves that he could not eat a single bite, which was most unusual for him. He hadn’t felt this giddy since his very first banquet in Austin all those years ago.

I am on the verge of greatness. Soon my name will be mentioned in the same sentence as the Bobby Jo Haggard or Jo Bobby Saggart. The great evangelist Extinctionists. Damon Kronski, the man who saved the world.

Two things would make this banquet the greatest ever held.

The entrée and the trial.

The entrée would delight everyone, meat eaters and vegetarians alike. The vegetarians could not eat it, but at least they could marvel at the artistry it took to prepare the dish.

Kronski tapped a small gong beside his place setting and stood to introduce the dish, as was the custom.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘let me tell you a story of extinction. In July 1889, Professor D. S. Jordan visited Twin Lakes in Colorado and published his discoveries in the 1891 Bulletin of the United States Fish Commission. He found what he declared to be a new species, the “yellowfin cutthroat”. In his report Jordan described the fish as silvery olive with a broad lemon-yellow shade along the sides, lower fins bright golden yellow in life and a deep red dash on each side of the throat, hence the
 “cutthroat”. Until about 1903, yellowfin cutthroats survived in Twin Lakes. The yellowfin died out soon after rainbow trout were introduced to Twin Lakes. Other trout interbred with the rainbows, but the yellowfins quickly disappeared and are now completely extinct.’

Nobody shed a tear. In fact there was a smattering of applause for the E word.

Kronski raised a hand. ‘No, no. This is not a cause for joy. It is said that the yellowfin was a very tasty fish, with a particulary sweet flavour. What a pity we shall never taste it.’
 He paused dramatically. ‘Or shall we …’

At the rear of the room, a large false wall slid aside to reveal a red velvet curtain. With great ceremony, Kronski pulled a remote control from his jacket and zapped the curtain, which drew back with a smooth swish. Behind it was an enormous trolley bearing what appeared to be a miniature glacier. Silver and steaming.

The guests sat forward, intrigued.

‘What if there was a flash freeze over a hundred years ago in Twin Lakes.’

A twittering began among the diners.

No.

Surely not.

Impossible.

‘What if a frozen chunk of lake was trapped by a landslide deep in an uncharted crevasse and kept solid by near-zero currents.’

Then that would mean …

Inside that chunk …

‘What if that chunk surfaced a mere six weeks ago on the land of my good friend Tommy Kirkenhazard. One of our own faithful members.’

Tommy stood to take a bow, waving his Texas-grey-wolf stetson. Though his teeth were smiling, his eyes were shooting daggers at Kronski. It was obvious to the entire room that there was bad blood between the two.

‘Then it would be possible, outrageously expensive and difficult but possible, to transport that chunk of ice here. A chunk that contains a sizeable shoal of yellowfin cutthroat trout.’
 Kronski drew breath to allow this information to sink in. ‘Then we, dear friends, could be the first people to eat yellowfin in a hundred years.’

This prospect even had a few of the vegetarians salivating.

‘Watch, Extinctionists. Watch and be amazed.’

Kronski clicked his fingers and a dozen kitchen staff wheeled the ponderous trolley into the centre of the banqueting area, where it rested on a steel grille. The workers then stripped off their uniforms to reveal monkey costumes underneath.

Have I gone over the top with the monkey rigs?
 Kronski wondered. Is it just too Broadway?

But a quick survey of his guests assured him that they remained enthralled.

The kitchen staff were actually trained circus acrobats from one of the Cirque du Soleil knock-offs touring north Africa. They were only too glad to take a few days out from their schedule to put on this private show for the Extinctionists.

They swarmed up the huge ice-block, anchoring themselves on with ropes, crampons or grappling hooks, and began demolishing it with chainsaws, flaming swords and flamethrowers, all produced seemingly from nowhere.

It was a spectacular indulgence. Ice flew, showering the guests, and the buzz of machinery was deafening.

Quickly the shoal of yellowfin poked through the blue murk of ice. They hung wide-eyed and frozen in mid-turn, their bodies caught by the flash freeze.

What a way to go, thought Kronski. With absolutely no inkling. Wonderful.

The performers began carving the fish in blocks from the ice, and each one was passed down to one of a dozen line cooks who had appeared from the side doors, wheeling gas burners.
 Each individual block was slid into a heated colander to steam off excess ice, then the fish were expertly filleted and fried in olive oil with a selection of chunky-cut vegetables and a crushed clove of garlic.

For the vegetarians there was a Champagne mushroom risotto, though Kronski did not anticipate many takers. The non-meat eaters would accept the fish just to stab it.

The meal was a huge success and the level of delighted chatter rose to fill the hall.

Kronski managed to eat half a fillet, in spite of his nerves.

Delicious. Exquisite.

They think that was the highlight, he thought.
 They ain’t seen nothing yet.

*

After coffee, when the Extinctionists were loosening their cummerbunds or turning fat cigars for an even burn, Kronski instructed his staff to set up the courtroom.

They responded with the speed and expertise of a Formula One pit-team, as well they should after three months of being whipped into shape. Literally. The workers swarmed across the grid where the melted ice sloshed below like a disturbed swimming pool, a few stray yellowfins floating on the surface. They covered this section of floor and exposed a second pit, this one lined with steel and covered with scorch marks.

Two podiums and a dock were wheeled into the centre of the hall, taking the place of the ice-trolley. The podiums had computers on their swivel tops, and the wooden dock was occupied by a cage. The cage’s resident was masked by a curtain of leopard skin.

The diners’ chatter ceased as they held their breath for the big reveal. This was the moment everyone was waiting for, these millionaires and billionaires paying through the nose for a few moments of ultimate power: holding the fate of an entire species in their hands. Showing the rest of the planet who was boss. The guests did not notice the dozen or so sharpshooters placed discreetly on the upper terrace in case the creature on trial displayed any new magical powers. There was little chance of a subterranean rescue as the entire hall was built on a foundation of steel rods and concrete.

Kronski milked the moment, rising slowly from his seat, sauntering across to the prosecutor’s podium.

He steepled his fingers, allowing the tension to build, then began his presentation.

‘Every year we put a rare animal on trial.’

There were a few hoots from the audience, which Kronski waved away good-naturedly.

‘A real trial where the host prosecutes and one of you lucky people gets to defend. The idea is simple. If you can convince a jury of your unprejudiced peers …’

More hooting.

‘… that the creature in this cage contributes positively to human existence on this planet, then we will free the creature. This, believe it or not, did happen once in 1983. A little before my time, but I am assured it actually happened. If the defence counsel’s peers are not convinced of the animal’s usefulness, then I press this button.’ And here Kronski’s bulbous fingers twiddled playfully with an oversized red button on his remote control. ‘And the animal drops from its cage into the pit, passing the laser beam that activates the gas-powered flame jets. Voilà: instant cremation.

‘Allow me to demonstrate. Indulge me, it’s a new pit. I’ve been testing it all week.’

He nodded at one of the staff, who yanked up a section of the grid with a steel hook. Kronski then picked a melon from a fruit platter and tossed it into the pit. There was a beep, followed by an eruption of blue-white flame gouts from nozzles ranged around the pit walls. The melon was burned to black floating crisps.

The display drew an impressed round of applause, but not everyone appreciated Kronski’s grandstanding.

Jeffrey Coontz-Meyers cupped both hands round his mouth. ‘Come on, Damon. What have we got tonight? Not another monkey. Every year it’s monkeys.’

Generally interruptions would irritate Kronski, but not tonight. On this night all hectoring, however witty, would be swept from people’s memories the second that curtain was drawn aside.

‘No, Jeffrey, not another monkey. What if …’

Jeffrey Coontz-Meyers groaned vocally. ‘Please, no more what ifs. We had half a dozen with the fish. Show us the blasted creature.’

Kronski bowed. ‘As you wish.’

He thumbed a button on his remote control and a large-view screen descended from the rafters, covering the back wall. Another button pushed and the curtain concealing the caged creature swished smoothly to one side.

Holly was revealed, cuffed to the baby chair, her eyes darting and furious.

At first the main reaction was puzzlement.

Was it a little girl?

It’s just a child.

Has Kronski gone mad? I knew he sang to himself, but this?

Then the Extinctionists’ eyes were drawn to the screen, which was displaying a feed from a camera clamped to the cage.

Oh, my Lord. Her ears. Look at her ears.

She’s not human.

What is that? What is it?

Tommy Kirkenhazard stood. ‘This better not be a hoax, Damon. Or we’ll string you up.’

‘Two points,’ said Kronski softly. ‘First, this is no hoax. I have unearthed an undiscovered species – as a matter of fact, I believe it to be a fairy. Second, if this were a hoax, you would not be stringing anyone up, Kirkenhazard. My men would cut you down before you could wave that ridiculous hat of yours and shout yee-haw.’

Sometimes it was good to send a shiver down people’s spines. Remind them where the power was.

‘Of course, your scepticism is to be expected, welcomed in fact. To put your minds at rest, I will need a volunteer from the audience. How about you, Tommy? How’s that backbone of yours?’

Tommy Kirkenhazard gulped down half a glass of whiskey to bolster his nerves, then made his way to the cage.

Good performance, Tommy, thought Kronski. It’s almost as if we hadn’t arrange this little confrontation to give me a bit more credibility.

Kirkenhazard stood as close to Holly as he dared, then reached in slowly to tweak her ear.

‘My saints, it’s no fake. This is the real deal.’ He stood back and the truth of what was happening filled his face with joy. ‘We got ourselves a fairy.’

Kirkenhazard rushed across to Kronski’s podium, pumping his hand, clapping his back.

And so my biggest critic is converted. The rest will follow like sheep. Useful animals, sheep.

Kronski silently congratulated himself.

‘I will prosecute the fairy, as is the tradition,’ Kronski told the crowd. ‘But who will defend? Which unlucky member will draw the black ball? Who will it be?’

Kronski nodded at the mâitre d’.

‘Bring the bag.’

Like many ancient organizations, the Extinctionists were bound by tradition, and one of these traditions was that the creature on trial could be defended by any member of the assembly and, if no member were willing, one would be chosen by lottery. A bag of white balls, with one black.
 The spherical equivalent of the short straw.

‘No need for the bag,’ said a voice. ‘I will defend the creature.’

Heads turned to locate the speaker. It was a slender young man with a goatee and piercing blue eyes. He was wearing tinted glasses and a lightweight linen suit.

Kronski had noticed him earlier, but could not put a name to the face, which disturbed him.

‘And you are?’ he asked, while swivelling his laptop so that the built-in camera was aimed at this stranger.

The young man smiled. ‘Why don’t we give your identification software a moment to whisper the answer to you.’

Kronski thumbed enter, the computer captured an image and five seconds later plucked membership details from the Extinctionists’ file.

Malachy Pasteur. Young French-Irish heir to an abattoir empire. Made a sizeable donation to the Extinctionists’ coffers. His first conference. Like all the attendees, Pasteur was thoroughly vetted before his invitation was issued. A valuable addition to the ranks.

Kronski was all charm.

‘Master Pasteur, we are delighted to welcome you to Morocco. But, tell me, why would you wish to defend this creature? Her fate is almost certainly sealed.’

The young man walked briskly to the podium. ‘I enjoy a challenge. It is a mental exercise.’

‘Defending vermin is an exercise?’

‘Especially vermin,’ retorted Pasteur, lifting the lid on his laptop. ‘It is easy to defend a servile, useful animal like the common cow. But this?
 This will be a hard-fought battle.’

‘A pity to be crushed in battle so young,’ said Kronski, his lower lip hanging with mock sympathy.

Pasteur drummed his fingers on the podium. ‘I have always liked your style, Doctor Kronski. Your commitment to the ideals of Extinctionism. For years I have followed your career, since I was a boy in Dublin, in fact. Lately, however, I feel that the organization has lost its way, and I am not the only one with this notion.’

Kronski ground his teeth. So that was it. A naked challenge to his leadership.

‘Be careful what you say, Pasteur. You tread on dangerous ground.’

Pasteur glanced at the floor below him, where ice water still sloshed in the pit beneath. ‘You mean I could sleep with the fishes. You would kill me, Doctor? A mere boy. I don’t think that would bolster your credibility much.’

He’s right, fumed Kronski. I can’t kill him; I must win this trial.

The doctor forced his mouth to smile. ‘I don’t kill humans,’ he said. ‘Just animals. Like the animal in this cage.’

Kronski’s many supporters applauded, but that still left many silent.

I was wrong to come here, Kronski realized.
 It is too remote. Nowhere for private jets to land. Next year I will find somewhere in Europe. I will announce the move as soon as I crush this whelp.

‘Allow me to explain the rules,’ continued Kronski, thinking, Explaining the rules puts me in charge, giving me the upper hand, psychologically speaking.

‘No need,’ said Pasteur brusquely. ‘I have read several transcripts. The prosecutor puts his case, the defender puts his case. A few minutes of lively debate, then each table votes. Simple. Can we please proceed, Doctor? No one here appreciates their time being wasted.’

Clever, young man. Putting yourself on the same side as the jury. No matter. I know these people and they will never acquit a beast, no matter how pretty she is.

‘Very well. We shall proceed.’ He selected a document on his desktop. His opening statement. Kronski knew it by heart, but it was comforting to have the words easily accessible.

‘People say that we Extinctionists hate animals,’ began Kronski. ‘But this is not the case. We do not hate poor dumb animals, rather we love humans. We love humans and will do whatever it takes to ensure that we, as a race, survive for as long as possible. This planet has limited resources and I, for one, say we should hoard them for ourselves. Why should humans starve when dumb animals grow fat? Why should humans freeze when beasts lie toasty warm in their coats of fur?’

Malachy Pasteur made a noise somewhere between a cough and a chuckle. ‘Really, Doctor Kronski, I have read several variations on this speech. Every year, it seems, you trot out the same simplistic arguments. Can we please focus on the creature before us tonight?’

A tittering ripple spread among the banquet guests, and Kronski had to struggle to contain his temper. It seemed he had a battle on his hands. Very well, then.

‘Most amusing, boy. I was going to take it easy on you, but now the gloves are off.’

‘We are delighted to hear it.’

We? We? Pasteur was swinging the Extinctionists his way without them even knowing it.

Kronski summoned every last drop of charisma from inside himself, flashing back to his youth, to those long summer days spent watching his evangelist daddy whip up the crowds inside a canvas tent.

He raised his arms high, each finger bent back until the tendons strained.

‘This is not what we are about, people,’ he thundered. ‘We did not travel all this way for some petty verbal sparring. This is what the Extinctionists are about.’ Kronski pointed a rigid finger at Holly. ‘Ridding our planet of creatures like this.’

Kronski shot a sideways glance at Pasteur, who was leaning, chin on hands, a bemused look on his face. Standard opposition behaviour.

‘We have a new species here, friends. A dangerous species. It can make itself invisible, it can hypnotize through speech. It was
 armed.’

And, to much oohing from the crowd, Kronski drew forth Holly’s Neutrino handgun from his pocket.

‘Do any of us wish to face a future where this could be pointed in our faces? Do we? The answer, I think, is clearly no. Now, I’m not going to pretend that this is the last one of its kind. I feel certain that there are thousands of these fairies, or aliens, or whatever, all around us.
 But does that mean we should grovel and release this little creature? I say no. I say we send a message.
 Execute one and the rest will know we mean business. The governments of the world despise us now, but tomorrow they will come banging down our door for guidance.’ Time for the big finish. ‘We are Extinctionists, and our time is now!’

It was a good speech and drew wave after wave of applause, which Pasteur rode out with the same bemused expression.

Kronski accepted the applause with a boxer’s rolling of the shoulders, then nodded towards the opposite podium.

‘The floor is yours, boy.’

Pasteur straightened and cleared his throat …

*

… Artemis straightened and cleared his throat. The fake beard glued to his chin itched like crazy, but he resisted the impulse to scratch it. In a fair arena, he would destroy Kronski’s arguments in about five seconds, but this was not a fair arena, or even a sane one. These people were bloodthirsty, jaded billionaires, using their money to buy illicit excitement.
 Murder was just another service that could be purchased. He needed to handle this crowd carefully. Push the right buttons. First of all he had to establish himself as one of them.

‘When I was young, and the family wintered in South Africa, my grandfather would tell me stories of a time when people had the right attitude towards animals. We kill ’em when it suits us, he said to me. When it serves our purposes. This is what the Extinctionists used to be about. A species was not protected unless we humans benefited from its survival.
 We kill when it benefits us.
 If an animal is using the planet’s resources and not directly contributing to our health, safety and comfort, we wipe it out. Simple as that. This was an ideal worth fighting for. Worth killing for. But this …’ Artemis pointed at the pit below him and Holly in her cage. ‘This is a circus. This is an insult to the memory of our ancestors, who gave their time and gold to the Extinctionists’ cause.’

Artemis worked hard on his eye contact, connecting with as many people as possible in the audience. Lingering for a moment with everyone.

‘We have an opportunity to learn from this creature. We owe it to our predecessors to find out if she can contribute to our coffers. If this is in reality a fairy, then who knows what magic it possesses. Magic that could be yours. If we kill this fairy,
 we will never know what unimaginable wealth dies with it.’

Artemis bowed. He had made his point. It would not be enough to sway the bloodthirsty Extinctionists, he knew, but it might be enough to make Kronski feel a little less cocky.

The doctor was waving his hands before the echo of Artemis’s voice faded.

‘How many times must we listen to this argument?’ he wondered. ‘Master Pasteur accuses me of repeating myself while he repeats the tired argument of every defence counsel we have ever listened to.’ Kronski tapped his lips in horror. ‘Ooh, let us not kill the creature for it is potentially the source of all our power and wealth. I remember spending a fortune on a sea slug that was supposed to cure arthritis. All we got was very expensive goo.
 This is all supposition.’

‘But this creature is magical,’ objected Artemis, banging the podium with a fist.
 ‘We have all heard how she can turn invisible. Even now her mouth is taped so she cannot hypnotize us.
 Imagine the power we could wield if we were to unlock the secrets of these gifts. If nothing else, they would better prepare us to deal with the rest of her kind.’

Kronski’s main problem was that he agreed with much of his opposition’s argument.
 It made perfect sense to save the creature and tease her secrets from her, but he could not afford to lose this argument. If he did, he might as well hand over the leadership.

‘We have tried to interrogate her. Our best men tried and she told us nothing.’

‘It is difficult to talk with a taped mouth,’ Artemis noted drily.

Kronski drew himself to his full height, lowering the timbre of his voice for effect. ‘The human race faces its most deadly enemy and you want to cosy up to it. That is not how we Extinctionists do things. If there is a threat, we wipe it out. That is how it has always been.’

This brought a roar of approval from the crowd, bloodlust trumping logic every time. Several members were on their feet, hollering. They had had enough of argument and wanted some action.

Kronski’s face was flushed with victory.

He thinks it’s over, thought Artemis. Poor man, and then, This beard really itches.

He waited calmly until the furore had trailed away, then came out from behind the podium.

‘I was hoping to spare you this, Doctor,’ he said. ‘Because I respect you so much.’

Kronski flapped his lips. ‘Spare me what, Master Pasteur?’

‘You know what. I think you have pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes long enough.’

Kronski was not in the least worried. The boy was beaten and everything else was was just irritating chatter. Still, why not let Pasteur dig a hole for himself?

‘And what wool would that be?’

‘Are you certain you want me to continue?’

Kronski’s teeth glittered when he smiled. ‘Oh, absolutely certain.’

‘As you wish,’ said Artemis, approaching the dock. ‘This creature was not our original defendant. Up until yesterday we had a lemur. Not quite a monkey, Mister Kirkenhazard, but close enough. I say we had a lemur, but in truth we almost had a lemur. It went missing at the pick-up. Then, and this is important, then we were sold this creature by the same boy who almost sold us the lemur, undoubtedly paid for from Extinctionists’ funds. Does anyone else think this is a little off? I do. This boy keeps his lemur and sells us a supposed fairy.’

Kronski was not so cocky now. This Pasteur fellow had a lot of information.

‘Supposed fairy?’

‘That’s right. Supposed. We have only your word for it, and of course that of Mister Kirkenhazard, who apparently is your worst enemy. Nobody is falling for that ruse, I assure you.’

‘Examine the thing yourself,’ blurted Kronski, glossing over the Kirkenhazard accusation. ‘This is an easy argument to win.’

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ said Artemis. ‘I believe I shall.’

Artemis approached the cage. This was the tricky part as it required sleight of hand and coordination, which were the elements in every plan that he usually left to Butler.

His pocket bulged slightly with a couple of adhesive Nu-skin bandages taken from Mulch’s medi-kit. He had told the security guard they were nicotine patches and so he had been allowed bring them through to the banquet. The bandages’ adhesive was activated by skin contact and they moulded themselves to the contours they were applied to, assuming the colour and texture of the surrounding skin.

Artemis’s fingers hovered over his pocket, but it was not yet time to touch a bandage. It would simply stick to his own hand. Instead, he reached into his other pocket for the phone he had stolen from the Bentley back at Rathdown Park.

‘This phone is invaluable to me,’ he told the Extinctionists. ‘It’s a little bulkier than other phones, but that is because I have been installing add-ons for years. It is an amazing thing, really. I can stream television, watch movies, check my stocks, all the standard stuff. But I also have an X-ray camera and display. Just give me a second.’ Artemis pressed a few buttons, linking the phone by Bluetooth to the laptops and from there to the large-view screen.

‘Ah, here we are,’ Artemis said, passing the phone in front of his hand. On screen an arrangement of phalanges, metacarpals and carpals stood out darkly inside a pale foam of flesh. ‘You see the bones of my hand quite clearly. This is a very good projection system you have, Doctor Kronski.
 I congratulate you.’

Kronski’s smile was as fake as the congratulations had been.

‘Do you have a point, Pasteur, or are you just showing us how clever you are?’

‘Oh, I have a point, Doctor. And the point is that were it not for the wideness of the brow and the pointed ears, this creature would seem remarkably like a little girl.’

Kronski snorted. ‘A pity about the ears and brow. But for them you would have an argument.’

‘Precisely,’ said Artemis, and passed the phone before Holly’s face. On screen, he played a short movie file he had constructed back in the shuttle. It showed Holly’s skull with dark dense shapes on temples and ears.

‘Implants,’ crowed Artemis. ‘Clearly the result of surgery. This fairy is a clever fake. You have tried to dupe us, Kronski.’

Kronski’s denials were lost in the roar of the crowd. The Extinctionists surged to their feet, decrying this despicable con-job.

‘You lied to me, Damon!’ shouted Tommy Kirkenhazard, with something like anguish. ‘To me.’

‘Put him in the pit,’ called Contessa Irina Kostovich, her face as feral as that of the Honshu wolf on her shoulder. ‘Make Kronski extinct. He deserves it for dragging us here.’

Kronski upped the volume on his podium mike. ‘This is ridiculous. If you have been tricked, then so have I. No! I will not believe it. This boy, this Pasteur, is lying. My fairy is real.
 Just give me a chance to prove it.’

‘I have not finished, Doctor,’ cried Artemis, stepping boldly to the dock. In both hands he held a Nu-skin patch, slipped into his palms during the confusion. He could feel pinpricks of heat on his flesh as the adhesive was activated. He had to act quickly or his plans would be reduced to two flesh-coloured pads on his own hands.

‘These ears do not seem right to me. And your friend Mister Kirkenhazard was most gentle with them.’

Artemis scrunched one Nu-skin patch into a rough cone, sealing the adhesive on itself. He thrust the other hand through the bars and make a great show of tugging on the tip, while in reality spreading the second bandage over Holly’s ear. Covering the entire tip and most of the auricle.

‘It’s coming away,’ he grunted, making sure to mask the cage’s camera with his forearm. ‘I have it.’

Seconds later the bandage was dry and one of Holly’s ears was totally obscured.
 Artemis looked her in the eye and winked.

Play along, the wink said. I will get you out of this.

At least Artemis hoped this was what his wink communicated and not something like
 any chance of another kiss later?

Back to business.

‘It’s a fake,’ called Artemis, holding high the crumpled flesh-coloured bandage.
 ‘It came off in my hand.’

Holly obligingly presented her profile to the web cam. No more pointed ear.

Outrage was the dominant reaction from the Extinctionists.

Kronski had tricked them all or, even worse, he had been bamboozled by a boy.

Artemis held the supposed fake ear aloft, squeezing it as though he were strangling a poisonous snake.

‘Is this the man we want to lead us? Has Doctor Kronski displayed sound judgement in this case?’

Artemis threw the ‘ear’ to the ground. ‘And supposedly this creature can hypnotize us all. I rather think her mouth is covered so she cannot speak.’

With one sharp movement, he ripped the tape from Holly’s mouth. She winced and shot Artemis a dour glare, but then quickly dissolved into tears, playing the part of human victim to perfection.

‘I didn’t want to do it,’ she sobbed.

‘Do what?’ Artemis prompted.

‘Doctor Kronski took me from the orphanage.’

Artemis raised an eyebrow. The orphanage? Holly was ad-libbing.

‘He told me if I had the implants, then I could live in America. After the operation I changed my mind, but the doctor wouldn’t let me go.’

‘An orphanage,’ said Artemis. ‘Why, that’s bordering on the unbelievable.’

Holly’s chin dropped. ‘He said he’d kill me if I told.’

Artemis was outraged. ‘He said he’d kill you. And this is the man steering our organization. A man who hunts humans as well as animals.’ He pointed an accusing finger at a bewildered Kronski. ‘You, sir, are worse than the creatures we all despise, and I demand you release this poor girl.’

Kronski was finished and he knew it. But something could still be salvaged from this mess. He still had the group’s account numbers and he was the only one with the combination to the compound safe. He could be out of this place in two hours with enough riches to last a few years. All he had to do was somehow stop this Pasteur boy hamming it up.

And then he remembered. Ham!

‘And what about this?’ he shouted, brandishing Holly’s gun. ‘I suppose this is fake too.’

The Extinctionists drew back. Cowering behind their seats.

‘Absolutely,’ sneered Artemis. ‘A child’s toy. Nothing more.’

‘Would you stake your life on it?’

Artemis appeared to hesitate. ‘N-no need for dramatics, Doctor. Your cause is lost. Accept it.’

‘No,’ snapped Kronski. ‘If the gun is real, then the creature is real. And if she is not real, as you insist, then you have nothing to fear.’

Artemis summoned his courage. ‘Very well, do your worst.’ He stood squarely before the tiny needle barrel, offering his chest.

‘You are about to die, Pasteur,’ said Kronski, without much sympathy.

‘Perhaps I would be, if you could squeeze your chubby finger into the trigger guard,’ said Artemis, almost as if he were goading the doctor into action.

‘To hell with you, then!’ barked Kronski, and pulled the trigger.

Nothing much happened. A spark and a slight hum from the inner workings.

‘It’s broken,’ gasped the doctor.

‘You don’t say,’ said Artemis, who had remote-destructed the Neutrino’s charge pack from the shuttle.

Kronski raised his palms. ‘OK, boy. OK. Give me a moment to think.’

‘Just let the girl go, Doctor. Save a shred of dignity. We don’t execute humans.’

‘I am in charge here. I just need a second to gather myself. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This is not how she said it would go …’

The doctor rested his elbows on the lectern, rubbing his eyes beneath the round tinted spectacles.

How she said it would go? thought Artemis. Were there unseen forces at work here?

While Artemis was puzzling and Kronski’s world collapsed around his ample shoulders, mobile phones began to ring in the banqueting hall. A lot of people were receiving messages all of a sudden. In moments the room rang with a discordant symphony of beeps, brrrs and polyphonic tunes.

Kronski ignored this strange development, but Artemis was anxious. He had things under control now and did not need anything to redress the scales, or for that matter tip Kronski over the edge.

The reactions to the incoming messages were a mixture of shock and glee.

Oh, my God. Is this true? Is it real?

Play it again. Turn up the volume.

I don’t believe this. Kronski, you fool.

That’s the last straw. We are a joke. The Extinctionists are finished.

Artemis realized that all these messages were in fact the same message. Someone had an Extinctionists’ database and was sending them all a video.

Artemis’s own phone trilled gently. Of course it would, he had put his fake identity on every Extinctionist database he could find. And as his phone was still linked to the giant screen, the video mail began to play automatically.

Artemis recognized the scene immediately. The leather souq. And the main player was Kronski, standing on one leg, squealing with a high-pitched ruptured-balloon intensity. Comical was not the word for it. Ridiculous, farcical and pathetic were words that came close. One thing was certain, having seen the video, no one in their right mind could respect this man ever again, much less follow his lead.

While the video played, a short message scrolled below the picture.

Here we see Doctor Damon Kronski, the president of the Extinctionists, displaying surprising balance for a man his size. This reporter has learned that Kronski turned against animals when he was mauled by an escaped koala at one of his politician father’s rallies in Cleveland. Witnesses to the mauling say that young Damon ‘squealed so sharp he coulda cut glass’. A talent the good doctor does not seem to have lost. Squeal, baby, squeal.

Artemis sighed. I did this, he realized.
 It’s just the kind of thing I would do.

At another time, he would have appreciated this touch, but not now. Not when he was so close to freeing Holly.

Speaking of Holly.

‘Artemis, get me out of here,’ she hissed.

‘Yes, of course. Time to go.’

Artemis rifled his pockets for a handy wipe. Inside the wipe were three long, coarse hairs donated by Mulch Diggums. Dwarf hairs are actually antennae that dwarfs use to navigate in dark tunnels, and have been adapted by the resourceful race to serve as skeleton keys. No doubt, Holly’s Omnitool would have been handier, but Artemis could not risk losing that to security. The wipe had kept the hairs moist and pliable until they were needed.

Artemis removed the first hair, blew a speck of moisture from its tip and inserted it into the cage lock, working it through the cogs. As soon as he felt the hair harden in his fingers, he turned the makeshift key and the door sprang open.

‘Thank you, Mulch,’ he whispered, then went to work on Holly’s centrally locked cuffs. The third hair would not even be needed. In seconds Holly was free and rubbing her wrists.

‘Orphanage?’ said Artemis. ‘You don’t think that was overdoing it?’

‘Boo hoo,’ said Holly briskly. ‘Let’s just get back to the shuttle.’

It was not to be that straightforward.

Kronski was being herded into a corner by a group of Extinctionists. They harangued and even prodded and poked the doctor, ignoring his arguments, while overhead the video message played again and again.

Oops, thought Artemis, closing his phone.

Inevitably perhaps, Kronski cracked. He batted his tormentors aside like bowling pins, clearing a circle of breathing space for himself, then, panting, he pulled a walkie-talkie from its clip on his belt.

‘Secure the area,’ he wheezed into the device. ‘Use all necessary force.’

Even though the Domaine des Hommes security guards were technically working for the Extinctionists, their loyalties lay with the man who paid their salaries. That man was Damon Kronski. He might dress like a demented peacock and have the manners of a desert dog, but he knew the combination to the safe and paid the wages on time.

The sharpshooters on the upper terrace sent a few warning shots over the crowd’s head, which caused utter pandemonium.

‘Lock the building down,’ said Kronski into the walkie-talkie. ‘I need time to gather my funds. Ten thousand dollars in cash for every man who stands by me.’

There was no need for further incentive. Ten thousand dollars was two years’ wages to these men.

Doors and shutters were slammed down and manned by burly guards, each one brandishing a rifle or a custom-made Moroccan nimcha sword with rhino grip that Kronski had had made for the security team.

The spooked Extinctionists bolted towards bathrooms or alcoves, anywhere that might have a window. They frantically punched numbers into their phones, screaming for help from anyone, anywhere.

A few were more resourceful. Tommy Kirkenhazard pulled out a ceramic handgun he had smuggled in under his hat and took a few potshots at the upper terrace from behind a heavy teak bar.
 He was answered by a volley from above, with shattered bottles, mirrors and glasses sending slivers flying like arrowheads.

With a straight fingered jab to the solar plexus, a tall Asian man quickly disarmed a door guard.

‘This way!’ he called, flinging the fire door wide. The portal was quickly jammed with Extinctionist torsos.

Artemis and Holly sheltered behind the cage, watching for a way out.

‘Can you shield?’

Holly twisted her chin and one arm rippled out of sight. ‘I’m low on juice. I have just about enough for a minute or two. I’ve been saving it.’

Artemis scowled. ‘You are always low on juice. Didn’t Number One fill you up with his signature magic?’

‘Maybe if your bodyguard hadn’t plugged me with a dart – twice. Maybe if I hadn’t had to heal you at Rathdown Park. And maybe if I hadn’t been shielding in the souq, trying to find your monkey.’

‘Lemur,’ said Artemis. ‘At least we saved Jayjay.’

Holly ducked as a hail of glass shot over her head. ‘My goodness, Artemis. You sound like you actually care about an animal. Nice beard by the way.’

‘Thank you. Now, do you think you could shield for long enough to disarm those two guards on the kitchen door behind us?’

Holly sized the two men up. Both had shotguns and were radiating enough malevolence to ripple the air. ‘Shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Good. Do it quietly. We don’t want another bottleneck. If we do get separated, let’s meet somewhere close. At the souq.’

‘OK,’ said Holly, vibrating into invisibility.

A second later Artemis felt a hand on his shoulder, and heard a disembodied voice in his ear.

‘You came for me,’ whispered Holly. ‘Thank you.’ Then the hand was gone.

*

All magic has a price. When fairies shield, they sacrifice fine motor skills and clear thought. It is infinitely more difficult to do a jigsaw when your body is vibrating faster than a hummingbird’s wings, even if your brain could stop rattling for long enough to focus on the puzzle.

In the LEP Academy, Holly had picked up a tip from an Atlantean gym coach. It really helped to beat the shield-shakes if you sucked your lower abdominals in and up, strengthening your core. It gave you something to focus on and held your torso a little tighter.

Holly practised the exercise as she crossed the banquet floor towards the kitchen.
 When a frantic, butter-knife-wielding Extinctionist missed her by a shade, she thought that sometimes being invisible was more dangerous than being in plain sight.

The two guards on the door were actually growling at anyone who ventured too close. They were big, even for humans, and Holly was glad that no fine motor skill would be called for.
 Two quick jabs into the nerve cluster above the knee should be plenty to bring these guys down.

Simple, thought Holly, then, I shouldn’t have thought that. Whenever you think that, something goes wrong.

Of course she was dead right.

Someone started firing on Kronski’s guards. Silver darts streaked through the air, then punctured skin with a sickening thunk.

Holly knew instinctively who the shooter was, then her suspicions were confirmed when she spotted a familiar silhouette anchored in the roof beams.

Butler!

The bodyguard was draped in a desert blanket, but Holly identified him from the shape of his head and also from his unmistakable shooting position: left elbow cocked out a little more than most marksmen preferred.

Young Artemis sent him back to clear a path for us, she realized. Or maybe Butler made the decision himself.

Whichever it was, Butler was not helping as much as he hoped. With the guards dropping at the fire exit, the Extinctionists were piling over their fallen captors, desperate to be free of this building.

Caged Extinctionists, thought Holly. I’m sure Artemis appreciates that irony.

Just as Holly drew back her fists, the two guards at the kitchen door clutched their necks and pitched forward, unconscious before they hit the floor.

Nice shooting. Two shots in under a second from eighty metres out. With darts too, which are about as accurate as wet sponges.

She was not the only one to notice the unguarded door. A dozen hysterical Extinctionists rushed the portal, screaming like rock-band fans.

We need to exit this building. Now.

Holly turned towards Artemis, but he was lost in a clump of advancing Extinctionists.

He must be somewhere in there, she thought, then she was pinned by the mob, borne aloft and into the kitchen.

‘Artemis,’ she called, completely forgetting that she was still invisible.
 ‘Artemis!’

But he was nowhere to be seen. The world was a melee of elbows and torsos. Sweat and screams. Voices were in her ears and ragged breath on her face, and by the time she had disentangled herself from the pack, the banquet hall was virtually deserted. A few stragglers, but no Artemis.

The souq, she thought. I will find him in the souq.

*

Artemis tensed himself to run. As soon as Holly took the guards out of commission, he would sprint as fast as he could and pray that he didn’t trip and fall. Imagine, to endure all of this only to be defeated by a lack of coordination. Butler would be sure to say
 I told you so when they met in the afterlife.

Suddenly the pandemonium level jumped a few notches, and the screaming of the Extinctionists reminded Artemis of Rathdown Park’s panicked animals.

Caged Extinctionists, he thought. Oh, the irony.

The kitchen-door guards fell, clutching their throats.

Nice work, Captain.

Artemis bent low, like a sprinter waiting for the gun, then catapulted himself from his hiding place behind the dock.

Kronski hit him broadside with his full weight, tumbling them both through the railings into the dock. Artemis landed heavily on the baby chair and it collapsed underneath him, one of its arms raking along his side.

‘This is all your fault,’ squealed Kronski. ‘This was supposed to be the best night of my life.’

Artemis felt himself being smothered. His mouth and nose were jammed by sweat-soaked purple material.

He intends to kill me, thought Artemis.
 I have pushed him too far.

There was no time for planning and, even if there were time, this was not one of those situations where a handy mathematical theorem could be found to get Artemis out of his predicament. There was only only one thing to do: lash out.

So Artemis kicked, punched and gouged. He buried his knee in Kronski’s ample stomach and blinded him with his fists.

All very superficial blows which had little lasting effect, except one. Artemis’s right heel brushed against Kronski chest. Kronski didn’t even feel it. But the heel connected briefly with the oversized button on the remote control in the doctor’s pocket, releasing the dock trapdoor.

The second his brain registered the loss of back support, Artemis knew what had happened.

I am dead, he realized. Sorry, Mother.

Artemis fell bodily into the pit, breaking the laser beam with his elbow. There was a beep and half a second later the pit was filled with blue-white flame that blasted black scorch marks in the walls.

Nothing could have survived.

Kronski braced himself against the dock rails, perspiration dripping from the tip of his nose into the pit, evaporating on the way down.

Do I feel bad about what just happened? he asked himself, aware that psychologists recommended facing trauma head-on in order to avoid stress in later life.

No, he found. I don’t.
 In fact, I feel as though a weight has been lifted from my shoulders.

Kronski raised himself up with a great creaking and cracking of knees.

Now, where’s the other one? he wondered.
 I still have some weight to lose.

*

Artemis saw the flames blossom around him. He saw his skin glow blue with their light and heard their raw roar, then he was through, unscathed.

Impossible.

Obviously not. Obviously, these flames had more bark about them than bite.

Holograms?

The pit floor yielded beneath his weight with a hiss of pneumatics, and Artemis found himself in a sub-chamber looking up at heavy steel doors swinging closed above him.

The view from inside a swing-top bin.

A very high-tech swing-top bin, with expanding gel hinges. Fairy design, without a doubt.

Artemis remembered something Kronski had said earlier.

This is not how she said it would go …

She… she.

Fairy design. Endangered species. What fairy had been harvesting lemur brain fluid even before the Spelltropy epidemic?

Artemis paled. Not her. Please not her.

What do I have to do? he thought. How many times must I save the world from this lunatic?

He scrambled to his knees and saw he had been funnelled on to a padded pallet.
 Before he could roll off, Octobonds sprang from recessed apertures along the pallet’s steel rim, trussing him tighter than a tumbled rodeo cow. Purple gas hissed from a dozen overhead nozzles, shrouding the pallet.

Hold your breath, Artemis told himself.
 Animals don’t know to hold their breaths.

He held on until it felt as though his sternum would split, and then just as he was about to exhale and suck in a huge breath, a second gas was pumped into the chamber, crystallizing the first. It fell on to Artemis’s face like purple snowflakes.

You are asleep now. Play possum.

A small door sank smoothly into the floor with a sound like air being blown through a straw.

Artemis peeked through one half-closed eye.

Magnetic field, he thought dully, a band of steel creasing his forehead.

I know what I will see, but I have no wish to see it.

A pixie stood framed in the doorway, her tiny, beautiful features twisted with their customary pouting cruelty.

‘This,’ squealed Opal Koboi, pointing a vibrating finger, ‘is not a lemur.’







Chapter 13

The Hairy One is Dead

 The leather souq

[image: image]

BUTLER jogged from the Extinctionists’ compound to the leather souq. Artemis was waiting in the building in which they had planned the previous day’s exchange. Police presence in Fez amounted to no more than a couple of two-man patrols and so it was easy for someone of Butler’s experience to sneak around without being detected.
 Though it was hardly illegal to visit a medina, it was certainly frowned on to stroll around a tourist area with a large rifle strapped to one’s back.

Butler ducked into a dark corner and quickly broke down his dart rifle into almost a dozen parts, slotting them into various rubbish tips. It was possible that he could slip the Fez Saïss airport customs men some baksheesh and simply stow the weapon under his seat, but these days it was better to be safe than sorry.

Ten-year-old Artemis was sitting at a pre-arranged spot in one of the sniper windows, picking non-existent lint from his jacket sleeve, which was his version of nervous pacing.

‘Well?’ he asked, steeling himself for the answer.

‘The female got out,’ said Butler. He thought it better not to mention that the long-haired male had had everything under control until Artemis’s video arrived.

Artemis caught the implication. ‘The female? The other one was there too?’

Butler nodded. ‘The hairy one is dead. He attempted a rescue and it didn’t work out.’

Artemis gasped. ‘Dead?’ he said. ‘Dead?’

‘Repeating the word won’t change its meaning,’ said Butler sharply. ‘He tried to rescue his friend and Kronski killed him for it. But what’s done is done, eh? And at least we have our diamonds.’ Butler checked his temper. ‘We should move out for the airport. I need to run the preflight checks.’

Artemis was left stunned and silent, unable to take his eyes from the bag of diamonds that winked accusingly from their slouched perch on his lap.

*

Holly was not having any luck. Her shield was so weak that she switched it off to save her last spark for a small healing if it was needed, and no sooner had her image solidified than one of Kronski’s goons spotted her and walkie-talkied his entire squad. Now she was running for her life through the medina, praying that Artemis was at the meeting point and that he had thought to bring the scooter.

No one was taking potshots at her, which was encouraging, unless Kronski wanted to do the potshotting himself.

No time to think about that now. Survival was the priority.

The medina was quiet this late in the evening, with only a few straggling tourists and die-hard merchants still walking the streets. Holly dodged between them, pulling down whatever she could reach to get in the way of the stampede of security men behind her. She tugged over towers of baskets, upended a kebab stand and shouldered a table of spices, dashing a white wall with multicoloured arcs.

The thunder of footsteps behind her did not recede in the least. Her tactics were not working. The security guards were simply too large and were bustling past the obstacles.

Dodge and weave, then. Lose them in the alleyways.

This tactic was no more succesful than the last. Her pursuers were familiar with the medina’s layout and coordinated their pursuit on hand-held radios, herding Holly towards the leather souq.

Where I’ll be in the open. An easy target.

Holly raced on, Artemis’s loafers cutting into her heels. A series of cries and curses arose behind her as she barged without apology through bands of tourists, and shoulder-slammed tea boys, sending trays flying.

I am corralled, she thought desperately. You’d better be waiting, Artemis.

It occurred to Holly then that she was leading the posse directly to Artemis, but there was no other option. If he were waiting, then he could help; if not, then she was on her own anyway.

She jinked left but four huffing guards blocked the alleyway, all hefting vicious long-bladed knives.

The other way, I think.

Right, then. Holly skidded into the leather souq, heels throwing up dust fans.

Where are you, Artemis?

She cast her gaze upwards towards their observation point, but there was nothing there. Not even the telltale shimmer of a hide.

He’s not here.

She felt panic scratch at her heart. Holly Short was an excellent field officer, but she was way out of her jurisdiction, her league and her time.

The leather souq was quiet now, with only a few workers scraping skins on the surrounding rooftops. Lanterns crackled below the roofline and the giant urns lurked like alien pods.
 The smell was just as bad as it had been the previous day, possibly worse, as the vats had had longer to cook. The stench of droppings hit Holly like a soft, feverish glove, further addling her mind.

Keep running. Find a nook.

Holly spent half a moment considering which body part she would trade for a weapon, then sprinted for a doorway in the adjacent wall.

A guard appeared, dragging his knife from his sheath. The blade was red. Maybe blood, maybe rust. Holly switched direction, losing a shoe in the turn. There was a window one floor up, but the wall was cracked – she could make the climb.

Two more guards. Grinning. One held a net, like a gladiator.

Holly slid to a halt.

We’re in the desert! Why does he have a fishing net?

She tried again. An alleyway barely broad enough for an adult human. She was almost there when a fat guard with a ponytail to his waist and a mouthful of yellowed teeth wedged himself into the avenue, blocking it.

Trapped. Trapped. No escape and not enough magic to shield. Not even enough to mesmerize.

It was difficult to stay calm, in spite of all her training and experience. Holly could feel her animal instincts bubble in the pit of her stomach.

Survive. Do what you have to do.

But what could she do? One unarmed, child-sized fairy against a squadron of armed muscle.

They formed a ragged circle around her, weaving between the urns in a slow-motion slalom. Every set of greedy glittering eyes focused on her face. Closer and closer they came, spreading their arms wide in case their prey made a dart for freedom.

Holly could see their scars and pockmarks, see the desert in their nails and on their cuffs. Smell their breath and count their fillings.

She cast her eyes towards the heavens.

‘Help,’ she cried.

And it began to rain diamonds.

Below the Extinctionists’ compound

‘That is not a lemur,’ repeated Opal Koboi, drumming a tiny toe on the floor. ‘I know it is not a lemur because it has no tail and it seems to be wearing clothes. This is a human, Mervall. A Mud Boy.’

A second pixie appeared in the doorway. Mervall Brill. One of the infamous Brill brothers who would break Opal out of her padded psych cell some years later. His expression was a mixture of puzzlement and terror. Not pretty on any face.

‘I don’t understand it, Miss Koboi,’ he said, twiddling the top button on his crimson lab coat. ‘It was all set up for the lemur. You mesmerized Kronski yourself.’

Opal’s nostrils flared. ‘Are you suggesting this is somehow my fault?’ She clutched her throat, as if the very idea caused her breath to fail.

‘No, no, no,’ said Mervall hurriedly. ‘It could not be Miss Koboi’s fault. Miss Koboi is, after all, perfection itself. Perfection does not make mistakes.’

This outrageous statement would be recognized as blatant toadying by right-minded people, but Opal Koboi found it fair and rational.

‘Exactly. Well said, Mervall. A pity your brother does not have a tenth of your wisdom.’

Mervall smiled and shuddered. The smile was in acceptance of the compliment, the wince was because the mention of his twin had reminded him that his brother was at this moment locked in a cage with a red river hog, as punishment for not complimenting Opal on her new boots.

Miss Koboi was having a bad day. Currently, two out of seven were bad. If things got any worse, even though the wages were astronomical, the Brill brothers might be forced to seek alternative employment.

Mervall decided to distract his boss. ‘They’re going crazy up there. Firing weapons. Duelling with cutlery. Those Extinctionists are an unstable lot.’

Opal leaned over Artemis, sniffing gently, wiggling her fingers to see if the human was awake.

‘The lemur was the last one. I was this close to being all-powerful.’

‘How close?’ asked Mervall.

Opal squinted at him. ‘Are you being funny?’

‘No. I sincerely wondered–’

‘It’s an expression,’ snapped the pixie, striding back towards the main chamber.

Mervall nodded slowly. ‘An expression. I see. What should I do with the human?’

Opal did not break her stride. ‘Oh, you might as well harvest him. Human brain fluid is a good moisturizer. Then we pack up and find that lemur ourselves.’

‘Should I dump his drained corpse in the animal pit?’

Opal threw up her arms. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. Must I tell you how to do everything? Can’t you show a little initiative?’

Mervall wheeled the pallet after his boss.

The animal pit it is, then, he thought.


 The leather souq

Diamonds rained down in glittering showers. Falling stars twinkling in the lamp light.

Young Artemis’s fee, Holly realized. He is throwing me a lifeline.

For a moment the guards were transfixed. Their faces wore the dazed expression of children who have woken and are surprised to find themselves in a good mood. They stretched out their fingers, watching the diamonds bounce and tumble.

Then one broke the spell. ‘Des diamants!’ he cried.

Hearing the word spoken aloud galvanized his companions. They dropped to their knees, patting the dusky ground for the precious stones. More dived into the pungent vats as they registered tiny plops made by stones impacting on liquid.

Mayhem,
 thought Holly. Perfect.

She glanced upwards just in time to see a small hand withdraw into the black rectangle of a window.

What made him do it? she wondered. That was a most un-Artemis-like gesture.

A guard diving past her leg reminded her that things were still pretty dire.

In their greed they have forgotten me, but perhaps they will remember their duty when the stones are pocketed.

Holly spared a moment to salute up at young Artemis’s window, then raced out of his view towards the nearest alley, only to be flattened by a puffing Damon Kronski.

‘Two for two,’ he huffed. ‘I got both of you. This must be my lucky day.’

When will this end? thought Holly incredulously. How can these things continue to happen?

Kronski pressed down on her like an enraged elephant, frown lines framing his tinted glasses, sweat flowing in sheets down his face, dripping from his pouting lip.

‘Except, this is not my lucky day, is it?’ he shouted, a keen note of hysteria on the edge of his tones. ‘You saw to that. You and your accomplice.
 Well, my gas chamber took care of him. Now I will take care of you!’

Holly was stunned.

Artemis dead?

She would not believe it. Never. How many people had written Artemis Fowl off and lived to regret it? Plenty. She was one of them.

Holly, on the other hand, was proving easier to kill. Her vision was blurring, her limbs were treading water and the weight of the world was on her chest. The only sense firing on all cylinders was her sense of smell.

What a way to go. Inhaling motes of pigeon dropping with your last breath.

She heard her ribs groan.

I wish Kronski could smell this.

An idea sparked in her brain, the last ember in a dying grate.

Why shouldn’t he smell it? It’s the least I can do.

Holly reached deep into her core of magic, searching for that last spell. There was a flicker deep inside. Not enough to shield, or even mesmerize, but perhaps a minor healing.

Usually healing spells were used on recent wounds, but Kronski’s anosmia was a lifelong ailment. Fixing it now could be dangerous and would almost certainly be painful.

Oh well, thought Holly. If it hurts him, it hurts him.

She reached up a hand past the forearm on her throat, inching it along Kronski’s face, willing the magic into her fingertips.

Kronski did not feel threatened. ‘What’s this? Are you playing got your nose?’

Holly did not answer. Instead she closed her eyes, jammed two fingers up Kronski’s nostrils and sent her last sparks of magic down those channels.

‘Heal,’ she said. A wish and a prayer.

Kronski was surprised but not initially upset.

‘Hey, what the –’ he said, then sneezed. The sneeze was powerful enough to pop his ears and roll him off his captive. ‘What are you, five years old? Sticking fingers up my nose.’ Another sneeze. Bigger this time. Blowing a trumpet of steam from each nostril.

‘This is pathetic. You people are really –’

A third sneeze, this one traumatizing the entire body. Tears streamed down Kronski’s face. His legs jittered and his glasses shattered in their frames.

‘Oh my,’ said Kronski, when he had his limbs under control. ‘Something’s different. Something has changed.’

Then the smell hit him.

‘Aarrgh,’ said Kronski, and began to squeal. His tendons tightened, his toes pointed and his fingers ripped holes in the air.

‘Wow,’ said Holly, massaging her throat. This was a stronger reaction than expected.

The smell was bad, but Kronski acted like he was dying. What Holly had not fully grasped was the power of the doctor’s awakened sense of smell. Imagine the joy of seeing for the first time, or the euphoria of a first step. Then square that feeling and make it negative. Take a ball of poison, dip it in thorns and manure, wrap it in a poultice of festering bandages, boil the whole lot in a cauldron of unspeakably vile excretions and shove it up your nose.

This is what Kronski could smell, and it was driving him out of his mind.

He lay flat on his back, flinching and pawing the sky.

‘Foul,’ he said, repeating the word over and over. ‘Foul, foul. Fowl, Fowl.’

Holly crawled to her knees, coughing and spitting on to the dry sand. Her entire being felt battered and bruised from back to spirit. She looked at Kronski’s expression and realized that there was no point in asking him questions. The president of the Extinctionists was beyond logical conversation for the time being.

Possibly for good, she thought. I don’t see him leading any international organizations for a while.

Holly noticed something. One of Kronski’s lenses had completely shattered, revealing the eyeball underneath. The iris was a strange violet, almost the same shade as the spectacles had been, but this was not what caught Holly’s attention. The edge of the retina was ragged, as though it had been nibbled on by tiny sclera fish.

This man has been mesmerized, Holly realized.
 A fairy is controlling him.

She climbed to her feet and hobbled one-shoed down the nearest alley, the voices of squabbling greed fading behind her.

If a fairy is involved, then nothing is as it seems. And, if nothing is as it seems, then perhaps Artemis Fowl still lives.

Below the Extinctionists’ Compound

Mervall Brill winked at himself in the chrome door of a body freezer.

I am a handsome chap, he thought, and this lab coat covers the paunch rather well.

‘Brill!’ called Opal from her office. ‘How is that brain fluid coming?’

Merv jumped. ‘Just sucking him dry now, Miss Koboi.’

The pixie put his weight behind the trolley with its human cargo, trundling it down a short corridor to the lab itself. Being stuck in this tiny facility with Opal Koboi was no picnic. Just the three of them for weeks on end, draining the fluids from endangered species. Opal could afford to hire a thousand lab assistants to work for her, but she was über-paranoid about secrecy.
 Opal’s level of paranoia was such that she had begun to suspect plants and inanimate objects of spying on her.

‘I can grow cameras!’ she had shrieked at the Brill brothers during one briefing.
 ‘Who’s to say that despicable centaur Foaly hasn’t succeeded in splicing surveillance equipment to plants. So get rid of all the flowers. Rocks too. I don’t trust them. Sullen little blëbers.’

So the Brill twins had spent an afternoon scouring the facility for anything that might contain a bug. Even the recycling toilet-scent blocks had to go, as Opal was convinced they were photographing her when she used the facilities.

Still, though, Miss Koboi is right to be paranoid, Merv admitted, as he barged through the lab double doors. If the LEP ever found out what she was doing here, they would lock her up forever and a day.

The double doors led to a long, triple-height laboratory. It was a place of misery. Cages were stacked to the ceiling, each one filled with a trapped animal. They moaned and keened, rattling their bars, butting the doors. A robot food-pellet dispensing machine whirred along the network, spitting grey pellets into the appropriate cages.

The centre island was a series of operating pallets. Scores of animals lay sedated on the tables, secured, like Artemis, with rigid Octobonds. Artemis caught sight of a Siberian tiger, paws in the air and bald patches shaved into its skull. On each patch, there sat what looked like a tiny slice of liver. As they passed, one of the slices made a squelching sound and a tiny light-emitting diode on its ridge flashed red.

Merv stopped to peel it off and Artemis saw to his horror that the thing’s underside was spiked with a dozen dripping spines.

‘Full to the brim, Mister Super Genetically Modified Leech Mosquito thing. You are a disgusting abomination, yes you are. But you sure know how to siphon brain fluid. I’d say you’re due a squeezing.’

Merv pumped a foot pedal to open a nearby fridge and finger-tinkled the beakers inside until he found the right one.

‘Here we go. SibTig BF.’

He placed the beaker on a chrome work surface, then squeezed the leech like a sponge until it surrendered its bounty of brain fluid.
 Afterwards the leech was casually tossed into the trash.

‘Love you lots,’ said Mervall, returning to Artemis’s pallet. ‘Miss you loads.’

Artemis saw everything through the slit of a closed eye. This was a depraved, horrible place and he had to get out of here.

Holly will come for me, he thought, and then,
 No, she won’t. She’ll think I’m dead.

This realization chilled his blood.

I went into the flames.

He would have to save himself, then. It would not be the first time. Stay alert, a chance will come and you must be ready to take it.

Mervall found room on the operating section and parked Artemis neatly in it.

‘And he squeezes it into an impossible space. They said it couldn’t be done. They were wrong. Mervall Brill is the king of trolley parking.’ The pixie belched. ‘Which is not the future I had in mind for myself as a younger pixie.’

Then, somewhat moodily, he trawled a low-level aquarium with a perforated jug until it was full of convulsing super leeches.

Oh no, thought Artemis. Oh, please.

And then he was forced to close his eyes as Mervall turned to face him.

Surely he will see my chest heaving. He will sedate me, and it will all be over.

But Mervall apparently did not notice.

‘Ooh, I hate you guys. Disgusting. I tell you something, human, if your subconscious can hear me, be glad you’re asleep, because you do not
 want to go through this awake.’

Artemis almost cracked then. But he thought of his mother, with less than a day left to her, and he kept silent.

He felt his left hand being tugged, and heard Mervall grunt.

‘Stuck tight. Just a tick.’

The grip loosened and Artemis tracked Mervall’s movement with his ears and nose. A brush of soft belly on his elbow. Breath blowing past his ear. Mervall was at his left shoulder, reaching across.

Artemis opened his right eye just enough, and rolled his pupil into the slit.
 There was a theatre light directly overhead, craned in above the operating table on a thick, flat chrome arm.

Chrome. Reflective.

Artemis watched Mervall’s actions in the surface. The pixie tapped the Octobond’s touch-sensitive control pad, revealing a Gnommish keyboard. Then, singing a popular pixie pop song, he tapped in his password. One number with each beat of the chorus.

‘Pixies rock hard!’ he sang. ‘Extreme pixie hard rock, baby.’

Which seemed unlikely to Artemis, but he was glad of the song as it gave him time to file Mervall’s passcode.

Mervall released one of the bonds, allowing him to extend Artemis’s forearm. Even if the human did happen to wake up, all he could do was flail.

‘Now, my little leech, do your nasty work for Aunt Opal, and I will reward you by squeezing your innards into a bucket.’ He sighed. ‘Why are all my best lines wasted on annelids.’

Then he plucked a leech from the jug, pinched it to make the spines stick out and slapped it on to Artemis’s exposed wrist.

Artemis felt nothing but an immediate sense of well-being.

I’m being sedated, he realized. An old troll trick. Cheer you up before you die. It’s a good ploy and anyway, how bad can dying be? My life has been one trial after another.

Mervall was checking his chronometer. His brother had been in that recycling cage behind the galley for an awfully long time. That red river hog might decide to have himself a bite of pixie meat.

‘I’ll just check,’ he decided. ‘Be back before the leech is full. First blood, then brain. You should have complimented Miss Opal’s boots, brother.’

And off he toddled down the centre aisle, plucking the mesh of each cage as he passed, driving the animals wild.

‘Pixies rock hard!’ he sang. ‘Extreme pixie hard rock, baby.’

*

Artemis was finding it hard to motivate himself. It felt so easy lying on the pallet, just letting all his troubles run out of his arm.

When you decide to die, Artemis thought sluggishly, it doesn’t matter how many people want to kill you.

He did wish the animals would calm down. Their chattering and chirping were interfering with his mood.

There was even a parrot somewhere squawking a phrase.

‘Who’s your momma?’ it asked over and over again. ‘Who’s your momma?’

My momma is Angeline. She’s dying.

Artemis’s eyes opened.

Momma. Mother.

He lifted his free arm and bashed the unwelcome leech against one of the Octobonds. It exploded in a spatter of mucus and blood, leaving half a dozen spines jutting from Artemis’s arms like the spears of tiny soldiers.

That’s going to hurt eventually.

Artemis’s throat was dry, his neck was twisted and his vision was impaired, but, even so, it took him barely a minute to activate the keypad with Mervall’s code and retract the bonds.

If these are alarmed, I’m in trouble.

But there was no klaxon. No pixies came running.

I have time. But not much.

He picked the spines from his skin, wincing not from pain, but from the sight of the red-rimmed holes in his wrist. A rivulet of blood ran from each wound, but it was slow and watery. He would not bleed to death.

Coagulent in the spines. Of course.

Artemis zombie-walked across the lab, gradually straightening out the kinks. There were hundreds of eyes on him. The animals were silent now, noses, beaks or snouts pressed against the wire mesh, waiting to see what would develop. The only sound came from the food-pellet robot zipping through its routine.

All I need to do is escape. No need for confrontation or saving the world. Leave Opal be, and run away.

But, of course, in the world of Artemis Fowl things are rarely straightforward.
 Artemis donned network goggles he found hanging from a low peg, activated the v-board and used Mervall’s password to log on to the network. He needed to know where he was and how to get out.

There were design plans to the entire facility stored on a desktop file. No security, no encryption. Why would there be? It wasn’t as if any of the humans above would wander down and, even if they did, humans could not read Gnommish.

Artemis studied the plans with care and growing anxiety. The facility consisted of a series of interconnected modules, housed in ancient tunnels beneath the Extinctionists’ compound, but there were only two ways out. He could go out the way he had come in, which was not ideal as it led straight back up to Kronski. Or he could choose the shuttle port on the lower level, which would mean stealing and piloting a shuttle. His chances of overriding complicated theft-prevention safeties before Opal had him vaporized were minimal. He would have to go up.

‘Do you like my little laboratory?’ said a voice.

Artemis stared past the goggle display. Opal stood before him, hands on hips.

‘Quite a place, isn’t it?’ she continued, in English. ‘All these tunnels were just here, waiting for us. Perfect. As soon as I found them, I knew I had to have them, which is why I persuaded Doctor Kronski to move here.’

Information is power, thought Artemis.
 Don’t give her any.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘I am the future queen of this world, at the very least. You may refer to me as Miss Koboi, for the next five minutes. After that you may refer to me as aaaaarrrrgh, hold your throat, die screaming, and so on.’

As pompous as I remember.

‘I seem to be bigger than you, Miss Koboi. And, as far as I can see, you have no weapons.’

Opal laughed. ‘No weapons?’ she cried, spreading her arms. ‘These creatures have given me all the weapons I need.’ She stroked the sleeping tiger. ‘This big kitty augments my mind control. Those sea slugs focus my energy beams. A shot of liquidized dolphin fin mixed with just the right amount of cobra venom turns the clock back a hundred years.’

‘This is a weapons factory,’ breathed Artemis.

‘Exactly,’ said Opal, gratified that someone
 finally understood. ‘Thanks to these animals and their fluids, I have become the most powerful magician since the demon warlocks. The Extinctionists have been rounding up the creatures I need. Fools. Tricked by a cheap blast of holographic flames. As if I would kill these wonderful creatures before I drain their juices. You humans are such idiots. Your governments spend their fortunes looking for power when all the time it is cavorting around your jungles.’

‘That’s quite a speech,’ said Artemis, wiggling his fingers, tapping the v-board that only he could see.

‘Soon I will be –’

‘Don’t tell me – soon you will be invincible.’

‘No, actually,’ said Opal, with admirable patience. ‘Soon I will be able to manipulate time itself. All I need is the –’

And suddenly everything fell into place for Artemis. Everything about this whole affair. And he knew he would be able to escape.

‘The lemur. All you need is the lemur.’

Opal clapped. ‘Exactly, you bright Mud Boy. That wonderful lemur brain fluid is the last ingredient I need for my magic boosting formula.’

Artemis sighed. ‘Magic boosting formula? Listen to yourself.’

Opal missed the mocking tone, possibly because she didn’t hear it a lot. ‘I had a whole bunch of lemurs before, but the LEP appropriated them to cure some plague and I lost the rest in a fire. All my test subjects gone, and their fluids are quite impossible to replicate. There is one left and I need him. He is my cloning model. With that lemur I will control time itself.’ Opal stopped speaking for a moment, tapping her bow lips with a finger. ‘Wait a moment, human. What do you know of my lemur?’ She took the finger away from her mouth and ignited a pulsing sphere of flame at its tip, melting her nail varnish. ‘I asked you, what do you know of my lemur?’

‘Nice boots,’ said Artemis, then selected an option on the goggle screen with a flick of his finger.

Are you sure you wish to open all the cages?
 asked the computer.

*

The Extinctionists were sneaking back into the compound led by the intrepid Tommy Kirkenhazard, who brandished his empty pistol with decidedly more bravado than he felt.

‘I got stuff in that compound,’ he repeatedly told the mass huddled behind him.
 ‘Expensive stuff. And I ain’t leaving it behind.’

Most of the rest had expensive stuff too, and now that Kronski was catatonic in the souq and his guards seemed to have fled with their sparkling booty, this would appear to be the best time to reclaim their belongings and head for the airport.

Much to Kirkenhazard’s relief, the compound seemed utterly deserted, though the gelatinous group was spooked several times by night shadows jumping in the Moroccan wind.

I ain’t never shot nothing with an empty gun,
 he thought. But I don’t imagine it’s too effective.

They reached the door to the main hall, which hung from the frame on a single hinge.

‘OK, folks,’ said Kirkenhazard. ‘There ain’t no porters around to carry our stuff, so you got to hump it yourselves.’

‘Oh, my Lord,’ said Contessa Irina Kostovich, and swooned into the arms of a Scottish oil baron.

‘Gather whatever you can and we meet back here in fifteen minutes.’

The contessa was muttering something.

‘What was that?’ asked Kirkenhazard.

‘She said she has a pedicure booked for the morning.’

Kirkenhazard held up a hand, listening. ‘No. Not that. Does anyone else hear rumbling?’

*

The animals charged through the open cage doors with savage glee, hopping, jumping, flying and sliming. Lions, leopards, various monkeys, parrots, gazelles, hundreds of creatures all with one idea in mind: escape.

Opal was not amused.

‘I cannot believe you did that, Mud Person. I will wring your brain out like a sponge.’

Artemis ducked his head low, not caring at all for the brain/sponge imagery. If he avoided Opal’s regal stare, then she could not mesmerize him. Unless her augmented powers allowed her access to the brain without the conduit of the optic nerve.

Even if he had not ducked, he would have been shielded by the tide of creatures that engulfed him, snapping, buffeting and kicking.

This is ridiculous, he thought, as a monkey’s elbow drove the air from his lungs. If Opal does not get me, the animals will. I need to direct this stampede.

Artemis ducked behind one of the operating tables, pulling out the tiger’s anaesthetic drip as he passed, and squinted through the spokes of passing legs for an appropriate animal.

Opal roared at the creatures in an amalgamation of their tongues. It was a piercing sound and split the animal phalanx down the centre so that it flowed around her. As the herd passed, Opal took potshots with pulsing blasts of energy that erupted from her fingers and scythed through entire rows of creatures, knocking them senseless to the ground. Cages tumbled like building blocks, refrigerators spewed their contents across the tiles.

My distraction is being chopped down, thought Artemis. Time for an exit.

He spied a set of hooves stomping towards him and steadied himself for a jump.

It’s a quagga, he realized. Half horse, half zebra and there hasn’t been one in captivity for a hundred years. Not exactly a thoroughbred stallion but it will have to do.

The ride was a little rougher than Artemis was accustomed to on the Fowl Arabians.
 No steadying stirrups, no creaking saddle, no snapping reins. Not to mention the facts that the quagga was unbroken and scared out of its wits.

Artemis patted its neck.

Ludicrous, he thought. This entire affair. A dead boy escaping on an extinct animal.

Artemis grabbed tufts of the quagga’s mane and tried to direct it towards the open doorway. It bucked and kicked, whipping its striped head round to nip at Artemis with strong, square teeth. He dug in his heels and held on.

Opal was busy protecting herself from a wave of animal vengeance. Some of the larger predators were not as cowed as their cousins and decided that the best way to remove the threat posed by Opal Koboi was to eat her.

The tiny pixie twirled like a demonic ballerina, shooting blasts of magical energy that ballooned at her shoulders, gathered force in roiling spheres at her elbows and shot forth with liquid pulsations.

Artemis had never seen anything like it. Stricken animals simply froze in mid-air, momentum utterly drained, dropping to the ground like statues. Immobile but for their terrified rolling eyes.

She is powerful indeed. I have never seen a force like this. Opal must never be allowed to capture Jayjay.

Opal was running out of magic. Her bolts fizzled out or spiralled off target like errant squibs. She abandoned them and drew two pistols from her belt. One was immediately batted from her hand by the tiger that had lumbered to join the fray, but Opal did not submit to hysteria. She quickly thumbed the other gun to a broad-spread setting and slashed the barrel from side to side as she fired, releasing a fan of silver energy.

The tiger was the first to drop, with a look on his face that said not again. Several more followed, cut off in mid-screech, howl or hiss.

Artemis hauled back on the quagga’s spiked mane, jumping it on to an operating table. The beast snorted and complained, but did as it was bid, skittering the length of one table and leaping across to the next one.

Opal loosed a shot in their direction, but it was absorbed by a brace of condors.

The door was directly before them, and Artemis feared the quagga would falter, but no – it butted through to the corridor connecting the lab to the holographic-flame chamber.

Artemis quickly opened the control panel in his stolen network goggles and chose the ramp setting.

It took maddening moments for the platform to extend itself, and for those seconds Artemis rode the quagga round in circles to take its mind off dislodging the unwelcome rider on its back, and to make them both a more difficult target if Opal followed them through the corridor.

An eagle swooped by, its feathers raking Artemis’s cheek. A muskrat clambered along his torso, hopping to the rising platform.

There was light above, the sickly wavering beams of a faulty strip light. But light nevertheless.

‘Come on, girl,’ said Artemis, feeling very much the cowboy. ‘Yee-haw.’

*

The Extinctionists gathered around Tommy Kirkenhazard’s raised finger, listening intently as if the noise emanated from inside the finger.

‘Ah, I don’t hear nothing,’ admitted Tommy. ‘I must have been dreaming. After all, it’s been a stressful night for human-lovers.’

Then the lodge burst open and the Extinctionists were utterly engulfed in a sea of beasts.

Kirkenhazard went down under a couple of chacma baboons, vainly pulling the trigger on his empty gun and shouting over and over, ‘But we killed you, darn it. We killed you.’

Though there would be no fatalities in the compound that night, eighteen people were hospitalized with bites, skin burns, broken bones and various infestations. Kirkenhazard fared the worst. The baboons ate his gun and the hand holding it and then turned the unfortunate man over to a groggy tiger, who found himself waking in a very bad mood.

Not one of the Extinctionists noticed a small dark craft rising silently from behind one of the chalets. It flew across the central park and scooped up a long-haired youth from the back of what looked like a small stripy donkey. The craft spun in a tight arc, like a stone in a sling, then hurtled into the night sky, as though it had to be somewhere in a real hurry.

Pedicures, and indeed all spa treatments, were cancelled for the next day.


 *

Opal was desolate to find that, on top of everything else, her boots were ruined.

‘What is that stain?’ she demanded of Mervall and his recently liberated twin, Descant.

‘Dunno,’ muttered Descant, who was still a bit moody from his time in the cage.

‘It’s a dropping of some kind,’
 volunteered Mervall quickly. ‘Judging from the size and texture, I would say one of the big cats got a little nervous.’

Opal sat on a bench, extending the boot. ‘Pull it off, Mervall.’

She placed her sole on Mervall’s forehead and pushed until he tumbled backwards, clutching the dropping-laden footwear.

‘That Mud Boy. He knows about my lemur. We must follow him. He is tagged, I take it.’

‘Oh yes,’ confirmed Mervall. ‘All the newcomers are sprayed on landing. There’s a radioactive tracer in his every pore right now. Harmless, but there’s nowhere on this planet that he can hide from us.’

‘Good. Excellent, in fact. I think of everything, do I not?’

‘You do, Miss Koboi,’ droned Descant. ‘Brilliant you are. Astounding is your fabulosity.’

‘Why thank you, Descant,’ said Opal, as ever oblivious to sarcasm. ‘And I thought you’d be upset after the pig pen. Fabulosity isn’t a word, by the way. In case you’re thinking of writing how wonderful I am in your diary.’

‘Point taken,’ said Descant seriously.

Opal offered her other foot to Mervall. ‘Good. Now set the self-destructs on this place and let’s get the shuttle prepped. I want to find this human and kill him immediately. We were too nice last time, with the leeches. This time immediate death.’

Mervall winced. He was holding two boots covered in tiger droppings, and he’d prefer to wear those than be in that human’s shoes.

*

Artemis lay flat on his back in the cargo hold, wondering if he could possibly have dreamed the past few minutes. Super-leeches, sleeping tigers and a grumpy quagga.

He felt the floor vibrate beneath him and knew that they were moving at several times the speed of sound. Suddenly the vibration disappeared, to be replaced by a far more sedate hum.
 They were slowing down!

Artemis hurried to the cockpit, where Holly was glaring at a readout as if she could change the information displayed there. Jayjay was in the co-pilot’s seat and seemed to be in charge of steering.

Artemis pointed at the lemur. ‘This may seem like a silly question, but is Jayjay
 …’

‘No. Autopilot. And nice to see you alive, by the way. You’re welcome for the rescue.’

Artemis touched her shoulder. ‘Once again, I owe you my life. Now, I hate to move directly from gratitude to petulance, but why have we slowed down? Time is running out. We had three days, remember? There are only hours left.’

Holly tapped the readout. ‘We were pinged by something at the compound. Someone’s computers have downloaded our schematics. Can you tell me any more about that?’

‘Opal Koboi,’ said Artemis. ‘Opal is behind everything.
 She’s harvesting animal fluids to increase her own magic. If she gets her hands on Jayjay, she’ll be invincible.’

Holly did not have time to be incredulous. ‘That’s wonderful. Opal Koboi. I knew this little trip was missing a psychotic element. If Opal pinged us, then she’ll be on our tail in something a little more war-worthy than this clunker.’

‘Shields?’

‘Nothing much. We might fool human radar but not fairy scanners.’

‘What can we do?’

‘I need to keep us up here in the air-lanes with all the human traffic. We stay sub-sonic and don’t draw attention to ourselves. Then at the last moment we make a break for Fowl Manor.
 It won’t matter if Opal sees us then, because by the time she catches us we’ll be back in the time stream.’

Mulch Diggums poked his head through from the mail box. ‘Nothing much in here. A few gold coins. What say I keep them? And did I hear someone mention Opal Koboi?’

‘Don’t worry about it. Everything is under control.’

Mulch guffawed. ‘Under control? Like Rathdown Park was under control. Like the leather souq was under control.’

‘You’re not seeing us at our best,’ Artemis admitted. ‘But in time you will come to respect Captain Short and me.’

Mulch’s expression doubted it. ‘I’d better go and look up respect in the dictionary, because it mustn’t mean what I think it means, eh, Jayjay?’

The lemur clapped his delicate hands and chattered with what sounded like laughter.

‘It looks like you’ve found an intellectual equal, Mulch,’ said Holly, returning to her instruments. ‘It’s a pity he isn’t a girl; then you could marry him.’

Mulch imitated shock. ‘Romance outside your species. Now that’s disgusting. What kind of weirdo would kiss someone when they weren’t even part of the same species?’

Artemis massaged his suddenly pounding temples.

It’s a long way to Tipperary, he thought,
 and then a few more miles to Dublin.

*

‘A shuttle?’ said Opal. ‘A fairy shuttle?’

The Koboi craft was hovering at an altitude of thirty miles, tipping the border of space. Starlight winked on the hull of their matt-black shuttle and the Earth hung below them, wearing a stole of clouds.

‘That’s what the sensors show,’ said Mervall. ‘An old mining model. Not much under the hood and zero firepower. We should be able to catch it.’

‘Should?’ said Opal, stretching an ankle to admire her new red boots. ‘Why
 should?’

‘Well, we had her for a while. Then she went sub-sonic. I would guess their pilot is riding the human flight lanes until they feel safe.’

Opal smiled devilishly. She liked a challenge.

‘OK, let’s give ourselves every advantage. We have the speed and we have the weapons. All we need is to point ourselves in the right direction.’

‘What an incrediferous idea,’ smirked Descant.

Opal was pained. ‘Please, Descant. Use short words. Don’t force me to vaporize you.’

This was a hollow threat, as Opal had not been able to produce so much as a spark since the compound. She still had the basics – mind control, levitation, that kind of thing – but she would need some serious bed rest before she could muster a lightning bolt. The Brills did not need to know that, though.

‘Here’s my idea. I ran the lab tapes through voice recognition and got a regional match. Whoever that Mud Boy is, he lives in central Ireland. Probably Dublin. I want you to get us down there as fast as you can, Descant, and when that mining shuttle drops out of the air lanes …’ Opal closed her tiny fingers round an imaginary ant, squeezing the blood from its body. ‘We will be waiting.’

‘Fabulicious,’ said Descant.


 Fowl Manor

The sun had risen and was sinking again by the time Holly dragged the spluttering shuttle over the Fowl estate wall.

‘We’re close to the deadline and this piece of junk is close to dead,’ she said to Artemis. Holly placed a hand on her heart. ‘I can feel Number One’s spark dying inside, but there’s still time.’

Artemis nodded. The sight of the manor somehow made his mother’s plight seem even more urgent.

I have to go home.

‘Well done, Holly. You did it. Set us down in the rear courtyard. We can access the house by the kitchen door.’

Holly pressed a few buttons. ‘Around the back it is. Scanning for alarms. Found two and a sneaky third. Motion sensors, if I’m not mistaken. Only one alarm is being remotely monitored and the other two are self-contained. Should I disable the remote alarm?’

‘Yes, Holly, please disable the alarm. Anybody home?’

Holly checked the thermal imaging. ‘One warm body. Top floor.’

Artemis sighed. Relieved. ‘Good. Just Mother. She will have taken her sleeping tablets by now. Little me can’t be back yet.’

Holly set the shuttle down as gently as she could, but the gears were stripped and the suspension bags were drained. There were dents in the stabilizers and the gyroscope was spinning like a weathervane. The landing gear stripped a channel of cobblestones from the courtyard surface, tumbling them like bricks of turf before the plough.

Artemis gathered Jayjay in his arms.

‘Are you ready for more adventures, little man?’

The lemur’s round eyes were filled with anxiety and he looked to Mulch for reassurance.

‘Always remember,’ said Mulch, tickling the creature’s chin, ‘that you are the smart one.’

The dwarf found an old duffel bag and began stuffing the remaining contents of the fridge inside.

‘No need for that,’ said Holly. ‘The ship is yours. Take it, dig up your booty and fly far away. Dump this heap in the sea and live off your earnings for a few years. Just promise me that you won’t sell to humans.’

‘Only the junk,’ said Mulch. ‘And did you say that I could keep the shuttle?’

‘Actually, I’m asking you to scrap it. You’ll be doing me a favour.’

Mulch grinned. ‘I’m a generous person. I could do you a favour.’

Holly smiled back. ‘Good. And remember, when we meet again, none of this ever happened, or it probably won’t.’

‘My lips are sealed.’

Artemis squeezed past him. ‘Now there’s something I would pay to see. Mulch Diggums with his mouth closed.’

‘Yes, nice meeting you too, Mud Boy. I look forward to robbing you in the future.’

Artemis shook his hand. ‘I look forward to it myself, believe it or not. We will have some fine times.’

Jayjay reached out for a handshake.

‘You look after the human, Jayjay,’ said Mulch seriously. ‘He’s a bit dim, but he means well.’

‘Goodbye, Mister Diggums.’

‘Later, Master Fowl.’


 *

Opal was on her third round of the Gola Schweem meditative circle chant when Mervall burst into her private chamber.

‘We found the shuttle, Miss Koboi,’ he panted, clutching a flexi-screen to his chest. ‘They went supersonic for barely a minute over the Mediterannean. But it was enough.’

‘Humm humm haaa. Rahmumm humm haaaa,’ intoned Opal, finishing her chant. ‘Peace be inside me, tolerance all around me, forgiveness in my path. Now, Mervall, show me where the filthy human is, so that I may feed him his organs.’

Mervall proffered the flexi-screen. ‘Red dot. East coast.’

‘Military?’

‘No, surprisingly. It’s a residence. No defences whatsoever.’

Opal climbed out of her snuggle-me chair. ‘Good. Run a few scans. Warm up the cannons and get me down there.’

‘Yes, Miss Koboi.’

‘And Mervall?’

‘Miss Koboi?’

‘I think little Descant has a crush on me. He told me earlier that I was very phototractive. Poor little simpleton. Could you tell him that I am unavailable? If you don’t, I shall have to have him killed.’

Merv sighed. ‘I shall tell him, Miss Koboi. I feel sure he will be disconnipted.’


 *

Artemis found himself scratching Jayjay’s head as they moved through the manor.

‘Be calm, little chap. No one can hurt you now. We’re safe.’

Holly was behind him on the stairs, guarding the rear, two fingers rigidly extended. The fingers were not a loaded weapon but they could break bones with enough momentum behind them.

‘Come on, Artemis. Number One is weaker now, so we have to jump soon.’

Artemis stepped round a weight-sensitive pad on the twelfth step. ‘Nearly there.
 Seconds away.’

His study was exactly as he had left it, the wardrobe still open, a scarf drooping from the top shelf like an escaping snake.

‘Good,’ said Artemis, his confidence growing. ‘This is the spot. The exact spot.’

Holly was panting. ‘About time. I’m having trouble holding on to the signal. It’s like running after a smell.’

Artemis put an arm round her shoulder. A group of three – tired, hungry but excited.

Holly’s shoulders shook with an exhaustion and tension she had kept hidden until now.

‘I thought you were dead,’ she said.

‘Me too,’ admitted Artemis. ‘Then I realized that I couldn’t die, not in this time.’

‘I presume you’re going to explain that to me.’

‘Later. Over supper. Now can we open the time stream, friend?’

There was a sudden swish as the bay-window curtain slid back. Young Artemis and Butler were there, both wearing foil suits. Butler unzipped his suit to reveal a large gun strapped across his chest.

‘What was that about a time stream?’ asked ten-year-old Artemis.

*

Mulch Diggums was burying a gold coin as a sacrifice to Shammy, the dwarf god of good fortune, when the earth exploded underneath him and he found himself straddling the blade of a shuttle ice-breaker prow.

I never even heard that coming, he thought, and then, So much for Shammy.

Before he could gather himself sufficiently to figure up from down, Mulch found himself tumbled to the base of a silver ash tree with the barrel of a Neutrino restricting the movement of his Adam’s apple. His beard hairs instinctively realized that the gun was not friendly and twined themselves round the barrel.

‘Nice shuttle,’ said Mulch, playing for time until the stars in his vision flickered out. ‘Whisper engine, I’m guessing.’

Three pixies stood before him. Two males and a female. Generally pixies were not very threatening creatures, but the males were armed and the female had a look in her eyes.

‘I bet,’ said Mulch. ‘That you would set the world on fire, just to watch it burn.’

Opal tapped the suggestion into a small electronic notepad on her pocket computer.

‘Thanks for that. Now tell me everything.’

I’ll resist for a minute, then feed her some misinformation, thought Mulch.

‘I’ll tell you nothing, pixie she-devil,’
 he said, Adam’s apple knocking nervously against the gun barrel.

‘Oooh,’ said Opal, stamping with frustration. ‘Isn’t anyone afraid of me?’

She stripped off a glove, placing a thumb on Mulch’s temple.

‘Now, show me everything.’

And with a few remaining sparks of ill-gotten magic, she sucked every memory of the past few days from Mulch’s brain. It was an extremely unpleasant sensation even for someone used to expelling large amount of material from his person. Mulch gibbered and bucked as the last few days were vacuumed from his head. When Opal had what she wanted, the dwarf was left unconscious in the mud.

He would wake up an hour later with the starter chip for an LEP shuttle in his pocket and no idea how he’d got there.

Opal closed her eyes and flicked through her new memories.

‘Ah,’ she said, smiling. ‘A time stream.’


 *

‘There isn’t time for this,’ insisted Artemis.

‘I think there is,’ argued ten-year-old Artemis. ‘You have broken into my house again, the least you can do is explain that time stream comment. Not to mention the fact that you are alive.’

Artemis the elder flicked his hair away from his face.

‘You must recognize me now. Surely.’

‘This is not a shampoo commercial. Please stop flicking your hair.’

Holly was bent almost double, her hand on her heart.

‘Hurry,’ she groaned. ‘Or I’ll have to go without you.’

‘Please,’ Artemis pleaded. ‘We need to go. It’s a matter of life and death.’

Young Artemis was unmoved. ‘I had a feeling you would be back. This is where it all began, right on this spot. I reviewed the security tapes and you simply appeared in this room. Then you followed me to Africa, so I thought if I saved the creature’s life you might end up back here with my lemur. We simply blocked our heat signatures and waited. And here you are.’

‘That’s pretty flimsy reasoning,’ said Artemis the elder. ‘We were obviously after the lemur. Once we had the lemur, why would we return here?’

‘I realize the logic was flawed, but I had nothing to lose. And, as we can see, a lot to gain.’

Holly did not have the patience for a Fowl gloating session.

‘Artemis, I know you have a heart. You’re a good person even if you don’t know it yet. You sacrificed your diamonds to save my life. What will it take for you to let us go?’

Young Artemis considered this for an infuriating minute and a half.

‘The truth,’ he said eventually. ‘I need to know the absolute truth about all of this. What kind of creature are you? Why does he look so familiar? What makes the lemur so special? Everything.’

Artemis the elder clutched Jayjay to his chest. ‘Get me a pair of scissors,’ he said.


 *

Opal ran into the manor, casually squashing the magical nausea that flared upon entering a human dwelling without permission.

A time stream, she thought, almost giggling with excitement. Finally I can test my theories.

The manipulation of time had long been Opal’s ultimate goal. To be able to control one’s passage through time was the greatest power. But her magic was not strong enough without the lemur. It took teams of LEP warlocks to slow time down for a few hours; the magic required to open a door to the tunnel was stupendous. It would be easier to shoot down the moon.

Opal tapped this into her notepad.

Reminder. Shoot down the moon? Viable?

But, if she could gain entrance to the tunnel, Opal felt sure that she would quickly master the science involved.

It’s more than likely an intuitive organism and, after all, I am a genius.

She scaled the stairs, mindless of the scuff marks the high human steps inflicted on her new boots. Mervall and Descant trailed behind, surprised at this lack of footwear prudence.

‘I got thrown in the pig pen for boots,’ muttered Descant. ‘Now, she’s scratching those ones on the stairs. Typical Koboi inconsistency. I think I’m getting an ulcer.’

Opal reached the upper landing and raced immediately through an open doorway.

‘How does she know that’s the right room?’ wondered Descant.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Mervall, resting his hands on his knees. Scaling human steps is not easy for pixies. Big heads, short legs, tiny lungs. ‘Maybe it’s the magical red glow coming from the doorway, or perhaps it’s the deafening howl of the temporal winds.’

Descant nodded. ‘You could be right, brother. And don’t think I don’t know sarcasm when I hear it.’

Opal traipsed from the room, her expression sour.

‘They have gone,’ she announced. ‘And the tunnel is about to close. Also my boots are ruined. So, boys, I am looking for someone to blame.’

The Brill brothers took one look at each other, then turned and ran as fast as their tiny legs would carry them.

Not fast enough.

 





Chapter 14

The Hole in the Ace
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HOLLY felt herself relax as soon as they entered the stream.

Safe for the moment.

Jayjay was safe. Soon Artemis’s mother would be well, and when that was accomplished Holly decided that she would punch her erstwhile friend in his smug face.

I did what I had to do, Artemis had said.
 And I would do it again.

And she had kissed him. Kissed him!

Holly understood Artemis’s motives, but it wounded her deeply that he had felt the need to blackmail her.

I would have helped anyway. Definitely.

Would you? Would you have disobeyed orders? Was Artemis right to do it his way?

These were questions that Holly knew would haunt her for years. If she had years left to her.

The journey was more arduous than before. The time stream was eroding her sense of self and there was a syrupy temptation to relax her concentration. Her world seemed less important wrapped in its sparkling waves.
 Being part of an eternal river would be a pleasant way to exist. And if the fairy races were wiped out by plague, what of it?

No1’s presence pricked her consciousness, bolstering her resolve. The little demon’s power was evident in the stream, a shimmering thread of crimson pulling them on through the miasma. Things moved in the shadows. Darting, sharp things. Holly sensed teeth and hooked fingers.

Had Number One mentioned something about quantum zombies?
 That was probably a joke. Please let that be a joke.

Concentrate! Holly told herself. Or you will be absorbed.

She could feel other presences travelling with her. Jayjay was surprisingly calm, considering his surroundings. Somewhere in the periphery was Artemis, his sense of purpose keen as a blade.

Number One is going to get a shock, thought Holly, when he sees us pop through.


 *

No1 didn’t seem very shocked when the group tumbled from the stream, solidifying on the floor of Artemis’s study.

‘See any zombies?’ he asked with a spooky wiggling of his fingers.

‘Thank the gods,’ proclaimed Foaly from the television screens, then exhaled loudly through his broad nostrils. ‘That was the longest ten seconds of my life. Did you get the lemur?’

There was no need for an answer as Jayjay decided he liked the sound of Foaly’s voice and gave the nearest screen a lick. The little primate’s tongue crackled and he scampered back, shooting Foaly a glare.

‘One lemur,’ said the centaur. ‘No female?’

Holly shook the stars from her eyes, the fog from her head. The stream lingered in her head like the last moments of sleep.

‘No. No female. You’ll have to clone him.’

Foaly peered past Holly to the shuddering form on the ground behind her.

The centaur raised an eyebrow.

‘I see we have an –’

‘Let’s talk about that later,’ said Holly sharply, interrupting the centaur, ‘for now we have work to do.’

Foaly nodded thoughtfully. ‘I’m guessing, from the look of things, that Artemis has a plan of some sort. Is that going to be a problem for us?’

‘Only if we try to stop it,’ said Holly.

Artemis took Jayjay into his arms, stroking the little lemur’s mohican, calming him with a rhythmic clicking of his tongue.

Holly felt that she too would be calmed, not by Artemis’s clicking but by the sight of her own face in the mirror. She was herself again; her one-piece fitted snugly. A grown woman.
 No more teenage confusion. She would feel even better once she retrieved her gear. There was nothing like a Neutrino on the hip for a self-confidence boost.

‘Time to see Mother,’ said Artemis grimly, selecting a suit from the wardrobe. ‘How much fluid should I administer?’

‘It’s powerful stuff,’ said Foaly, entering some calculations on his keyboard.
 ‘Two cc’s. No more. There is a syringe gun in Holly’s medi-kit bedside table. Be very careful with the brain drain. There’s an anaesthetic tab in there too. Give Jayjay a swab and he won’t feel a thing.’

‘Very well,’ Artemis said, pocketing the kit. ‘I shall go in alone. I do hope Mother recognizes me.’

‘So do I,’ agreed Holly. ‘Or she may object to lemur brain juice being injected into her by a total stranger.’


 *

Artemis’s hand hovered over the crystal doorknob on his parents’
 bedroom door. In its facets he could see a dozen reflections of his own face. Each one was drawn and worried.

 Last chance. My last chance to save her.

I am forever trying to save people, he thought.
 I’m supposed to be a criminal. Where did it all go wrong?

No time for drifting. There was more at stake here than gold or notoriety. His mother was dying, and her salvation was perched on Artemis’s shoulder, searching his scalp for ticks.

Artemis closed his fingers over the knob. Not another moment to waste on thoughts, time now for action.

*

The room seemed colder than he remembered, but this was doubtless his imagination.

All minds play tricks. Even mine. The perceived cold is a projection of my mood, nothing more.

His parents’ bedroom was rectangular in shape, stretching along the west wing from front to rear. It was actually more of an apartment than a room, with a lounge area and office corner.
 The large four-poster bed was angled so that tinted light from a medieval stained-glass porthole would fall across the studded headboard in summer.

Artemis placed his feet carefully on the rug like a ballet dancer, avoiding the vine pattern in the weave.

Step on a vine, count to nine.

Bad luck was the last thing he needed.

Angeline Fowl was splayed on the bed, as though thrown there. Her head was angled back so sharply that the line from her neck to chin was almost straight, and her skin was pale enough to seem translucent.

She’s not breathing, thought Artemis, panic fluttering in his chest like a caged bird. I was wrong. I am too late.

Then his mother’s entire frame convulsed as she dragged down a painful breath.

Artemis’s resolve almost left him then. His legs were boneless rubber and his forehead burned.

This is my mother. How can I do what needs to be done?

But he would do it. There wasn’t anyone else who could.

Artemis reached his mother’s side and gently pushed strands of hair back from her face.

‘I am here, Mother. Everything will be fine. I found a cure.’

Somehow, Angeline Fowl heard her son’s words and her eyes flickered open. Even her irises had lost their colour, fading to the ice blue of a winter lake.

‘Cure,’ she sighed. ‘My little Arty found the cure.’

‘That’s right,’ said Artemis. ‘Little Arty found the cure. It was the lemur.
 Remember, the Madagascan lemur from Rathdown Park?’

Angeline raised a bone-thin finger, tickling the air before Jayjay’s nose. ‘Little lemur. Cure.’

Jayjay, unsettled by the bedridden woman’s skeletal appearance, ducked behind Artemis’s head.

‘Nice lemur,’ said Angeline, a weak smile twitching her lips.

I am the parent now, thought Artemis. She is the child.

‘Can I hold him?’

Artemis took a half-step back. ‘No, Mother. Not yet. Jayjay is a very important creature. This little fellow could save the world.’

Angeline spoke through her teeth. ‘Let me hold him. Just for a moment.’

Jayjay crawled down the back of Artemis’s jacket, as though he understood the request and did not want to be held.

‘Please, Arty. It would comfort me to hold him.’

Artemis nearly handed the lemur over. Nearly.

‘Holding him will not cure you, Mother. I need to inject some fluid into one of your veins.’

Angeline seemed to be regaining her strength. She inched backwards, sliding her head up the headboard. ‘Don’t you want to make me happy, Arty?’

‘I prefer healthy to happy for the moment,’
 said Artemis, making no move to hand over the lemur.

‘Don’t you love me, son?’ crooned Angeline. ‘Don’t you love your mummy?’

Artemis moved briskly, tearing open the medi-kit, closing his fingers round the transfusion gun. A single tear rolled down his pale cheek.

‘I love you, Mother. I love you more than life. If you could only know what I have been through to find little Jayjay. Just be still for five seconds, then this nightmare will be over.’

Angeline’s eyes were crafty slits. ‘I don’t want you to inject me, Artemis. You’re not a trained nurse. Wasn’t there a doctor here, or was I dreaming that?’

Artemis primed the gun, waiting for the charge light to flash green. ‘I have administered shots before, Mother. I gave you your medicine more than once the last time you were… ill.’

‘Artemis!’ snapped Angeline, the flat of her hand slapping the sheet. ‘I demand that you give the lemur to me now! This instant! And summon the doctor.’

Artemis plucked a vial from the medi-kit. ‘You are hysterical, Mother. Not yourself. I think I should give you a sedative before I administer the antidote.’ He slid the vial into the gun, reaching for his mother’s arm.

‘No,’ Angeline virtually screeched, slapping him away with surprising strength. ‘Don’t touch me with your LEP sedatives, you stupid boy.’

Artemis froze. ‘LEP, Mother? What do you know of the LEP?’

Angeline tugged her lip, a guilty child. ‘What? Did I say LEP? Three letters, no more. They mean nothing to me.’

Artemis took another step away from the bed, gathering Jayjay protectively in his arms.

‘Tell me the truth, Mother. What is happening here?’

Angeline abandoned her innocent act, pounding the mattress with delicate fists, squealing in frustration.

‘I despise you, Artemis Fowl. You bothersome human. How I loathe you.’

Not words one expects to hear from one’s mother.

Angeline lay flat on the bed, steaming with rage. Literally steaming. Her eyeballs rolled in their sockets and tendons stood out like steel cables on her arms and neck. All the time she ranted.

‘When I have the lemur, I will crush you all. The LEP, Foaly, Julius Root. All of you. I will send laser dogs down every tunnel in the Earth’s crust until I flush out that odious dwarf.
 And as for that female captain, I will brainwash her and make her my slave.’ She cast a hateful look at Artemis. ‘Fitting revenge. Don’t you agree, my son.’ The last two words dripped from her lips like poison from a viper’s fangs.

Artemis held Jayjay close. He could feel the small creature shiver against his chest. Or perhaps the shivering was his own.

‘Opal,’ he said. ‘You followed us home.’

‘Finally!’ shouted Artemis’s mother, in Opal’s voice. ‘The great boy genius sees the truth.’ Angeline’s limbs stiffened and she levitated from the bed, surrounded by a roiling mist of steam. Her pale blue eyes cut through the fog, spearing Artemis with their mad glare.

‘Did you think you could win? Did you believe that the battle was won? How charmingly deluded. You do not even possess any magic. I on the other hand have more magic than any other fairy since the demon warlocks. And, once I have the lemur, I will be immortal.’

Artemis rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t forget invincible.’

‘I haaate you,’ squealed Opal/Angeline. ‘When I have the lemur, I will… I will …’

‘Kill me in some horrible fashion,’ suggested Artemis.

‘Precisely. Thank you.’

Angeline’s body pivoted stiffly until she hovered upright, her halo of charged hair brushing the ceiling.

‘Now,’ she said, pointing a skeletal finger at the cowering Jayjay. ‘Give me that creature.’

Artemis wrapped the lemur in his jacket.

‘Come and get him,’ he said.

*

In the study, Holly was running through Artemis’s theory.

‘That’s it?’ said No1 when Holly had finished explaining. ‘You’re not forgetting some crucial detail? Like the part that makes sense?’

‘The whole thing is ridiculous!’ interjected Foaly from the monitors. ‘Come on, fairies. We’ve done our bit. Time to head below ground.’

‘Soon,’ said Holly. ‘Let’s just give Artemis five minutes to check it out. All we need to do is be alert.’

Foaly’s sigh crackled through the speakers. ‘Well, at least let me raise the shuttle. The troops are holding at Tara, waiting for a call-back.’

Holly thought about this. ‘That’s good. You do that. Whatever happens, we need to be ready to move out. And when you’re finished do a sweep of the estate – see where that nurse is.’

Foaly’s focus shifted left while he put a call in to Tara.

Holly pointed at No1. ‘You just have a little of that signature magic dancing on your fingertips in case we need it. I won’t feel completely safe until Angeline is well, and we’re drinking sim-coffee in a Haven bar.’

No1 raised his hands, and soon they were enveloped in ripples of red power. ‘No problem, Holly. I’m ready for anything.’

It was a statement that was missing an almost.

In the same split second, the monitors blacked out and the door burst open with a force that actually drove the doorknob into the wall. Butler’s huge frame filled the gap.

Holly’s smile slipped when she noticed the pistol in the bodyguard’s fist and the mirrored sunglasses covering his eyes.

He’s armed and doesn’t want to be mesmerized.

Holly was quick, but Butler was quicker and he had the element of surprise – after all, he was supposed to be on his way to China. Holly went for her gun, but realized that she had not yet reclaimed it from the safe.

We have other tricks, thought Holly. We have magic. Number One will knock your socks off.

Butler dragged something into the room on a trolley. A steel barrel with runes etched on the metal.

What’s this? What’s he doing?

No1 managed to get off a single bolt. Indoor lightning that scorched Butler’s shirt, knocking him back a pace, but even as he stumbled backwards the bodyguard swung the trolley past him, slingshotting it into the room. A thick slime slopped from the barrel’s open mouth, splashing on No1’s legs. It trundled forward, knocking Holly and No1 aside like skittles.

No1 stared at his fingers as the magic on each tip winked out like candles in a breeze.

‘I don’t feel so great,’ he groaned, then keeled over, eyes flickering, lips muttering ancient spells which did not one iota of good.

What is in that barrel? wondered Holly.

Butler bent low and grabbed Holly’s ankle, flipping her ignominiously into the barrel. She felt the thick gunk close over her like a wet fist, blocking her nose, filling her throat.

The smell was repulsive.

Animal fat, she realized, with a spasmodic shudder of horror. Pure rendered fat, with a few hexes stirred into it.

Animal fat had been used as a magic suppressor for millennia. Even the most powerful warlock was helpless when dipped in rendered fat. You throw a warlock in a barrel of fat, seal it with woven willow bark and bury it in a consecrated human graveyard, and that warlock was as helpless as a kitten in a sack. The experience would be made even more terrible by the fact that most fairies are devout vegetarians and would be perfectly aware how many animals had to die to produce an entire barrel of fat.

Who told Butler about this? Holly wondered.
 Who is controlling him?

Then No1 was jammed in beside her and the fat level rose to cover their heads.
 Holly surged upwards, clearing her eyes just in time to see a lid bearing down on the barrel mouth, eclipsing the ceiling light.

No helmet, she lamented. I wish I had my helmet.

Then the lid was on and sealed. The fat found the neck-hole in her one-piece and wormed inside, probing her face and invading her ears. Hexes swirled like malevolent snakes, keeping her magic at bay.

Lost, thought Holly. The worst death I can imagine. Sealed in a small space. Like my mother.

No1 convulsed beside her. The little warlock must feel like the soul was being sucked right out of him.

Holly panicked. She kicked and fought, bruising her elbows, tearing the skin from her knees. Where magic tried to heal her wounds, the hex snakes zoomed in, swallowing the sparks.

She almost opened her mouth to scream. The merest thread of reason stopped her. Then something brushed against her face. A corrugated tube. There were two.

Breathing tubes …

With frantic fingers, Holly felt her way to the end of the tube. She fought her natural instinct to jam the tube into No1’s mouth.

In the event of an emergency, always take care of yourself first before you attend to civilians.

So Holly used her absolute last puff of air to clear the pipe as a diver would clear his snorkel. She imagined blobs of fat spraying the room outside.

I hope Butler’s suit is ruined, she thought.

No choice now but to inhale. Air whistled down to her, mixed with wormy slivers of fat. Holly blew again, clearing the last traces of gunk.

Now for No1. His wriggling grew weaker as his power waned. For someone with such power, this dunking must be almost intolerable. Holly blocked her own tube with a thumb, then cleared the second one before twisting it into No1’s slack mouth. For a moment there was no reaction, and she thought it was too late, then No1 jerked, spluttered and started, like an old engine on a frosty morning.

Alive, thought Holly. We are both alive. If Butler wanted us dead, then we already would be.

She braced her feet on the base of the barrel and hugged No1 tightly. Calm was needed here.

Calm,
 she broadcast, though she knew No1’s empathy would be muted. Calm, little friend. Artemis will save us.

If he is alive, she thought, but did not broadcast.

*

Artemis backed away from the nightmare version of his mother that hovered before him. Jayjay screeched and bucked in his arms, but Artemis held him tightly, automatically scratching the tiny brush of hair on his crown.

‘Hand over that creature,’ demanded Opal. ‘You have no choice.’

Artemis circled Jayjay’s neck with his thumb and forefinger.

‘Oh, I think I have a choice.’

Opal was horrified. ‘You wouldn’t kill an innocent creature.’

‘I did it before.’

Opal studied his eyes. ‘I don’t think you would do it again, Artemis Fowl. My fairy intuition tells me that you are not as cold-hearted as you pretend to be.’

It was true. Artemis knew he couldn’t harm Jayjay, even to derail Opal’s plans.
 Still, no reason to tell Opal that.

‘My heart is cold, pixie. Believe it. Use some of that magical empathy to search my soul.’

His tone gave Opal pause. There was steel there, and he was hard to read. Perhaps she should not gamble so recklessly with him.

‘Very well, human. Hand over the creature and I will spare your friends.’

‘I have no friends,’ Artemis shot back, though he knew it was a transparent bluff. Opal had been here for a few days at least. She had doubtless hijacked the manor’s surveillance and security.

The Angeline Opal scratched her chin. ‘Hmm, no friends. Apart from the LEP elf who accompanied you to the past, and of course the demon warlock who sent you back. Not to mention your big burly bodyguard.’

Alliteration, thought Artemis. She’s toying with me.

‘Then again,’ mused Opal/Angeline, ‘Butler is not really your friend any more.
 He’s mine.’

This was a worrying statement, and perhaps true. Artemis, usually an expert interpreter of body language and telltale tics, was flummoxed by this crazed version of his mother.

‘Butler would never willingly befriend you!’

Opal shrugged. It was a fair point. ‘Who said anything about willingly?’

Artemis paled.

Uh-oh.

‘Let me explain what happened,’ said Opal sweetly. ‘I scrambled the brains of my little helpers somewhat, so they could not report on me, then had them fly the shuttle back to Haven.
 Then I hitched a ride on your time stream before it closed. Oh so simple for someone with my skill set.
 You didn’t even leave a hex at the hole.’

Artemis snapped his fingers. ‘I knew I had forgotten something.’

Opal smiled thinly. ‘Amusing. Anyway, it became obvious to me that I was or would be responsible for this entire affair, so I dropped out of the stream a few days early and took my time getting to know your group. Mother, father, Butler.’

‘Where is my mother?’ shouted Artemis, anger punching through his calm exterior, like a hammer through ice.

‘Why I’m right here, darling,’ said Opal in Angeline’s voice. ‘I am really sick and I need you to go into the past and fetch a magic monkey for me.’ She laughed mockingly. ‘Humans are such fools.’

‘So this is not some kind of shape-shifting spell?’

‘No, idiot. I was perfectly aware that Angeline would be examined. Shape-shifting spells are only skin deep, and even an adept such as myself can only hold one for short periods.’

‘This means that my mother is not dying?’ Artemis knew the answer, but he had to be certain.

Opal ground her teeth, torn between impatience and the desire to explain the brilliance of her plan.

‘Not yet. Though soon the damage to her systems will be irreversible. I have possessed her from a distance. An extreme form of the mesmer. With power like mine, I can manipulate her very organs. Imitating Spelltropy was child’s play. And once I have little Jayjay I can open my own hole in time.’

‘So you are nearby? Your real self?’

Opal had had enough of questions. ‘Yes, no. What does it matter? I win, you lose.
 Accept it, or everyone dies.’

Artemis edged towards the door. ‘This game is not over yet.’

Footsteps outside and a strange rhythmic squeaking. A wheelbarrow, Artemis guessed, though he did not have much experience with gardening aids.

‘Oh, I think this game is over now,’ said Opal slyly.

The heavy door bounced in fits as it was butted from the outside. Butler pushed the trolley into the room, stumbling after it, hunched and shivering.

‘He is strong, this one,’ said Opal, almost in admiration. ‘I mesmerized him, but still he refused to kill your friends. The stupid man’s heart almost burst. It was all I could do to force him to construct the barrel and fill it with fat.’

‘To smother fairy magic,’ Artemis guessed.

‘Obviously, idiot. Now, the game is absolutely over. Finished. Butler is my ace in the hole, as you humans might say. I hold all the aces. You are alone. Give me the lemur and I will go back to my own time. Nobody has to suffer.’

If Opal gets the lemur, then the entire planet will suffer, thought Artemis.

Opal snapped her fingers. ‘Butler, seize the animal.’

Butler took a single step towards Artemis, then stopped. Shudders racked his broad back, and his fingers were claws wringing an invisible neck.

‘I said get the animal, you stupid human.’

The bodyguard dropped to his knees, pounding the floor, trying to drive the voice from his head.

‘Get the lemur now!’ shrieked Opal.

Butler had enough strength for three words. ‘Go… to… hell.’

Then he clutched at his arm and collapsed.

‘Oops,’ said Opal. ‘Heart attack. I broke him.’

Stay focused, Artemis ordered himself.
 Opal may hold all the aces, but perhaps there is a hole in one of those aces.

Artemis tickled Jayjay under the chin.

‘Hide, little friend. Hide.’

And with that he tossed the lemur towards a chandelier suspended from the ceiling.
 Jayjay flailed in the air, then latched on to a glass strut. He pulled himself nimbly into the light, hiding behind sheets of dangling crystal.

Opal immediately lost interest in Artemis, concentrating on levitating Angeline’s body to the level of the chandalier. With a squeal of frustration she realized that such remote elevation was beyond even a being of her power.

‘Doctor Schalke!’ she called, and somewhere her real mouth was calling it too.
 ‘Into the bedroom, Schalke!’

Artemis filed this information, then ducked below Opal to his mother’s bedside. A mobile defibrillator cart was parked among the row of medical equipment ranged around the four-poster, and Artemis quickly switched it on, dragging the entire contraption to the limit of its lead to where Butler had collapsed.

The bodyguard lay face up, hands thrown back as though there were an invisible boulder on his chest. His face was stretched with the effort of moving the great stone. Eyes closed, sweat sheened, teeth clenched.

He unbuttoned Butler’s shirt, exposing a barrel chest, hard with muscle, scars and tension. A cursory examination told him that there was no heartbeat. Butler’s body was dead; only his brain was left alive.

‘Hold on, old friend,’ murmured Artemis, trying to keep his mind focused.

He pulled the defibrillator paddles from their holsters, peeling back their disposable safety covers, leaving a thin coating of conductive gel on the contact surfaces. The paddles seemed to grow heavier as he waited for the unit to charge, and by the time the go light flashed green, they felt like rocks in his hands.

‘Clear!’ he called to no one in particular, then positioned the paddles firmly on Butler’s chest and hit the shock button under his thumb, sending 360 joules of electricity into his bodyguard’s heart. Butler’s body arched, and the sharp smell of burning hair and skin assailed Artemis’s nostrils. Gel crisped and sparked, burning twin rings where the pads had made contact. Butler’s eyes flew open and his massive hands gripped Artemis’s shoulders.

Is he still Opal’s slave?

‘Artemis,’ breathed Butler, but then frowned in confusion. ‘Artemis? How?’

‘Later, old friend,’ said the Irish boy brusquely, mentally progressing to the next problem. ‘Just rest for now.’

This was not an order he would have to repeat. Butler sank immediately into exhausted unconsciousness, but his heart beat strongly inside his chest. He had not been dead long enough to have suffered brain damage.

Artemis’s next problem was Opal, or more specifically how to get her out of his mother’s body. If she did not vacate soon, Artemis had no doubt that his mother would not recover from the ordeal.

Gathering his nerve with several deep breaths, Artemis switched his full attention to his mother’s hovering body. She was twirling below the chandelier as though suspended from it, clawing at Jayjay, who appeared to be taunting her by waving his hind quarters in her direction.

Can this situation get any more surreal?

Just then Doctor Schalke entered the room, brandishing a pistol that seemed too large for his delicate hands.

‘I am here, you creature. Though I must say I don’t like your tone. I may be spellbound, but I am not an animal.’

‘Do shut up, Schalke. I can see I will have to fry a few more of your brain cells.
 Now, please. Fetch that lemur!’

Schalke pointed four fingers of his free hand towards the chandelier. ‘The lemur is at a considerable height, yes? How do you suggest I fetch him? Perhaps I could shoot him dead?’

Opal swooshed low, arms and legs twirling like a harpy. ‘No!’ she shrieked, striking him around the head and shoulders. ‘I would shoot a hundred of you, a thousand, before I let you harm one hair of that creature’s fur. He is the future. My future! The world’s future!’

‘Indeed,’ said the doctor. ‘Were I not mesmerized, I suspect I should be yawning.’

‘Shoot the humans,’ commanded Opal. ‘The boy first, he is the most dangerous.’

‘Are you certain? The man mountain looks more dangerous to me.’

‘Shoot the boy!’ howled Opal, frustration sending tears streaming down her cheeks.
 ‘Then Butler and then yourself.’

Artemis swallowed. This was cutting things a bit fine; his accomplice had better get a move on.

‘Very well,’ said Schalke, fiddling with the safety on Butler’s Sig Sauer.
 ‘Anything to escape these theatrics.’

I have seconds before he figures out that catch, thought Artemis. Seconds to distract Opal. Nothing to do but reveal the hole in her ace.

‘Come now, Opal,’ Artemis said, with a calmness he did not feel. ‘You wouldn’t shoot a ten-year-old boy, would you?’

‘I absolutely would,’ said Opal without a heartbeat’s hesitation. ‘I am considering cloning you so that I can kill you over and over again. Heaven.’

Then all of what Artemis had said registered.

‘Ten? Did you say you were ten years old?’

Artemis forgot all about the danger surrounding him, lost in the sweet moment of triumph. It was intoxicating.

‘Yes, that is what I said. I am ten. My real
 mother would have noticed immediately.’

Opal chewed the knuckles of Angeline’s left hand. Thinking.

‘You are the Artemis Fowl from my time? They brought you back!’

‘Obviously.’

Opal reared back through the air, as though taken by the wind.

‘There is another one. Here somewhere, another Artemis Fowl.’

‘Finally!’ said Artemis smirking. ‘The great pixie genius sees the truth.’

‘Find him,’ shrieked Opal. ‘Find him immediately. At once.’

Schalke straightened his glasses. ‘At once and
 immediately. This must be important.’

Opal watched him go with real hatred in her eyes. ‘When this is over, I am going to destroy this entire estate just for spite. And then, when I return to the past, I shall –’

‘Don’t tell me,’ interrupted ten-year-old Artemis Fowl. ‘You will destroy it again.’

Almost eight years ago

When fourteen-year-old Artemis had had a moment to consider things, sometime in between scaling pylons and outwitting murderous Extinctionists, he realized that there were a lot of unanswered questions about his mother’s illness. He had supposedly given her Spelltropy, but who had passed it to him? Holly’s magic had permeated his body in the past, but she herself was hale and hearty. Why wasn’t she sick? Or, for that matter, how did Butler escape infection? He had been healed so many times that he must be half fairy by now.

And, of all the thousands of humans healed, mesmerized or wiped every year, his mother was the one to fall ill. The mother of the only human on Earth who could do something about it. Very coincidental. Too coincidental by far.

So. Either someone had deliberately infected his mother, or the symptoms were being magically duplicated. Either way, the result was the same: Artemis would travel back in time to find the antidote. The lemur, Jayjay.

And who would want Jayjay found as much as Artemis did? The answer to that question lay in the past. Opal Koboi, of course. The little primate was the last ingredient in her magical cocktail. With his brain fluid in her bloodstream she would be literally the most powerful person on the planet. And if Opal couldn’t nab Jayjay in her own time, she would get him in the future.
 Whatever it took. She must have followed them back through the time stream, jumped out early and organized this whole affair. Presumably, once she had Jayjay’s brain fluid, navigating her way back would not be a problem.

It was confusing even for Artemis. Opal wouldn’t even be in his present if he hadn’t gone back in time. And he only went back in time because of a situation she created. It was Artemis’s own attempts to cure his mother which had led Opal to infect her.

But one thing he now felt sure of was that Opal was behind this. She was behind them and in front of them. Chasing their group into her own clutches. A time paradox.

There are two Opals in this equation, thought Artemis. I think there should continue to be two Artemis Fowls.

And so a plan had taken shape in his mind.

*

Once the young Artemis had been apprised of all the details and convinced of their accuracy, he at once agreed to accompany them to the future, in spite of Butler’s vocal objection.

‘It’s my mother, Butler,’ he said simply. ‘I must save her. Now I charge you to stay by her side until I return. Anyway, how could they hope to succeed without me?’

‘How indeed,’ Holly Short had wondered, then taken more pleasure than was necessary in watching that arrogance drain from the boy’s features when the time stream opened in front of them, like the maw of some great computer-generated serpent.

‘Chin up, Mud Boy,’ she’d said as Artemis the younger watched his arm dissolve.
 ‘And watch out for quantum zombies.’

*

The time stream had been difficult for Artemis the elder. Any other human would have been torn apart by such repeated exposure to its particular radiation, but Artemis held himself together by sheer willpower. He focused on the high end of his intellect, solving unprovable theorems with large cardinals and composing an ending for Schubert’s unfinished Symphony No 8.

As he worked, Artemis sensed the odd derisive comment from his younger self.

More B minor? Do you really think so?

Had he always been this obnoxious? How tiresome. Little wonder people in general did not like him.

Fowl Manor, the present

Back in his own time, in his own house, Artemis the elder paused only to grab some clothes from the wardrobe before quickly exiting his study, warning Foaly and No1 to keep silent with a simple shhh. He moved quickly along the corridor towards the dumb-waiter shaft adjacent to the second-floor tea room. This was not the most direct route to the security centre, in fact the route was circuitous and awkward, but it was the only way to pass through the house undetected.

Butler believed he had every square inch of the manor, apart from the Fowl’s private chambers, under surveillance, but Artemis had long since worked how to travel through the house without being picked up on camera. This route involved hiding in corners, walking on furniture, travelling in dumb waiters and tilting a full-length mirror to just the right angle.

It was possible, of course, that a hostile could figure out the same pathways, co-ordinates and trajectories, and also move about the house undetected. Possible, but highly improbable, not without an intimate knowledge of nooks and crannies that did not exist on any plans.

Artemis followed a zigzag pattern down the hallway, a second behind a security camera’s sweep, then ducked quickly inside the dumb-waiter shaft.
 Luckily, the box was on this floor, or he would have been forced to shin down the cable and shinning was not one of his strong suits. Artemis reached outside and pressed the ground-floor button, whipping his hand back in before the descending box caught his wrist.
 While it was true that security would register the dumb waiter descending, it would not set off any red lights.

Once at kitchen level, Artemis rolled on to the floor, opening the fridge door to shield his movement into the pantry. Deep shadows concealed him until the camera swung away from the doorway allowing him climb on top of the table and jump outside.

All the time thinking. Plotting.

Assume the worst. Little Artemis is helpless and Holly and Number One are already incapacitated. Quite possible if someone like Butler were mesmerized and doing the incapacitating. Opal is somewhere near the command centre, manipulating my mother. It was Opal who could see the magic inside me. Not Mother. She peeled away the spell I had cast over my parents.

And: Of course B minor. If one starts in B minor, one finishes in B minor. Any fool knows that.

A suit of medieval armour stood in the main lobby. The same armour that Butler had put on to do battle with a troll during the Fowl Manor seige five years earlier. Artemis approached it slowly, his back flat against an abstract grey-black tapestry that camouflaged him almost perfectly.
 Once concealed behind the suit of armour, he nudged the base of an adjacent mirror until it reflected a spotlight’s beam directly into the lens of the lobby camera.

Now his path to the security centre was clear. Artemis strode purposefully towards the booth. This was where Opal would be, he was certain of it. From there she could monitor the entire house and it was directly below Angeline’s bedroom. If Opal was indeed controlling his mother, closer was better.

It was clear from several metres away that he was right. Artemis could hear Opal ranting from a distance.

‘There is another one. Here somewhere, another Artemis Fowl.’

Either the penny had dropped, or young Artemis had been forced to reveal their plan. ‘Find him,’ shrieked Opal. ‘Find him immediately. At once.’

Artemis stepped quietly into the security control booth – a boxroom off the main lobby that had served in its time as a cloakroom, weapons lock-up and holding cell for prisoners. Now, it housed a computer desk, similar to those found in editing suites, and stacks of monitors displaying live feeds of the manor and grounds.

Huddled before the monitor bank was Opal, dressed in Holly’s LEP gear. She had wasted no time in stealing the fairy suit. It was mere minutes since Artemis had locked it in the safe.

The little pixie was multi-tasking furiously, scanning the monitors while maintaining remote control over Artemis’s mother. Her dark hair was sweat-slicked and her childlike limbs shook with the effort.

Artemis sneaked into the room, quickly punching the code into the weapons locker.

‘When this is over, I am going to destroy this entire estate just for spite. And then, when I return to the past, I shall –’

Opal froze. Something had made a clicking noise. She turned to find Artemis Fowl pointing a weapon of some kind at her. She immediately abandoned all other spells, throwing her efforts into a desperate mesmer.

‘Drop that gun,’ she intoned. ‘You are my slave.’

Artemis felt instantly woozy, but he had already pressed the trigger and a dart loaded with a Butler special concoction of muscle relaxants and sedatives buried its long needle in Opal’s neck, where there was no protection from the suit. This was a shot in a million, since Artemis was not proficient with firearms. As Butler put it: Artemis, a genius you may be, but leave the shooting to me, because you couldn’t hit the backside of a stationary elephant.

Opal concentrated furiously on the puncture wound, dousing it with magical sparks, but it was too late. The drug was already entering her brain, loosening her control on the magic inside her.

She began to sway and flicker, alternating between her real pixie self and Miss Book.

Miss Book, thought Artemis. My suspicions were correct. The only stranger in the equation.

Intermittently, Opal disappeared altogether, shield buzzing in and out. Magical bolts shot from her fingers, frying the monitors before Artemis could get a look at what was going on upstairs.

‘Now I can do the bolts,’ she slurred. ‘I’ve been trying to focus enough magic all week.’

The magic shifted and swirled, finally etching a picture in the air. It was a rough picture of Foaly, and he was laughing.

‘I hate you, centaur!’ screamed Opal, lunging towards and through the insubstantial image. Then her eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed snoring on the floor.

Artemis straightened his tie.

Freud, he felt certain, would have a field day with that.


 *

Artemis hurried upstairs to his parents’ room. The rug was coated in a pool of lumpy fat. Two sets of fairy footprints led from the turgid pearlescent puddle into the en suite wetroom. Artemis heard the power shower drilling against the tiles.

Opal used animal fat to suppress Number One’s magic. How despicable. How horrible.

Young Artemis was studying the spreading mass of goo.

‘Look,’ he said, noticing his older self. ‘Opal used animal fat to suppress Number One’s magic. How ingenious.’

Under the noise of the shower were the sounds of retching and complaining. Butler was hosing down Holly and No1 and they were not happy or healthy.

But alive. Both alive.

Angeline lay on her bed, wrapped in a goosedown duvet. She was pale and dazed, but was it Artemis’s imagination or had just a tinge of colour crept back into her cheeks? She coughed gently and immediately both Artemises were at her side.

Artemis the elder raised an eyebrow at his younger self.

‘You can see how this might be awkward,’ he said pointedly.

‘I can indeed,’ conceded the ten-year-old. ‘Why don’t I have a poke around in your… in my study. See what I come up with.’

This is a problem, Artemis realized. My own inquisitiveness. Perhaps I should not have promised not to mind-wipe my younger self. Something will have to be done.

Angeline opened her eyes. They were blue and calm, peering out from tired dark sockets.

‘Artemis,’ she said, her voice the rasp of fingers on tree bark. ‘I dreamed I was flying. And there was a monkey …’

Artemis shook with relief. She was safe; he had saved her.

‘It was a lemur, Mother. Mum.’

Angeline smiled wanly, reaching up to stroke his cheek. ‘Mum. I have waited so long to hear you say that. So long.’

And with that smile on her face Angeline lay back and drifted off into deep natural sleep.

Just as well, Artemis realized. Or she may have noticed the fairies in the bathroom, or the contents of a fat barrel on the rug. Or a second Artemis lurking shiftily by the bookcase.

Butler emerged from the wetroom dripping wet, shirtless, paddle marks scorched into his skin. He was paler than usual, and had to lean against the doorframe for support.

‘Welcome back,’ he said to Artemis the elder. ‘This little one is quite a chip off the old block. Gave me one hell of a jump-start.’

‘He is the old block,’ said Artemis wryly.

Butler jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Those two didn’t enjoy their dip in the barrel.’

‘Animal fat is poison to fairies,’ explained Artemis. ‘Blocks the magical flow.
 Turns their own power rancid.’

A shadow settled on Butler’s brow. ‘Opal made me do it. She… Miss Book approached me at the main gates as I left for the airport. I was trapped in my own skull.’

Artemis laid a gentle hand on his bodyguard’s forearm. ‘I know. No apologies are necessary.’

Butler remembered that he did not have his weapon, and he remembered who did have it. ‘What did you do with Schalke? Knockout dart?’

‘No. Our paths did not cross.’

Butler staggered to the bedroom door, Artemis hot on his heels. ‘Opal is controlling him, though he’s making her work for it. We need to secure them both right now.’

It took them several minutes to reach the security booth, Butler pulling himself along the walls, and by that time Opal was already gone. Artemis ran to the window just in time to see the blocky rear end of a vintage Mercedes take the bend in the driveway. A small figure bounced on the back seat. Two bounces, the first time it was Opal, the second Miss Imogen Book.

Already her power returns, realized Artemis.

Butler loomed above him, panting.

‘This isn’t over yet,’ he said.

Artemis did not respond to the comment; Butler was simply stating the patently obvious.

Then the engine noise increased in volume and pitch.

‘Gear change,’ said Butler. ‘She’s coming back.’

Artemis felt a chill pass over his heart, though he had been expecting it.

Of course she’s coming back, he thought.
 She will never have another chance like this one. Butler can barely walk.
 Holly and Number One will be diminished for hours and I am a mere human. If she retreats now, Jayjay will be free of her forever. Soon Foaly’s squad will arrive from Tara and whisk the little lemur underground. For perhaps five minutes, Opal has the upper hand.

Artemis planned quickly. ‘I need to take Jayjay away from here. So long as he is in the manor, everyone is in danger. Opal will kill us all to cover her tracks.’

Butler nodded, sweat running in rivulets through the lines on his face. ‘Yes. We can make it to the Cessna.’

‘I can make it to the Cessna, old friend,’
 corrected Artemis. ‘I am charging you with the protection of my mother and friends, not to mention keeping my younger self off the Internet. He is as dangerous as Opal.’

It was a sensible tactic and Butler knew it was coming before Artemis said it. He was in such bad shape that he would slow Artemis down. Not only that but the manor would be wide open for any of Opal’s thralls to stroll in and exact her revenge.

‘Very well. Don’t take her over three thousand metres and watch the flaps –
 they’re a bit sticky.’

Artemis nodded as if he didn’t know. Giving instructions comforted Butler.

‘Three thousand. Flaps. Got it.’

‘Would you like a gun? I have a neat Beretta.’

Artemis shook his head. ‘No guns. My aim is so bad that even with Holly’s eye to help me I would probably only succeed in shooting off a toe or two. No, all I need is the bait.’ He paused. ‘And my sunglasses.’







Chapter 15

Murder Most Fowl


[image: image]

THE Fowl family currently had three aircraft. A Learjet and a Sikorsky helicopter, were hangared at the nearby airport, and a small Cessna, which lived in a small garage workshop beside the high meadow on the northern border of the estate. The Cessna was several years old and would have been recycled some time ago had Artemis not taken it on as a project. His aim was to make it carbon-neutral and
 cost-effective, a goal which his father heartily approved of.

‘I have forty scientists working on the same problem, but my money is on you,’ he had confided to his son.

And so Artemis coated the entire body of the craft with lightweight super-efficient solar panels, like NASA’s prototype flying wing, the Helios. Unlike the Helios, Artemis’s Cessna could still fly at its normal speeds and take passengers. This was because Artemis had removed the single engine and installed smaller ones to turn the main propeller, the four extra props on the wings and the landing gear.
 Most of the metal in the skeleton had been stripped out and replaced with a lightweight polymer. Where the fuel tank had been now sat a small battery.

There were still a few adjustments to make, but Artemis believed his ship was skyworthy. He hoped so. There was a lot riding on the soundness of the little craft. He sprinted from the kitchen door across the courtyard and towards the high meadow. With any luck Opal would not realize he was gone until she saw the plane taking off. Of course then he wanted her to see him. Hopefully, he could draw her away long enough for LEP reinforcements to arrive.

Artemis felt the tiredness in his legs before he had gone a hundred metres. He had never been the athletic type and the recent time-stream jaunts had done nothing for his physique, even though he had concentrated hard on his muscles during the trips. Willing himself to tone up. A little mind-over-matter experiment that sadly had not yielded any results.

The old farm gate to the meadow was closed, so Artemis scaled it rather than struggle with the heavy bolt. He could feel the heat from the simian’s body high inside his jacket and its little hands were tight on his neck.

Jayjay must be safe, he thought. He must be saved.

The garage doors were sturdier than they looked and protected with a keypad entry system. Artemis tapped in the code and threw the doors wide, flooding the interior with the deep orange rays of the early-evening sun. Inside, nestled in a horseshoe of benches and tool trolleys, was the modified Cessna, hooked up to a supplementary power cable.
 Artemis snapped the cable from its socket on the fuselage and clambered into the cockpit. He strapped himself into the pilot’s seat, remembering briefly when he had first flown this plane solo.

Nine years old. I needed a booster seat.

The engines started immediately and virtually silently. The only noise came from the whirring of the propellers and the clicks of switches as Artemis ran through his preflight check.

The news was generally good. Eighty per cent power. That gave the small plane a range of several hundred miles. Easily enough to lead Opal on a merry dance along the Irish coast. But the flaps were sticky and the seals were old.

Don’t take her over three thousand metres.

‘We’re going to be fine,’ he said to the passenger inside his jacket. ‘Absolutely fine.’

Was this the truth? He could not be certain.

The high meadow was wide and long and sloped gently upwards to the estate wall.
 Artemis nudged the Cessna from her hangar, swinging the nose in a tight turn to give himself maximum runway. Under ideal circumstances, the five-hundred-metre stretch of grass was more than ample for a take-off. But there was a tailwind and the grass was a few centimetres longer than it should be.

Despite these considerations, we should be OK. I have flown in worse conditions than these.

The take-off was textbook. Artemis pulled back on the nosewheel at the three-hundred-metre mark and comfortably cleared the north wall.
 Even at this low altitude he could see the Irish Sea to the east, black with scimitars of sunlight slicing across the wave tips.

He was tempted, for the merest fraction of a moment, just to flee, but he didn’t.

Have I changed utterly? Artemis asked himself.
 He realized that he was running out of palatable crimes. Not so long ago, nearly all crime had been acceptable to him.

No, he decided. There were still people who deserved to be stolen from, or exposed, or dropped in deep jungle with only flip-flops and a spoon. He would just have to put more effort into finding them.

Artemis activated the wing cameras. There was one such person on the avenue below.
 A megalomaniac, cold-hearted pixie. Opal Koboi. Artemis could see her striding towards the manor, jamming Holly’s helmet down over her ears.

I was afraid of that. She thought to take the helmet. A most valuable tool.

Still, he had no alternative but to attract her attention. The lives of his family and friends were at stake. Artemis took the Cessna down thirty metres, following Opal’s path to the manor. She may not hear the engine, but the sensors in Holly’s helmet would throw up a dozen red lights.

On cue, Opal stopped in her tracks, throwing her gaze skywards, capturing the small plane in her sights.

Come on, Opal, thought Artemis. Take the bait. Run a thermal.

*



Opal strode purposefully towards the manor until she snagged the toe of one LEP boot under the heel of another.

Stupid tall elf, she thought furiously, righting herself. When I am queen – no – when I am empress, all tall fairies will have their legs modified. Or, better still, I will have a human pituitary gland grafted to my brain so that I shall be the tall one. A giant among fairies, physically and mentally.

She had other plans too: an Opalesque cosmetic face mould that could give any of her adoring fans the Koboi look in seconds. A homeopathic hoverchair covered in massage bars and mood sensors that would read her humour and spray whatever scents were needed to cheer her up.

But those plans could wait until she was empress. For now the lemur was her priority. Without its brain fluid, it could take years to accomplish her plans. Plus magic was so much easier than science.

Opal slotted Holly’s helmet on to her head. Pads inside the helmet automatically inflated to cradle her skull. There was some coded security, which she contemptuously hacked with a series of blinks and hand movements. These LEP helmets were not half as advanced as the models in her R&D department.

Once the hemet’s functions were open to her, the visor’s display crystals fizzled and turned scarlet. Red alert! Something was closing in. A 3D radar sweep revealed a small craft overhead, and recognition software quickly pegged it as a human-built Cessna.

She quickly selected the command sequence for a thermal scan and the helmet infra-red detector analysed the electromagnetic radiation coming from inside the aircraft. There was some waffle from the solar panels but the scan isolated an orange blob in the pilot’s seat. One passenger only. The helmet’s biometric reader conveniently identified the pilot as Artemis Fowl, and dropped a 3D icon over his fuzzy figure.

‘One passenger,’ murmured Opal. ‘Are you trying to decoy me away from the house, Artemis Fowl? Is that why you fly so low?’

But Artemis Fowl knew technology, he would anticipate thermal-imaging.

‘What do you have up your sleeve?’ wondered the pixie. ‘Or perhaps up your shirt.’

She magnified Artemis’s heart and discovered a second heat source superimposed over the first, distinguishable only by a slightly cooler shade of red.

Even at that desperate moment, Opal could not help but admire this young human, who had attempted to mask the lemur’s heat signature with his own.

‘Clever. But not ingenious.’

And he would need to be ingenious to defeat Opal Koboi. Bringing back the second Artemis had been a neat trick, but she should have caught it.

I was defeated by my own arrogance, she realized. That will not happen again.

The helmet automatically tuned into the Cessna’s radio frequency and so Opal sent Artemis a little message.

‘I am coming for the lemur, boy,’ she said, a pulse of magic setting the suit’s wings a flutter. ‘And this time there will be no you to save you.’

*

Artemis could not feel or see the various waves that probed the Cessna, but he guessed that Opal would use the helmet’s thermal imager to see how many hot bodies were on the plane. Perhaps she would try X-ray too. It would seem as though he was trying to hide Jayjay’s heat signature with his own, but that was a transparent ploy and should not fool Opal for more than a heartbeat. When the pixie was satisfied that her prize was escaping, then how could she not follow?

Artemis banked starboard, to keep Opal in the camera eye, and was satisfied to see a set of wings sliding from the slots in Holly’s suit.

The chase was on.

Time for the bait to pretend it was trying to escape.

Artemis peeled away from the estate, heading for the deep purple sea, opening the throttle wide, satisfied by the plane’s smooth acceleration. The batteries were channelling a steady supply of power to the engines without releasing one gram of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.

He checked the tail camera view and was not totally surprised to find the flying pixie in his monitor.

Her control over the magic is addled by sedative, he guessed. Opal may have had barely enough power to jump-start the suit. But soon the dart’s after-effects will peter out and then there may be lightning bolts flaring across my wing.

Artemis turned south, following the jagged coast. The clamour and bustle of Dublin’s high-rise apartment blocks, belching chimneys and swarm of buzzing helicopters gave way to long stretches of grey rock shadowed by the north-south railtrack. The sea pushed against the shore, folding its million fingers over sand, scrub and shale.

Fishing boats chugged from buoy to buoy, trailing white sea-serpent wakes, sailors snagging lobster pots with long-handled gaffs. Fat clouds hung ponderously at four thousand metres, rain brewing in their bellies.

A peaceful evening, so long as no one looks up.

Though at this altitude, Opal’s blurred flying form could be mistaken for an eagle.

Artemis’s plan went smoothly for longer than he’d hoped. He made sixty miles without interference from Opal. Artemis allowed himself a glimmer of hope.

Soon, he thought. The LEP reinforcements will come soon.

Then his radio crackled into life.

‘Artemis? Are you there, Artemis?’

Butler. He sounded extremely calm, which he always did before he explained just how serious a situation was.

‘Butler, old friend, I’m here. Tell me the good news.’

The bodyguard sighed into his microphone, a breaking wave of static.

‘They’re not coming after the Cessna. You are not the priority.’

‘Number One is,’ said Artemis. ‘They need to get him below ground. I understand.’

‘Yes. Him and –’

‘Say no more, old friend,’ said Artemis sharply. ‘Opal is listening.’

‘The LEP are here, Artemis. I want you to turn round and fly back.’

‘No,’ said Artemis firmly. ‘I will not put Mother at risk again.’

Artemis heard a strange creaking sound and surmised that Butler was strangling the microphone stalk.

‘OK. Another location then. Somewhere we can dig ourselves in.’

‘Very well, I am on a southerly heading anyway, so why not –’

Artemis never completed his veiled suggestion as his channel was blocked by a deafening burst of white noise. The squawk left a droning aftershock in his ears, and for a moment he allowed the Cessna to drift.

No sooner had he regained control than a thudding blow to the fuselage caused him to lose it again.

Several red lights flashed on the display-plane solar-panel icon. At least ten panels had been shattered by the impact.

Artemis spared half a second to check the rear camera. Opal was no longer trailing behind. No surprise there.

The pixie’s voice burst through the radio speakers, sharp with petulance and evil intent.

‘I am strong now, Mud Boy,’ she said. ‘Your poison is gone, flushed from my system. My power grows and I am hungry for more.’

Artemis did not engage in conversation.
 All his skill and quick thinking would be needed to pilot the Cessna.

Opal struck again on the port wing, smashing her forearms into the solar panels, breaking them as a child would break sheets of ice in a pool, windmilling her arms gleefully, wings buzzing to keep pace. The plane bucked and yawed and Artemis fought the stick to pull the craft level.

She’s insane, thought Artemis. Utterly insane.

And:

Those panels are unique. And she calls herself a scientist.

Opal scampered along the wing, punching an armoured fist into the fuselage itself.
 More panels were obliterated and tiny fist-sized dents buckled the polymer over Artemis’s shoulder. Tiny cracks ran along the dents, slit by the wind.

Opal’s voice was loud in the speaker. ‘Land, Fowl. Land and I may not return to the manor when I have finished with you. Land! Land!’

Each order to land was emphasized by another blow on the cockpit. The windscreen exploded inwards, showering Artemis with jagged chunks of plexiglass.

‘Land! Land!’

You have the product, Artemis reminded himself.
 So you have the power. Opal cannot afford to kill Jayjay.

The wind screamed in Artemis’s face, and the readings from his flight instruments made no sense unless Opal was scrambling them with the LEP suit’s field. But Artemis still had a chance.
 There was fight left in this Fowl.

He pointed the nose downwards, banking sharply left. Opal kept pace easily, tearing strips from the fuselage. She was a destructive shadow in the dimming dusk light.

Artemis could smell the sea.

He was too low. Too soon.

More red lights on the instrument panel. The power supply had been cut. The batteries were breached. The altimeter whirred and beeped.

Opal was at the side window. Artemis could see her tiny teeth grinning at him. She was saying something. Shouting. But the radio was not operational any more. Just as well probably.

She is having the time of her life, he realized. Fun, fun, fun.

Artemis struggled with the controls. The sticky flaps were the least of his worries now. If Opal decided to snip a few cables, then he would lose whatever say he had over the plane. Though it was too early, Artemis lowered the tricycle landing gear. If Opal sabotaged the mechanism now, the wheels should stay down.

They plummeted earthwards, locked together. A sparrow on an eagle’s back. Opal smashed her armoured head through the door window’s plexiglass, still shouting inside the helmet, spittle spraying the visor. Issuing orders that Artemis could not hear and could not spare enough time to lip-read. He could see that her eyes glowed red with magic and it was clear from her manic expression that any threads connecting her to rationality had been severed.

More shouting. Muffled behind the visor.
 Artemis cast a sardonic gaze at the radio, which sat dead and dark in its cradle.

Opal caught the look and raised her visor, shouting over the wind, too impatient for the helmet PA.

‘Give me the lemur and I will save you,’ she said, her voice mesmerizing. ‘You have my –’

Artemis avoided her gaze and pulled the emergency flare gun from under the seat, sticking it in her face.

‘You leave me no choice but to shoot you,’ he said, voice cold and certain. This was not a threat, it was a statement of fact.

Opal knew the truth when she heard it and for one second her resolve wavered. She pulled back, but not quickly enough to prevent Artemis from firing the flare into her helmet, then reaching up to flick down the visor.

Opal spun away from the Cessna, trailing black smoke, red sparks swarming round her head like angry wasps. Her wing smashed into the Cessna’s, and neither survived intact. Solar-cell splinters flashed like stardust and tail feathers from Opal’s flying rig helicoptered slowly earthwards.
 The aeroplane yawed to starboard, moaning like a wounded animal.

I need to land. Now.

Artemis didn’t feel guilty about what he’d done. Flare burns would not hinder a being of Opal’s regenerative power for long. Already the magic would be repairing her skin damage. At best he had bought himself a few minutes’ reprieve.

When Opal comes back, she will be beyond furious. A true maniac. Perhaps her judgement will be clouded.

Artemis smiled grimly, and for a moment he felt like his old conniving self, before Holly and his mother had introduced him to their pesky moral codes.

Good. Clouded judgement may give me the advantage I need.

Artemis levelled the craft as much as he could, slowing his descent. Wind slapped his face, tugging his skin. Shielding his eyes with a forearm, he peered downwards through the blur of propeller spin.

Hook Head peninsula jutted into the blackness of the sea below him like a slate-grey arrowhead. A cluster of lights winked on the eastern curve. This was the village of Duncade, where Butler had awaited his young charge’s return from Limbo. A magical inlet which had once sheltered the demon isle of Hybras. The entire area was a magical hotspot and would set LEP spectrometers buzzing.

Dark blue night was falling quickly, and it was difficult to tell hard ground from soft. Artemis knew that a carpet of meadow ran from Duncade to the Hook Head lighthouse, but could only see the grass strip once every five seconds when it flashed emerald in the tower’s beam.

My runway, thought Artemis.

He dragged the Cessna into the best possible approach line, descending in uneven, stomach-lurching swoops. Solar panels frittered away from the nose and wings, streaming behind the craft.

Still no sign of Opal.

She’s coming. Make no mistake about it.

With each flash of green, the hard earth rushed up to meet him.

Too fast, thought Artemis. I am coming in too fast. I will never get my legal pilot’s licence flying like this.

He clenched his jaws and held the stick tightly. Touchdown was going to be rough.

And it was, though not bone-shatteringly so. Not the first time. It was on the second bounce that Artemis was shunted forward into the console and heard the left side of his collarbone snap. A horrible sound that brought bile to his throat.

No pain yet. Just cold. I am going into shock.

The Cessna’s wheels skidded on the long grass, which was coated with sea-spray and slicker than ice. Artemis scowled, not because of his injuries but because his fate was in the hands of chance now; he had no control. Opal would be coming for Jayjay and he must do his utmost to distract her.

The outside world continued to intrude most violently on Artemis’s thoughts. The front wheel strut glanced off a sharp rock, shearing away completely. For several seconds the wheel continued to roll alongside the plane, until it veered off into the darkness.

Another bump and the Cessna collapsed on to its nose, propeller ploughing furrows in the earth. Sheaves of grass fanned the air and clods of muck rained through the holes in the windscreen.

Artemis tasted earth and thought, I don’t see what Mulch
makes all the fuss about. It’s not exactly lobster mousse.

Then he was out of the plane and stumbling towards the rocky shoreline. Artemis did not call for help and none would have come if he had. The rocks were black, treacherous and deserted. The sea was loud and the wind blew high. Even if the lighthouse beam had pinned the falling plane’s image to the sky, it would be a long while before unarmed, unsuspecting villagers arrived to offer assistance. And by then it would be too late.

Artemis stumbled on, his left arm hanging low. His good hand cupped the furry head poking from the front of his jacket.

‘Almost there,’ he panted.

A pair of sea stacks jutted from the waters like the last teeth from the gums of a tobacco chewer. Thirty-metre-high hard-rock columns that had resisted the erosive power of wind and wave. The locals called them The Nuns because of their sisterly appearance. Head-to-toe habits.

The Nuns were quite the local attraction and sturdy rope bridges spanned the chasms from shore to Little Sister and on to Mother Superior. Butler once told Artemis that he had spent many lonely nights on the second sea stack with night-vision binoculars, glassing the ocean for a sign of Hybras.

Artemis stepped on to the first span of the bridge. It rippled and creaked slightly under his feet, but held firm. He saw the sea far below through the slats, flat rocks pushing through the surface like mushrooms through clay. The body of an unlucky dog lay splayed on one of the lower rocks, a stark reminder of what could happen if you lost your footing on The Nuns.

I am hurrying towards a dead end, he told himself. Once I reach the second stack, there is nowhere to go but down.

But there was no choice. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that Opal was coming. He did not even need his shield-filtered sunglasses to see her. The pixie had no magic to spare for invisibility. She lurched zombie-like across the meadow, a red haze of magic lighting her face inside the helmet, fists clenched balls at her side. Her wings were outstretched, but tattered and battered. She would not be flying anywhere on those. Only the power of Jayjay could save Opal now. He was her last hope for victory. If she did not inject his brain fluid soon, then surely the LEP would arrive to protect the endangered lemur.

Artemis walked across the bridge, careful not to bash his dangling arm against the railing. Miraculously, he was in little constant pain, but every footstep sent a throb of white-hot agony flashing across his upper chest.

Distract her a while longer. Then the cavalry will surely arrive. The winged, invisible cavalry. They wouldn’t abandon him, would they?

‘Fowl!’ the shriek came from behind him. Closer than he expected. ‘Give me the monkey!’

The voice was layered with wasted magic. No eye contact. No mesmer.

Monkey, thought Artemis, smirking. Ha ha.

Further across the chasm. Blackness above and below, star points in the sky and sea. Waves growling like tigers.
 Hungry.

Artemis stumbled towards the first Nun. Little Sister. Stepping out on to a rock plateau worn treacherous. His foot slipped on the surface and he spun across the diameter of the summit like a ballroom dancer with an unseen partner.

He heard Opal’s shriek. For Jayjay to die now would be disaster, as she would be stuck in this time with the entire LEP on her trail and no ultimate powers.

Artemis did not look back, though he ached to. He could hear Opal clanking across the boards, swearing with each breath. The words sounded almost comical in her childlike pixie voice.

Nowhere to go but forward. Artemis almost fell on to the second span of bridge, pulling himself along the rope rail until he arrived at Mother Superior. Locals said that if you stood at the right point on the coastline at sunrise, and squinted a little, then you could just make out stern features on the Mother Superior’s face.

The rock felt stern now. Bleak and unforgiving. Even one false step would not be tolerated.

Artemis dropped to his knees on the mushroom curve of the plateau, cupping his left elbow in his right palm.

Soon, shock and pain will overcome me. Not yet, genius.
 Focus.

Artemis glanced down to the V of his jacket. The furry head was gone.

Dropped on Little Sister. Waiting for Opal.

This was confirmed by a sudden shriek of delight from behind. Artemis turned slowly and with great effort to face his enemy. It seemed as though he had been fighting her forever.

The pixie stood atop the sea stack, almost dancing with delight. Artemis could see a small furry figure splayed on the plateau.

‘I have him,’ Opal cackled. ‘With all your genius! With your big bursting brain!
 You dropped him! You simply dropped him!’

Artemis felt the throb build in his shoulder. In a minute, there would be worse coming, he was certain of it.

Opal stretched two hands towards her prize.

‘He is mine,’ she said reverentially, and Artemis swore he heard thunder in the distance. ‘The ultimate magic is mine. I have the lemur.’

Artemis spoke clearly, so his words would carry across the divide.

‘It’s not a lemur,’ he said. ‘It’s a monkey.’

Opal’s smile froze, all tiny teeth, and she grabbed what she had thought was Jayjay. The figure was soft in her hands.

‘A toy!’ she gasped. ‘This is a toy.’

Artemis’s triumph was dulled by pain and exhaustion. ‘Opal, meet Professor Primate. My brother’s plaything.’

‘A toy,’ repeated Opal dully. ‘But there were two heat sources. I saw them.’

‘Microwave gel pack stuffed inside the foam,’ explained Artemis. ‘It’s over, Opal.
 Jayjay is in Haven by now. You can’t get him. Turn yourself in and I won’t have to hurt you.’

Opal’s features were twisted with rage.

‘Hurt me! Hurt me?’ She dashed the toy monkey against the rock surface over and over again until the dented works fell out. A metallic voice issued from the speaker.

‘History will remember this day… History will… History will remember this day.’

Opal screamed and red sparks boiled round her fingertips.

‘I cannot fly and I cannot shoot lightning, but I have enough magic to boil your brain.’

Opal’s dreams of supreme power were forgotten. At that moment all she wanted to do was kill Artemis Fowl. She stepped on to the second span with murder in her heart.

Artemis stood wearily, reaching into his pocket.

‘Your armour should save you,’ he said to Opal, his voice calm. ‘It will be terrifying, but the LEP will dig you out.’

Opal scoffed. ‘More tactics. Bluff and double bluff. Not this time, Artemis.’

‘Don’t make me do this, Opal,’ Artemis pleaded. ‘Just sit down and wait for the LEP. No one needs to get hurt.’

‘Oh, I think someone needs to get hurt,’ said Opal.

Artemis took a modified laser pointer from his pocket, activating the narrow beam and aiming it at the base of Little Sister.

‘What are you going to do with that thing? It would take a hundred years to saw through this rock.’

‘I’m not trying to saw through it,’ said Artemis, keeping the beam steady. ‘And it’s not a rock.’

Opal raised her hands, sparks laced like barbed wire round her fingers.

No more talk.

Artemis’s laser beam cut deep into the base of Little Sister, until it pierced the outer shell and reached the vast pocket of methane beneath.

Little Sister was not a rock. It was the seventh kraken, attracted by the magical resonance of Hybras. Artemis had been studying it for years. Not even Foaly knew it was there.

The explosion was huge, shooting a column of fire fifteen metres into the air. The outer shell collapsed under Opal, engulfing her in a blizzard of shrapnel.

Artemis heard the dull twang of her LEP armour flexing to take the shock.

Foaly’s armour should save her.

He threw himself flat on the sea stack, suffering the rain of rock, weed and even fish on his back and legs.

Luck will save me now. Only luck.

And luck did save him. The plateau was hammered with several sizeable missiles but none struck Artemis. He was hailed with smaller objects and would have a hundred bruises and cuts to add to his list of injuries, but not a single bone was broken.

When the world felt as though it had stopped vibrating, Artemis crawled to the lip of the sea stack and gazed down at the bubbling sea below. A pyramid of rubble steamed gently in the waves where the kraken had been. The great beast would be moving away silently now, to find another magical hotspot. Of Opal there was no sign.

The LEP will find her.

Artemis turned over on his back and watched the stars. He did this often, and the sight usually caused him to wonder how he could reach the planets orbiting those pinpricks of light, and what he would find there. On this evening, the stars just made him feel tiny and insignificant. Nature was vast and mighty and would eventually swallow him, even the memory of him. He lay there cold and alone on the plateau, waiting for a feeling of triumph that he realized would never arrive, and listening to the distant shouts of the villagers as they made their way across the long meadow.

*

Holly arrived before the villagers, gliding in from the north, touching down soundlessly on the sea stack.

‘You’re flying,’ said Artemis, as though he had never seen this before.

‘I borrowed a suit from Number One’s bodyguards. Well, I say borrowed …’

‘How did you find me?’ asked Artemis, though he could guess.

‘Oh, I saw a huge explosion and wondered, Now who could that be?’

‘Hmm,’ said Artemis. ‘A bit of a giveaway.’

‘Also, I followed my old suit’s radiation trail. I’m still following it.’ Holly touched a finger to her visor and the filter changed. ‘That’s quite a pile of rocks you dumped on Opal. It’s going to take a Retrieval team some time to dig her out.
 She’s cursing like a tunnel dwarf down there. What did you do to her?’

‘The seventh kraken,’ explained Artemis. ‘The one Foaly missed because it was tubular rather than conical, I would guess. I picked it up on a weather satellite.’

Holly placed a finger on Artemis’s forehead. ‘Typical Artemis Fowl. Beaten to a pulp and still he delivers a lecture.’

Magical sparks flowed from Holly’s fingertip, engulfing Artemis like a cocoon. He felt comforted and peaceful, like a baby in its blanket. His pains were wiped away and his shattered collarbone liquefied, then solidified whole.

‘Nice trick,’ he said, smiling, his eyes glassy.

‘I’m here till Tuesday,’ said Holly, smiling back. ‘Number One filled my tank.’

Artemis gazed up at his friend through a red haze. ‘I’m sorry I lied to you, Holly. Truly. You’ve done so much.’

Holly’s eyes were distant. ‘Maybe you made the wrong decision; maybe I would have made that decision myself. We’re from different worlds, Artemis. We will always have doubts about each other. Let’s just carry on and leave the past in the past, where it should be.’

Artemis nodded. That was as good as he was going to get, and better than he deserved.

Holly pulled a tether from her belt, looping it under Artemis’s arms. ‘Now, let’s get you home before the villagers start building a gallows.’

‘Good idea,’ mumbled Artemis, drowsy with the after-effects of his magical makeover.

‘Yes, believe it or not, other people do have those occasionally.’

‘Occasionally,’ agreed Artemis, then his head lolled back and he was asleep.

Holly reset her wings for the added weight and launched them both off the lip of the sea stack, flying low to avoid the torch beams of the locals that strobed the night sky like searchlights.

Foaly tuned into Holly’s helmet frequency while she was airborne.

‘The seventh kraken, I’m guessing. Of course I had my suspicions …’ He paused.
 ‘This would be a good opportunity to mind-wipe Artemis,’ he said. ‘Save ourselves a lot of grief in the future.’

‘Foaly!’ said Holly, horrified. ‘We don’t wipe our friends. Artemis brought Jayjay back to us. Who knows how many cures lie in that lemur’s brain.’

‘I’m kidding. I’m kidding. And, guess what, we won’t even have to ask Jayjay to donate some brain fluid. Number One synthesized it while he was waiting for the shuttle. That kid is one of a kind.’

‘I seem to run into a lot of those. By the way, we need to send a team in for Opal.’

‘They’re en route. I think you’re in for another rake over the coals from IA when you get back here.’

Holly snorted. ‘What’s new?’

Foaly fell silent, waiting for Holly to share the details of her adventures. Eventually he could wait no more.

‘OK, you win. I’ll ask. What happened back then – eight years ago? My gods, it must have been mayhem.’

Holly felt a phantom tingle on her lips where she had kissed Artemis.

‘Nothing. Nothing happened. We went, we got the lemur, we came back. A couple of glitches, but obviously nothing we couldn’t handle.’

Foaly didn’t press for details. Holly would tell him when she had processed it herself.

‘Do you ever think you might like to go to work and then just come home? No drama.’

Holly watched the ocean flash by below her and felt the weight of Artemis Fowl in her arms.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I never think that.’







Chapter 16

A Team of Hairdressers
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LESS than an hour later they landed at Fowl Manor. Artemis woke up just as Holly’s heels hit the gravel and was instantly alert.

‘Magic is wonderful stuff,’ he said, pin-wheeling his left arm.

‘You should have held on to yours,’ quipped Holly.

‘Ironically, if I had not attempted to cure Mother, Opal would have allowed her to recover. It was my journey into the past that gave Opal the basis for her plan, which she instigated by following us to her future.’

‘I liked you better asleep,’ said Holly, retrieving her tether. ‘My head hurt less.’

‘It’s the big time paradox. If I had done nothing, then nothing would have needed to be done.’

Holly touched her helmet. ‘Let me get Foaly on the com. You two could both talk at the same time.’

The exterior lights cast a soft glow on the gravel, setting the stones shimmering like gems. Lofty evergreen trees swayed in the gentle breeze, rustling with life. Like Tolkien’s creatures.

Artemis watched Holly stride towards the main doors.

If only, he thought. If only.

No1 sat on the front step, flanked by a squad of LEP officers bristling with the latest weaponry. Artemis knew that his DNA was coded into their guns and all they had to do was select his icon from a list and there would be no escape. Jayjay had wrapped himself around the demon’s crown like a hunting cap and seemed most comfortable there. He roused himself when he saw Artemis, leaping into the boy’s arms. A dozen LEP rifles instantly beeped, and Artemis guessed that his icon was being selected.

‘Hello there, little fellow. How do you like the present?’

No1 answered for the lemur. ‘He likes it fine. Especially now that no one will be sticking any needles in his head.’

Artemis nodded. ‘You duplicated the fluid. I thought that might be an option.
 Where is Doctor Schalke?’

‘He collapsed once Opal departed. Butler put him in a guest room.’

‘And Artemis Junior?’

‘Technically, you are Artemis Junior,’ replied No1. ‘But I know what you are trying to ask me. Your younger self has been transported back to his own time. I sent a Retrieval captain and stayed here as a marker. I thought you would want him out of the way as soon as possible, what with your father and the twins on their way home.’

Artemis tickled Jayjay under the chin. ‘It might have proved awkward.’

Holly was troubled. ‘I know we promised not to wipe him, but I’m not particularly thrilled that there’s a little Fowl running around with fairy knowledge in his devious skull.’

Artemis raised an eyebrow. ‘Devious skull? Charming.’

‘Hey, if the flap fits …’

No1 was a little pale. With a flex of his tail, he lifted his squat rump from the step.

‘About this no mind-wiping promise. The thing is, nobody told me.’

Holly stared at him. ‘So you wiped him?’

No1 nodded. ‘And Schalke. I also left a residual spell in young Artemis’s eyeballs so Butler will get it too. Nothing fancy, just a blanket memory loss. Their brains will fill in the gaps, invent believable memories.’

Holly shuddered. ‘You left a spell in his eyeballs. That is revolting.’

‘Revolting but ingenious,’ said Artemis.

Holly was surprised. ‘You don’t seem too indignant. I was expecting a speech.
 Rolling eyes, flapping arms, the whole Fowl thing.’

Artemis shrugged. ‘I knew it would happen. I didn’t remember anything, so I must have been wiped, therefore we must have won.’

‘You always knew.’

‘I didn’t know what the cost would be.’

No1 sighed. ‘So I’m off the hook, as you humans say?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Holly, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘I feel a lot better now.’

‘On the positive side, I bolstered your atomic structure. Your atoms were a bit rattled by the time stream. I’m amazed you are still in one piece. I can only imagine how hard you were forced to concentrate.’

‘Well, you had bolstered my atoms, and I have to beg one more favour,’ said Artemis. ‘I need you to send a note back in time.’

‘I’ve been ordered not to open the time stream again, but maybe we can squeeze back one more thing,’ said No1.

Artemis nodded. ‘That’s what I thought.’

‘When and where?’

‘Holly knows. You can do it from Tara.’

‘How do you spell stupendous?’ said Holly, smiling.

Artemis stepped back, craning his neck to peer upwards at the front window of his parents’ room. Jayjay mimicked the action, climbing on to Artemis’s shoulders and tilting his tiny head back.

‘I’m afraid to go up, for some reason.’

He noticed himself wringing his fingers, and stuffed both hands in his jacket pockets.

‘What she must have been through, all because of my meddling. What she must have –’

‘Don’t forget us,’ interjected No1. ‘We were submerged in animal fat. You have no idea how gross that is. Eyeball spells are the epitome of good taste compared to animal fat.’

‘I was turned into an adolescent,’ said Holly, winking at Artemis. ‘Now that was gross.’

Artemis’s smile was forced. ‘Strangely, all this guilt tripping is not making me feel any better. The DNA cannons aren’t helping either.’

Holly gestured at the LEP squad to stand down, then tilted her head slightly as a message came through.

‘There’s a chopper coming in. Your father. We’ve got to fly.’

No1 wagged a finger. ‘And that’s not just a figure of speech. We actually have to fly. I know humans use that expression even when they don’t intend to actually fly, so just to avoid confusion –’

‘I get it, Number One,’ said Artemis softly.

Holly raised her forearm, and Jayjay jumped on to it. ‘He will be safer with us.’

‘I know.’

He turned to Holly, meeting her gaze. Blue and hazel eyes.

She gazed back for a second, then activated her wings, rising a little from the surface.

‘In another time,’ she said, and kissed him on the cheek.

He was at the front door before Holly called to him.

‘You know something, Fowl? You did a good thing here. For its own sake. Not one penny of profit.’

Artemis grimaced. ‘I know. I’m appalled.’

He looked down at his feet, composing a pithy remark, but when he looked up again the avenue was empty.

‘Goodbye, my friends,’ he said. ‘Take care of Jayjay.’

*

Artemis could hear helicopter rotors in the distance by the time he reached his mother’s bedroom. He would have some explaining to do, but he had a feeling that Artemis Senior would not press him for details once he saw Angeline in good health.

Artemis flexed his fingers, summoning his courage, then pushed through into the bedchamber. The bed was empty. His mother sat at her dresser, despairing at the state of her hair.

‘Oh dear, Arty,’ she said in mock horror on spotting her son in the mirror. ‘Look at me. I need a team of hairdressers flown in immediately from London.’

‘You look fine, Mother… Mum. Wonderful.’

Angeline ran a pearl-handled brush through her long hair, the lustre returning with each stroke. ‘Considering what I have been through.’

‘Yes. You were ill. But you are better now.’

Angeline turned on her dresser stool, reaching out her arms.

‘Come here, my hero. Hug your mother.’

Artemis was happy to do as he was told.

A thought struck him. Hero. Why did she call him a hero?

Generally, victims of the mesmer remembered nothing of their ordeal. But Butler had remembered what Opal had done to him; he had even described the experience to Artemis. Schalke had been wiped. But what of Mother?

Angeline held him tightly. ‘You have done so much, Arty. Risked everything.’

The rotors were loud now, rattling the windows. His father was home.

‘I didn’t do so much, Mum. What any son would do.’

Angeline’s hand cradled his head. He could feel her tears on his cheek. ‘I know everything, Arty. Everything. That creature left me her memories. I tried to fight her, but she was too strong.’

‘What creature, Mother? It was the fever. You had a hallucination, that’s all.’

Angeline held him at arm’s length. ‘I was in the diseased hell of that pixie’s brain, Artemis. Don’t you dare lie to me and say that I wasn’t. I saw your friends almost die to help you. I saw Butler’s heart stop. I saw you save us all. Look me in the eye and tell me these things did not happen.’

Artemis found it difficult to meet his mother’s stare and, when he did, it was impossible to lie.

‘They happened. All of them. And more.’

Angeline frowned. ‘You have a brown eye. Why did I not notice that?’

‘I put a spell on you,’ said Artemis miserably.

‘And on your father?’

‘Him too.’

Below, the front door crashed open. His father’s footsteps raced across the lobby, then on to the stairway.

‘You saved me, Artemis,’ said his mother hurriedly. ‘But I have a feeling that all your spell-casting in some way put us in this situation. So I want to know everything. Everything. Do you understand?’

Artemis nodded. He couldn’t see how to escape this. He was in a dead end and the only way out was complete honesty.

‘Now we will give your father and the twins time to hug me and kiss me, then you and I are going to have a talk. It will be our secret. Understood?’

‘Understood.’

Artemis sat on the bed. He felt six years old again, when he had been caught hacking into the school computers to make the test questions a little more challenging.

His father was on the landing now. Artemis knew that his secret life ended today.
 As soon as his mother got him alone he would be explaining himself. Starting at the beginning.
 Abductions, uprisings, time jaunts, goblin revolutions. Everything.

Complete honesty, he thought.

Artemis Fowl shuddered.

*

Some hours later, the master bedroom had been transformed by the whirlwind known as Beckett Fowl. There were pizza boxes on the night table and tomato-sauce finger paintings on the wall. Beckett had stripped off his own clothes and dressed himself in one of his father’s T-shirts, which he had belted round his waist. He had applied a mascara moustache and lipstick scars to his face and was currently fencing with an invisible enemy using one of his father’s old prosthetic legs as a sword.

Artemis was finishing his explanation of Angeline’s miraculous recovery. ‘And then I realized that Mother had somehow contracted Glover’s Fever, which is usually confined to Madagascar, so I synthesized the natural cure preferred by the locals and administered it. Relief was immediate.’

Beckett noticed that Artemis had stopped talking and heaved a dramatic sigh of relief. He rode an imaginary horse across the room and poked Myles with the prosthetic leg.

‘Good story?’ he asked his twin.

Myles climbed down from the bed and placed his mouth beside Beckett’s ear.

‘Artemis simple-toon,’ he confided.







Epilogue

Hook Head, Ireland

COMMANDER Trouble Kelp led the Retrieval team to dig Opal Koboi out of the rubble himself. They inflated a distortion bubble over the work zone, so they could fire up the shuttle’s lasers without fear of discovery.

‘Hurry up, Furty,’ Trouble called over an open channel. ‘We have one hour until sunrise. Let’s get that megalo-maniacal pixie out of there and back into her own time.’

They were lucky to have a dwarf on the team. Normally dwarfs were extremely reluctant to work with the authorities, but this one had agreed so long as he didn’t have to work any of the hundred and ninety-odd dwarf holy days, and if the LEP paid his exorbitant consultant’s fees.

In a situation like this one, dwarfs were invaluable. They could work rubble like no other species. If you wanted to dig something out alive, then dwarfs were the ones to do it. All they needed to do was let their beard hairs play over a surface, and they could tell you more about what was going on under that surface than any amount of seismic or geological equipment.

Currently Trouble was monitoring Furty Pullchain’s progress through the kraken debris on the feed from his helmet cam. The dwarf’s limbs were a shade paler than usual in the night-vision filter. One hand directed a nozzle of support foam that coated the tunnel wall at stress points, and the other reached in under his beard to rehinge his jaw.

‘OK, Commander,’ he said, managing to make the rank seem like a insult. ‘I made it to the spot. It’s a miracle I’m alive. This thing is as steady as a house of cards in a hurricane.’

‘Yeah, whatever, Furty. You’re a marvel. Now, pull her out and let’s get below ground. I have a captain I need to discipline.’

‘Keep yer acorns on, Commander. I’m readin’ the beacon loud and clear.’

Trouble fumed silently. Maybe Holly Short was not the only one who would have to be disciplined.

He followed the live feed. Watching Furty scoop aside the rock, weed and shell fragments covering Holly’s suit. Except there was no suit. Just a helmet with its flashing tracer beacon.

‘I come all this way for a helmet?’ said Furty, aggrieved. ‘Ain’t no pixie here, just the smell of one.’

Trouble sat up straight. ‘Are you sure?
 Could you be in the wrong spot?’

Furty snorted. ‘Yep. I’m at the other buried LEP helmet. Course I’m sure.’

She was gone. Opal had disappeared.

‘Impossible. How could she escape?’

‘Beats me,’ said Furty. ‘Maybe she squeezed through a natural tunnel. Them pixies are slippery little creatures. I remember one time when I was a sprog. Me and Kherb, my cousin, broke into a –’

Trouble cut him off. This was serious. Opal Koboi was loose in the world. He put a video call in to Foaly in Police Plaza.

‘Don’t tell me,’ said the centaur, running a hand down his long face.

‘She’s gone. She left the helmet so the beacon would draw us in. Any vitals from her suit?’

Foaly checked his monitor. ‘Nothing. It was loud and clear until five minutes ago.
 I thought it was a suit malfunction.’

Trouble took a breath. ‘Put out an alert. Priority one. I want the guard tripled on our Koboi in Atlantis. It would be just like Opal to bust herself out.’

Foaly got to it. One Opal Koboi had almost managed to take over the world. Two would probably shoot for the entire galaxy.

‘And call Holly,’ continued Commander Kelp. ‘Inform the captain that her weekend leave is cancelled.’

Fowl Manor, almost eight years ago

Artemis Fowl awoke in his own bed, and for a moment red sparks danced before his eyes. They sparkled and twinkled hypnotically before chasing their own tails out of existence.

Red sparks, he thought. Unusual. I have seen stars before, but never sparks.

The ten-year-old boy stretched, grabbing handfuls of his own duvet. For some reason he felt more content than usual.

I feel safe and happy.

Artemis sat bolt upright.

Happy? I feel happy?

He couldn’t remember feeling truly happy since his father had disappeared, but on this morning his mood was bordering on cheerful.

Perhaps it was the deal with the Extinctionists. My first major chunk of profit.

No. That wasn’t it. That particular transaction had left Artemis feeling sick to the pit of his stomach. So much so that he couldn’t think about it and would probably never dwell on the past few days again.

So what could account for this feeling of optimism? Something from the dream he’d been having. A plan. A new scheme that would bring enough profit to fund a hundred Arctic expeditions.

That was it. The dream. What had it been about?

It was just out of reach. The images already fading. A crafty smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.

Fairies. Something about fairies.

 		
 *

THE END
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Artemis Fowl: So Far So Bad

THERE was once an Irish boy who longed to know everything there was to know, so he read book after book until his brain swelled with astronomy, calculus, quantum physics, romantic poets, forensic science and anthropology among a hundred other subjects. But his favourite book was a slim volume which he’d never once read himself. It was an old hardback that his father often chose as a bedtime tale, entitled The Crock of Gold, which told the story of a greedy bucko who captured a leprechaun in a vain effort to steal the creature’s gold.

When the father had finished reading the last word on the last page, which was
 Fin, he would close the worn leather-bound cover, smile down at his son and say, ‘That boy had the right idea. A little more planning and he would have pulled it off,’ which was an unusual opinion for a father to voice. A responsible father at any rate. But this was not a typically responsible parent – this was Artemis Fowl Senior, the kingpin of one of the world’s largest criminal empires. The son was not so typical either. He was Artemis Fowl II, soon to become a formidable individual in his own right, both in the world of man and in the fairy world beneath it.

A little more planning, Artemis Junior often thought as his father kissed his forehead. Just a little more planning.

And he would fall asleep and dream of gold.

As young Artemis grew older, he often thought about The Crock of Gold. He even went so far as to do a little research during school time and was surprised to find a lot of credible evidence for the existence of the fairy folk. These hours of study and planning were nothing but light-hearted distractions for the boy until the day his father disappeared in the Arctic following a misunderstanding with the Russian Mafiya. The Fowl empire quickly disintegrated, with creditors crawling out of the woodwork and debtors burrowing into it.

It is up to me, Artemis realized. To rebuild our fortune and find Father.

So he dusted off the leprechaun folder. He would catch a fairy and ransom it back to its own people for gold.

Only a juvenile genius could make this plan a success, Artemis correctly concluded. Someone old enough to grasp the principles of commerce, yet young enough to believe in magic.

With the help of his more than capable bodyguard, Butler, twelve-year-old Artemis actually succeeded in capturing a leprechaun and holding it captive in Fowl Manor’s reinforced basement. But this leprechaun was a she not an it.
 And remarkably humanoid with it. What Artemis had previously thought of as temporarily detaining a lesser creature now seemed uncomfortably like abducting a girl.

There were other complications too: these leprechauns were not the hokey fairies of storybooks. They were high-tech creatures with attitude, members of an elite fairy police squad: the Lower Elements Police Reconnaissance Unit, or LEPrecon to use their acronym. And Artemis had kidnapped Holly Short, the first female captain in the unit’s history. An act that had not endeared him to the well-armed fairy underworld.

But in spite of a niggling conscience and LEP attempts to derail his plan, Artemis managed to take delivery of his ill-gotten gold and in return he released the elfin captain.

So, all’s well that ends well?

Not really.

No sooner had the Earth settled from the first fairy–human stand-off in decades, than the LEP uncovered a plot to supply the goblin gangs with power sources for their Softnose lasers. Number one suspect: Artemis Fowl. Holly Short hauled the Irish boy down to Haven City for interrogation only to discover, to her amazement, that Artemis Fowl was actually innocent of something. The two struck an uneasy bargain, where Artemis agreed to track down the goblins’ supplier if Holly would help him to rescue his father from the Russian gang that held him prisoner. Both parties upheld their respective ends of the bargain and in the process developed a respect and trust for each other that was underpinned by a shared sharp sense of humour.

Or at least this used to be the case. Recently, things have changed. In some ways he is as sharp as ever, but a shadow has fallen across Artemis’s mind.

Once upon a time Artemis saw things that no one else could see, but now he sees things that are not there …







Chapter 1

Cold Vibes

Vatnajökull, Iceland

[image: image]

VATNAJÖKULL is the biggest glacier in Europe with an area of more than five thousand stark blue-white miles. It is for the most part uninhabited and desolate, and, for scientific reasons, the perfect place for Artemis Fowl to demonstrate to the fairy People how exactly he planned to save the world. Also, a little dramatic scenery never hurts a presentation.

One part of Vatnajökull that does see human traffic is the Great Skua restaurant on the shores of the glacier lagoon, which caters to groups of ice tourists from May to August. Artemis had arranged to meet the proprietor at this closed for the season
 establishment very early on the morning of September first. His fifteenth birthday.

Artemis steered his rented snowmobile along the lagoon’s rippling coastline where the glacier sloped into a black pool dotted with a crazy-paving pattern of broken ice plates. The wind roared around his head like an excited crowd in a stadium, carrying with it arrowheads of sleet that peppered his nose and mouth. The space was vast and unforgiving, and Artemis knew that to be injured alone on this tundra would lead to a quick and painful death – or at the very least abject humiliation before the popping flashes of the tourist season’s tail end, which was slightly less painful than painful death but lasted longer.

The Great Skua’s owner, a burly Icelander in proud possession of both a walrus moustache with the wingspan of a fair-sized cormorant and the unlikely name of Adam Adamsson, stood in the restaurant’s porch, popping his fingers and stamping his feet to the rhythm in his head and also finding the time to chuckle at Artemis’s erratic progress along the lagoon’s frozen shore.

‘That was a mighty display,’ said Adamsson when Artemis finally managed to ram the snowmobile into the restaurant’s decking. ‘Hell, harður maður. I haven’t laughed that hard since my dog tried to eat his reflection.’

Artemis smiled dourly, aware that the restaurateur was poking fun at his driving skills, or lack thereof. ‘Hmmph,’ he grunted, dismounting the ski-doo as stiffly as a cowboy after three days on a cattle drive, whose horse had died, forcing him to ride the broadest cow in the herd.

The old man actually cackled. ‘Now you even sound like my dog.’

It was not Artemis Fowl’s habit to make undignified entrances, but, without his bodyguard Butler on hand, he had been forced to rely on his own motor skills, which were famously unsophisticated. One of the sixth-year wits at St Bartleby’s School, the heir to a hotel fortune, had nicknamed Artemis Left Foot Fowl, as in he had two left feet and couldn’t kick a football with either of them. Artemis had tolerated this ribbing for about a week and then bought out the young heir’s hotel chain. This choked the teasing off abruptly.

‘Everything is ready, I trust?’ said Artemis, flexing fingers inside his patented sola-gloves. He noticed that one hand was uncomfortably warm; the thermostat must have taken a knock when he’d clipped an ice obelisk half a mile down the coast. He tugged out the power wire with his teeth; there was not much danger of hypothermia as the autumn temperature hovered just below zero.

‘And hello to you,’ said Adamsson. ‘Nice to finally meet you face to face, if not eye to eye.’

Artemis did not rise to the forge a relationship
 lure that Adamsson had tossed out. He did not have room in his life at the moment for yet another friend that he didn’t trust.

‘I do not intend to ask you for your daughter’s hand in marriage, Mr Adamsson, so I think we can skip over any ice-breakers you may feel obliged to offer. Is everything ready?’

Adam Adamsson’s pre-prepared ice-breakers melted in his throat and he nodded half a dozen times.

‘All ready. Your crate is round the back. I have supplied a vegetarian buffet and goodie bags from the Blue Lagoon Spa. A few seats have been laid out too, as bluntly requested in your terse e-mail. None of your party turned up, though – nobody but you – after all my labours.’

Artemis lifted an aluminium briefcase from the ski-doo’s luggage box. ‘Don’t you worry about that, Mr Adamsson. Why don’t you head back to Reykjavik and spend some of that extortionate fee you charged me for a couple of hours’ usage of your frankly third-rate restaurant and perhaps find a friendless tree stump to listen to your woes?’

A couple of hours. Third-rate. Two plus three equals five.
 Good.

Now it was Adamsson’s turn to grunt and the tips of his walrus moustache quivered slightly.

‘No need for the attitude, young Fowl. We are both men, are we not? Men are entitled to a little respect.’

‘Oh, really? Perhaps we should ask the whales? Or perhaps the mink?’

Adamsson scowled, his wind-burnt face creasing like a prune. ‘OK, OK. I get the message. No need to hold me responsible for the crimes of man. You teenagers are all the same. Let’s see if your generation does any better with the planet.’

Artemis clicked the briefcase’s lock snap precisely twenty times before striding into the restaurant.

‘Believe me, we teenagers are not all the same,’ he said as he passed Adamsson. ‘And I intend to do quite a bit better.’

*

There were more than a dozen tables inside the restaurant, all with chairs stacked on top, except for one, which had been dressed with a linen cloth and laden with bottled glacier water and spa bags for each of the five places.

Five, thought Artemis. A good number. Solid. Predictable. Four fives are twenty.

Artemis had decided lately that five was his number. Good things happened when five was in the mix. The logician in him knew that this was ridiculous, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that the tragedies in his life had occurred in years not divisible by five: his father had disappeared and been mutilated, his old friend Commander Julius Root of the LEP had been murdered by the notorious pixie Opal Koboi, both in years with no five. He was five feet five inches tall and weighed fifty-five kilos. If he touched something five times or a multiple of that, then that thing stayed reliable. A door would remain closed, for example, or a keepsake would protect that doorway, as it was supposed to.

Today the signs were good. He was fifteen years old. Three times five. And his hotel room in Reykjavik had been number forty-five. Even the ski-doo that had got him this far unscathed had a registration which was a multiple of five, and boasted a 50 cc engine to boot. All good. There were only four guests coming to the meeting, but including him that made five. So no need to panic.

A part of Artemis was horrified by his newfound superstition about numbers.

Get a grip on yourself. You are a Fowl. We do not rely on luck
 – abandon these ridiculous obsessions and compulsions.

Artemis clicked the case’s latch to appease the number gods – twenty times, four fives – and felt his heart slow down.

I will break my habits tomorrow, when this job is done.

He loitered at the maître d’s podium until Adamsson and his snow tractor had disappeared over a curved ridge of snow that could have been a whale’s spine, then waited a further minute until the vehicle’s rumbling had faded to an old smoker’s cough.

Very well. Time to do some business.

Artemis descended the five wooden steps to the main restaurant floor (excellent, good omen), threading a series of columns hung with replicas of the Stora-Borg mask until he arrived at the head of the laid table. The seats were angled to face him and a slight shimmer, like a heat haze, flickered over the table top.

‘Good morning, friends,’ said Artemis in Gnommish, forcing himself to pronounce the fairy words in confident, almost jovial, tones. ‘Today’s the day we save the world.’

The heat haze seemed more electrical now with crackles of neon-white interference running through it and faces swimming in its depths like ghosts from a dream. The faces solidified and grew torsos and limbs. Small figures, like children, appeared. Like children, but not the same. These were representatives of the fairy People and among them perhaps the only friends Artemis had.

‘Save the world?’ said Captain Holly Short of the LEPrecon. ‘Same old Artemis Fowl, and I say that sarcastically as saving the world is not like you at all.’

Artemis knew he should smile, but he could not, so instead he found fault, something that would not seem out of character.

‘You need a new shield amplifier, Foaly,’ he said to a centaur who was balanced awkwardly on a chair designed for humans. ‘I could see the shimmer from the front porch. Call yourself a technical expert? How old is the one you’re using?’

Foaly stamped a hoof, which was an irritated tic of his and the reason he never won at cards. ‘Nice to see you too, Mud Boy.’

‘How old?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe four years.’

‘Four. There, you see. What sort of number is that?’

Foaly stuck out his bottom lip. ‘What sort of number? There are types now, Artemis? That amplifier is good for another hundred years. Maybe it could do with a little tuning, but that’s all.’

Holly stood and walked lightly to the head of the table.

‘Do you two have to start with the sparring right away? Isn’t that getting a little clichéd after all these years? You’re like a couple of mutts marking territory.’ She laid two slim fingers on Artemis’s forearm. ‘Lay off him, Artemis. You know how sensitive centaurs are.’

Artemis could not meet her eyes. Inside his left snow boot, he counted off twenty toe-taps.

‘Very well. Let’s change the subject.’

‘Please do,’ said the third fairy in the room. ‘We’ve come across from Russia for this, Fowl. So if the subject could be changed to what we came here to discuss …’

Commander Raine Vinyáya was obviously not happy being so far from her beloved Police Plaza. She had assumed command of LEPgeneral some years previously and prided herself on keeping a finger in every ongoing mission. ‘I have operations to get back to, Artemis. The pixies are rioting, calling for Opal Koboi’s release from prison, and the swear-toad epidemic has flared up again. Please do us the courtesy of getting on with it.’

Artemis nodded. Vinyáya was being openly antagonistic and that was an emotion that could be trusted, unless of course it was a bluff and the commander was a secret fan of his, unless it was a double bluff and she really did feel antagonistic.

That sounds insane, Artemis realized. Even to me.

Though she was barely a metre tall, Commander Vinyáya was a formidable presence and someone that Artemis never intended to underestimate. While the commander was almost four hundred years old in fairy terms, she was barely middle-aged and in any terms she was a striking figure: lean and sallow, with the reactive feline pupils occasionally found in elfin eyes, but even that rarity was not her most distinctive physical characteristic. Raine Vinyáya had a mane of silver hair that seemed to trap any available light and send it rippling along her shoulders.

Artemis cleared his throat and switched his focus from numbers to the project, or, as he liked to think of it, THE PROJECT. In the end, when it came down to it, this was the only plan that mattered.

Holly punched his shoulder gently.

‘You look pale. Even paler than usual. You OK, birthday boy?’

Artemis finally succeeded in meeting her eyes – one hazel, one blue – framed by a wide brow and a slash of auburn fringe that Holly had grown out from her usual crew-cut.

‘Fifteen years old today,’ muttered Artemis. ‘Three fives. That’s a good thing.’

Holly blinked.

Artemis Fowl muttering? And no mention of her new hairstyle –
 usually Artemis picked up on physical changes straight away.

‘I … ah … I suppose so. Where’s Butler? Scouting the perimeter?’

‘No. No, I sent him away. Juliet needed him.’

‘Nothing too serious?’

‘Not serious but necessary. Family business. He trusts you to look after me.’

Holly’s lips tightened as though she had tasted something sour.

‘He trusts somebody else to shepherd his principal? Are you sure this is Butler we’re talking about?’

‘Of course. And, anyway, it’s better that he’s not here. Whenever my plans go awry, he’s close at hand. It’s vital, imperative, that this meeting goes ahead and that nothing goes wrong.’

Holly’s jaw actually dropped in shock. It was almost comical to see. If she understood Artemis correctly, he was blaming
 Butler for the failure of previous schemes. Butler? His staunchest ally.

‘Good idea. Let’s go ahead, then. The four of us should get this show on the road.’

This from Foaly who had spoken the dreaded number with no thought for the consequences.

Four. Very bad number. The absolute worst. Chinese people hate the number four because it sounds like their word for death.

Almost worse than saying the number four was the fact that there were only four people in the room. Commander Trouble Kelp had apparently not been able to make it. In spite of their historic dislike for each other, Artemis wished the commander were here now.

‘Where is Commander Kelp, Holly? I thought he was attending today. We could use the protection.’

Holly stood at the table, ramrod straight in her blue jumpsuit, acorn cluster glittering on her chest.

‘Trouble … Commander Kelp has enough to deal with in Police Plaza, but don’t worry.
 There’s an entire squadron of LEPtactical hovering overhead in a shielded shuttle. Not even a snow fox could make it in here without a singed tail.’

Artemis shucked off his snow jacket and gloves. ‘Thank you, Captain. I am encouraged by your thoroughness. As a matter of interest, how many fairies are there in an LEP squadron?
 Exactly?’

‘Fourteen,’ replied Holly, one jagged eyebrow raised.

‘Fourteen. Hmm. That is not so …’ Then a light-bulb moment. ‘And a pilot, I presume?’

‘Fourteen including the pilot. That’s enough to take on any human squadron you care to throw at them.’

For a moment it seemed as though Artemis Fowl would turn round and flee the meeting that he himself had requested. A tendon tugged at his neck and one forefinger tapped the chair’s wooden headrest. Then Artemis swallowed and nodded with a nervousness that escaped from him like a canary from a cat’s mouth before being swallowed back down.

‘Very well. Fourteen will have to do. Please, Holly, sit. Let me tell you about the project.’

Holly backed up slowly, searching Artemis’s face for the cockiness that usually dwelled in his smirk lines. It was not there.

Whatever this project is, she thought, it’s big.

Artemis placed his case on the table, popped it open and spun the lid to reveal a screen inside. For a moment his delight in gadgetry surfaced and he even managed a faint grin in Foaly’s direction. The grin stretched his lips no more than a centimetre.

‘Look. You’ll like this little box.’

Foaly snickered. ‘Oh my stars! Is that … could that possibly be … a laptop? You have shamed us all with your brilliance, Arty.’

The centaur’s sarcasm drew groans from everyone.

‘What?’ he protested. ‘It’s a laptop. Even humans can’t expect anyone to be impressed by a laptop.’

‘If I know Artemis,’ said Holly, ‘something impressive is about to happen. Am I right?’

‘You may judge for yourself,’ said Artemis, pressing his thumb against a scanner on the case.

The scanner flickered, considering the proffered thumb, then flashed green, deciding to accept it. Nothing happened for a second or two then a motor inside the case buzzed as though there were a small satisfied cat stretching in the case’s belly.

‘Motor,’ said Foaly. ‘Big deal.’

The lid’s reinforced metal corners suddenly detached, blasting away from the lid with a squirt of propellant, and suckered themselves to the ceiling. Simultaneously the screen unfolded until it was more than a metre square with speaker bars along each edge.

‘So it’s a big screen,’ Foaly said. ‘This is just grandstanding. All we needed were a few sets of v-goggles.’

Artemis pressed another button on the case and the metal corners suckered to the ceiling revealed themselves to be projectors, spewing forth streams of digi-data that coalesced in the centre of the room to form a rotating model of the planet Earth. The screen displayed the Fowl Industries company logo surrounded by a number of files.

‘It’s a holographic case,’ said Foaly, delighted to remain unimpressed. ‘We’ve had those for years.’

‘It is not a holographic case – the case is completely real,’ corrected Artemis. ‘But the images you will see are holographic. I have made a few upgrades to the LEP system. The case is synced with several satellites and the onboard computers can construct real-time images of objects not inside the sensors’ range.’

‘I’ve got one of those at home,’ mumbled the centaur. ‘For my kid’s game console.’

‘And the system has smart interactive intelligence so I can construct or alter models by hand, so long as I’m wearing v-gloves,’ Artemis went on.

Foaly scowled. ‘OK, Mud Boy. That is good,’ but he couldn’t help adding the PS: ‘For a human.’

Vinyáya’s pupils contracted in the light from the projectors. ‘This is all very pretty, Fowl, but we still don’t know the point of this meeting.’

Artemis stepped into the hologram, and inserted his hands into two v-gloves floating over Australia. The gloves were slightly transparent with thick tubular digits and an unsophisticated polystyrene-look render. Once again the briefcase’s sensor flickered thoughtfully before deciding to accept Artemis’s hands. The gloves beeped softly and shrank to form a second skin around his fingers, each knuckle highlighted by a digi-marker.

‘The Earth,’ he began, ignoring the impulse to open his notes folder and count the words. He knew this lecture by heart.

‘Our home. She feeds us, she shelters us. Her gravity prevents us from flying off into space and freezing, before thawing out again and being crisped by the sun, none of which really matters as we would have long since asphyxiated.’ Artemis paused for laughter and was surprised when it did not arrive.
 ‘That was a little joke. I read in a presentation manual that a joke often serves to break the ice. And I actually worked ice-breaking into the joke, so there were layers to my humour.’

‘That was a joke?’ said Vinyáya. ‘I’ve had officers court-martialled for less.’

‘If I had some rotten fruit, I would throw it,’ added Foaly. ‘Why don’t you do the science and leave the jokes to people with experience?’

Artemis frowned, upset that he had ad-libbed and now could not be certain how many words were in his presentation. If he finished on a multiple of four which was not also a multiple of five, that could be very bad. Perhaps he should start again? But that was cheating and the number gods would simply add the two speeches together and he’d be no better off.

Complicated. So hard to keep track, even for me.

But he would continue, because it was imperative that THE PROJECT be presented now, today, so that THE PRODUCT could go into fabrication immediately. So Artemis contained the uncertainty in his heart and launched into the presentation with gusto, barely stopping to draw breath in case his courage deserted him.

‘Man is the biggest threat to the Earth. We gut the planet of its fossil fuels then turn those same fuels against the planet through global warming.’ Artemis pointed a v-finger at the enlarged screen, opening one video file after another, each one illustrating a point. ‘The world’s glaciers are losing as much as two metres of ice cover per annum, that’s half a million square miles in the Arctic Ocean alone in the past thirty years.’ Behind him the video files displayed some of the consequences of global warming.

‘The world needs to be saved,’ said Artemis. ‘I realize now, finally, that I must be the one to save it. This is why I am a genius. My very raison d’être.’

Vinyáya tapped the table with her index finger. ‘There is a lobby in Haven, which has quite a lot of support, that says roll on global warming. The humans will wipe themselves out and then we can take back the planet.’

Artemis was ready for that one. ‘An obvious argument, Commander, but it’s not just the humans, is it?’ He opened a few more video windows and the fairies watched scenes of scrawny polar bears stranded on ice floes, moose in Michigan being eaten alive by an increased tick population and bleached coral reefs devoid of all life.

‘It’s every living thing on or underneath this planet.’

Foaly was actually quite annoyed by the presentation. ‘Do you think we haven’t thought about this, Mud Boy? Do you think that this particular problem has not been on the mind of every scientist in Haven and Atlantis? To be honest I find this lecture patronizing.’

Artemis shrugged. ‘How you feel is unimportant. How I feel is unimportant. The Earth needs to be saved.’

Holly sat up straight. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve found the answer.’

‘I think so.’

Foaly snorted. ‘Really? Let me guess: wrap the icebergs maybe? Or shoot refracting lenses into the atmosphere? How about customized cloud cover? Am I getting warm?’

‘We are all getting warm,’ said Artemis. ‘That is the problem.’ He picked up the Earth hologram with one hand and spun it like a basketball. ‘All of those solutions could work, with some modifications. But they require too much interstate cooperation and, as we all know, human governments are not good at sharing their toys. Perhaps, in fifty years’ time, things might change, but by then it will be too late.’

Commander Vinyáya had always prided herself on an ability to read a situation, and her instincts were loud in her ears like the roar of Pacific surf. This was a historic moment; the very air seemed electric.

‘Go on, human,’ she said quietly, her words buoyed by authority. ‘Tell us.’

Artemis used the v-gloves to highlight the Earth’s glaciated areas and rearranged the ice mass into a square. ‘Covering glaciers is an excellent idea, but even if the topography were this simple
 – a flat square – it would take several armies half a century to get the job done.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Foaly. ‘Human loggers seem to be getting through the rainforests a lot quicker than that.’

‘Those on the fringes of the law move faster than those bound by it, which is where I come in.’

Foaly crossed his front legs, which is not easy for a centaur in a chair. ‘Do tell. I am all ears.’

‘I shall,’ said Artemis. ‘And I would be grateful if you would stifle the usual expressions of horror and disbelief until I conclude. Your cries of astonishment every time I present an idea are most tiresome and they make it difficult to keep track of the word count.’

‘Oh my gods!’ exclaimed Foaly.
 ‘Unbelievable.’

Raine Vinyáya threw the centaur a warning look. ‘Stop acting the bull troll, Foaly.
 I’ve come a long way for this and my ears are very cold.’

‘Should I pinch one of the centaur’s nerve clusters to keep him quiet?’ asked Holly with barely a grin. ‘I have studied centaur incapacitation, as well as human, if we happen to need it. I could knock out everybody here with one finger or a sturdy pencil.’

Foaly was eighty per cent sure that Holly was bluffing, but all the same he covered the ganglia over his ears with cupped fingers.

‘Very well. I’ll keep quiet.’

‘Good. Proceed, Artemis.’

‘Thank you. But keep your sturdy pencil at the ready, Captain Short. I have a feeling that there could be some disbelief on the way.’

Holly patted her pocket and winked.

‘2B hard graphite, nothing better for a quick organ rupture.’

Holly was joking but her heart wasn’t in it. Artemis felt that her comments were camouflage for whatever anxiety she was feeling. He rubbed his brow with a thumb and forefinger, using the gesture as cover to sneak a peek at his friend. Holly’s own brow was drawn in and her eyes narrow with worry.

She knows, realized Artemis, but what Holly knew he could not say exactly. She knows that something is different, that the even numbers have turned against me.

Then Artemis reviewed this last sentence and for a second its lunacy was clear to him and he felt a fat coiled snake of panic heavy in his stomach.

Could I have a brain tumour? he wondered. That would explain the obsessions, the hallucinations and the paranoia. Or is it simply obsessive compulsive disorder? The great Artemis Fowl felled by a common ailment.

Artemis spared a moment to try an old hypnotherapist’s trick.

Picture yourself in a good place. Somewhere you were happy and safe.

Happy and safe? It had been a while.

Artemis allowed his mind to fly and he found himself sitting on a small stool in his grandfather’s workshop. His grandfather looked a little sneakier than Artemis remembered and he winked at his five-year-old grandson and said:

Do you know how many legs are on that stool, Arty? Three. Only three and that’s not a good number for you. Not at all. Three is nearly as bad as four and we all know what four sounds like in Chinese, don’t we?

Artemis shuddered. This sickness was even corrupting his memories. He pressed the forefinger and thumb of his left hand together until the pads turned white. A trigger he’d taught himself to elicit calm when the number panic grew too strong, but the trigger was working less and less recently, or in this case not at all.

I am losing my composure, he thought with quiet desperation. This disease is winning.

Foaly cleared his throat, puncturing Artemis’s dream bubble. ‘Hello? Mud Boy?
 Important people waiting, get a move on.’

And from Holly. ‘Are you OK, Artemis? Do you need to take a break?’

Artemis almost laughed. Take a break during a presentation? If I did that, I might as well go and stand beside someone wearing an
I’M WITH CRAZY T-shirt.

‘No. I’m fine. This is a big project, the biggest. I want to be sure that my presentation is perfect.’

Foaly leaned forward until his already unsteady chair teetered dangerously. ‘You don’t look fine, Mud Boy. You look …’ The centaur sucked his bottom lip, searching for the right word. ‘Beaten.
 Artemis, you look beaten.’

Which was the best thing he could have possibly said.

Artemis drew himself up. ‘I think, Foaly, that perhaps you do not read human expressions well. Perhaps our faces are too short. I am not beaten by any manner or means. I am considering my every word.’

‘Maybe you should consider a little faster,’ advised Holly gently. ‘We are quite exposed here.’

Artemis closed his eyes, collecting himself.

Vinyáya drummed the table with her fingers. ‘No more delays, human. I am beginning to suspect that you have involved us in one of your notorious plans.’

‘No. This is a genuine proposal. Please, hear me out.’

‘I’m trying to. I want to. I came a long way for that exact purpose, but all you do is show off with your suitcase.’

Artemis raised his hands to shoulder level, the movement activating his v-gloves, and tapped the glacier.

‘What we need to do is cover a significant area of the world’s glaciers with a reflective coating to slow down the melt. The coating would have to be thicker around the edges where the ice is thawing more rapidly. Also it would be nice if we could plug the larger sink-holes.’

‘A lot of things would be nice in a perfect world,’
 said Foaly, once again making smithereens of his promise to keep quiet. ‘Don’t you think your people would get a tad upset if little creatures pop out of the ground in spaceships and start carpeting Santa’s grotto with reflective foil?’

‘They … we … would. And that is why this operation has to be carried out in secret.’

‘Secretly coat the world’s glaciers? You should have said.’

‘I just did say and I thought we agreed that you would hold your peace. This constant haranguing is tiresome.’

Holly winked at Foaly, twirling a pencil between her fingers.

‘The problem with coating the icebergs has always been how to deploy the reflective blanket,’ continued Artemis. ‘It would seem that the only way to do it would be to roll the stuff out like carpet, either manually or from the rear of some kind of customized snow crawlers.’

‘Which is hardly a stealth operation,’ said Foaly.

‘Exactly. But what if there were another way to lay down a reflective covering, a seemingly natural way?’

‘Work with nature?’

‘Yes, Foaly. Nature is our model; it should always be.’

The room seemed to be heating up as Artemis drew closer to his big reveal.

‘Human scientists have been struggling to make their reflective foil thin enough to work with, yet strong enough to withstand the elements.’

‘Stupid.’

‘Misguided, centaur. Not stupid, surely. Your own files …’

‘I considered the foil idea briefly. And how did you see my files?’

This was not a real question. Foaly had long since resigned himself to the fact that Artemis Fowl was at least as talented a hacker as he himself was.

‘The basic idea is sound. Fabricate a reflective polymer.’

Foaly chewed his knuckles. ‘Nature. Use nature.’

‘What is the most natural thing up here?’ said Artemis, giving a little hint.

‘Ice,’ said Holly. ‘Ice and …’

‘Snow,’ whispered the centaur almost reverentially. ‘Of course. D’Arvit, why didn’t I
 … Snow, isn’t it?’

Artemis raised his v-gloved hands and holographic snow rained upon them.

‘Snow,’ he said, the blizzard swirling around him. ‘No one would be surprised by snow.’

Foaly was on his feet. ‘Magnify,’ he ordered. ‘Magnify and enhance.’

Artemis tapped a holographic flake, freezing it in mid-air.
 With a couple of pinches he enlarged the ersatz flake until its irregularity became clear. It was irregularly regular, a perfect circle.

‘A nano-wafer,’ said Foaly, forgetting for once to hide how impressed he was. ‘An honest-to-gods nano-wafer. Smart?’

‘Extremely,’ confirmed Artemis. ‘Smart enough to know which way is up when it hits the surface and configure itself to insulate the ice and reflect the sun.’

‘So we impregnate the cloud province?’

‘Exactly, to its capacity.’

Foaly clopped into the holographic weather. ‘Then when it ruptures we have coverage.’

‘Incremental, true, but effective nonetheless.’

‘Mud Boy, I salute you.’

Artemis smiled, his old self for a moment. ‘Well, it’s about time.’

Vinyáya interrupted the science love fest. ‘Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You shoot these wafers into the clouds and then they come down with the snow?’

‘Precisely. We could shoot them directly on to the surface in dire cases, but I think for security it would be best to have the seeders hovering shielded above the cloud cover.’

‘And you can do this?’

‘We can do it. The Council would have to approve an entire fleet of modified shuttles, not to mention a monitoring station.’

Holly thought of something. ‘These wafers don’t look much like snowflakes. Sooner or later some human with a microscope is going to notice the difference.’

‘Good point, Holly. Perhaps I shouldn’t lump you in with the rest of the LEP as regards intellect.’

‘Thanks, I think.’

‘When the wafers are discovered, as they inevitably will be, I will launch an Internet campaign that explains them away as a by-product from a chemical plant in Russia. I will also point out that for once our waste is actually helping the environment and volunteer to fund a programme that will extend their coverage.’

‘Is there a pollution factor?’ asked Vinyáya.

‘Hardly. The wafers are entirely bio-degradable.’

Foaly was excited. He clip-clopped through the hologram, squinting at the enlarged wafer.

‘It sounds good. But is it really? You can hardly expect the People to stump up the massive and ongoing budget for such a project without proof, Artemis. For all we know, it’s one of your scams.’

Artemis opened a file on the screen. ‘Here are my financial records. I know they are accurate, Foaly, because I found them on your server.’

Foaly did not even bother blushing. ‘They look about right.’

‘I am prepared to invest everything I have in this project. That should keep five shuttles in the air for a couple of years. There will be profit on the back end, naturally, when the wafers go into production. I should recoup my investment then, perhaps even turn a respectable profit.’

Foaly almost gagged. Artemis Fowl putting his own money into a project. Incredible.

‘Of course I hardly expect the People to take anything I say on face value. After all, I have been –’ Artemis cleared his throat – ‘somewhat less than forthcoming with information in the past.’

Vinyáya laughed humourlessly. ‘Less than forthcoming? I think you’re being a little gentle on yourself for a kidnapper and extortionist, Artemis. Less than forthcoming? Please. I find myself buying your pitch, but not everybody on the Council is as charitable towards you.’

‘I accept your criticism and your scepticism, which is why I have organized a demonstration.’

‘Excellent,’ said Foaly eagerly. ‘Of course there’s a demonstration. Why else would you have brought us here?’

‘Why else indeed.’

‘More extortion and kidnapping?’ suggested Vinyáya archly.

‘That was a long time ago,’ blurted Holly, in a tone she would not usually take with a superior officer. ‘I mean … that was a long time ago … Commander. Artemis has been a good friend to the People.’

Holly Short thought specifically of a close call during the goblin rebellion when Artemis Fowl’s actions had saved her life and many more besides.

Vinyáya apparently remembered the goblin rebellion too. ‘OK. Benefit-of-the-doubt time, Fowl. You’ve got twenty minutes to convince us.’

Artemis patted his breast pocket five times to check on his phone.

‘It shouldn’t take more than ten,’ he said.

*

Holly Short was a trained hostage negotiator and found that in spite of the importance of the topic she was rapidly shifting focus away from nano-wafers and towards Artemis Fowl’s mannerisms. Though she commented occasionally as the demonstration progressed, it was all she could do not to cradle Artemis’s face in her hands and ask him what was the matter.

I would have to stand on a chair to reach his face, Holly realized. My friend is almost a grown man now. A fully fledged human. Perhaps he is fighting his natural-born bloodthirsty desires and the conflict is driving him crazy.

Holly studied Artemis closely. He was pale, more so than usual, like a creature of the night. A snow wolf maybe. The sharp cheekbones and triangular length of his face added to this impression. And perhaps it was frost, but Holly thought she could see a streak of grey at his temples.

He seems old. Foaly was right: Artemis looks beaten.

Then there was the number thing. And the touching. Artemis’s fingers were never still.
 At first it seemed random, but, on a hunch, Holly counted and soon the pattern was clear. Fives or multiples of five.

D’Arvit, she thought. Atlantis Complex.

She ran a quick search on Wicca-pedia and came across a brief summary:


Atlantis Complex:
 (at-lan-tyss kom-pleks) is a psychosis common among guilt-ridden criminals, first diagnosed by Dr E.
 Dypess of the Atlantis Brainology Clinic. Other symptoms include obsessive behaviour, paranoia, delusions and in extreme cases multiple-personality disorder. Dr E. Dypess is also known for his hit song ‘I’m In Two Minds About You’.



Holly thought that this last bit was possibly Wicca-humour.

Foaly had reached the same conclusion about Artemis and said as much in a text message he buzzed over to Holly’s helmet, which sat on the table before her.

Holly tapped her visor to reverse the readout then read the words.

Our boy is obsessing. Atlantis?

Holly called up a Gnommish keyboard on the visor and typed, slowly, so as not to attract attention.

Maybe. Fives? She sent the message.

Yes, fives. Classic symptom.

Then seconds later.

A demonstration! Fab. I ♥ demonstrations.

Holly managed to keep a straight face in case Artemis happened to stop counting long enough to glance her way. Foaly could never concentrate on anything for very long, unless it was one of his beloved projects.

Must be a genius thing.

*

It seemed as though the Icelandic elements held their breath for Artemis’s demonstration. The dull air was cut with haze that hung in sheets like rows of laundered gauze.

The fairy folk felt their suit thermocoils vibrate a little as they followed Artemis outside to the rear of the restaurant. The rear of the Adam Adamsson establishment was even less impressive than the front. Whatever lackadaisical effort had been applied to making the Great Skua hospitable obviously did not extend to the back of the building. A whale mural, which looked like Adamsson had painted it himself using a live Arctic fox for a brush, stopped abruptly over the service entrance, decapitating an unfortunate humpback. And in several spots large sections of plaster had split from the wall and been tramped into the mud and snow.

Artemis led the small group to a tarpaulin, which had been pegged over a large cube.

Foaly snorted. ‘Let me guess. Looks like a common garden tarpaulin, but is actually cam foil with rear projection set to look like tarp?’

Artemis took two more steps before answering, then nodded towards everyone to fix them in their places. A bead of sweat ran down his back, generated by the stress of losing his battle to obsessive behaviour.

‘No, Foaly. It looks like a tarpaulin because it is a tarpaulin,’ he said, then added.
 ‘Yes, a tarpaulin.’

Foaly blinked. ‘Yes, a tarpaulin? Are we in one of your Gilbert and Sullivan operettas now?’ He threw his head back and sang, ‘I am a centaur, yes, a centaur is what I am. It’s not like you to wax, Artemis.’

‘Foaly is singing,’ said Holly. ‘Surely that’s illegal?’

Vinyáya snapped her fingers. ‘Quiet, children. Contain your natural disruptive urges. I am most eager to see these nano-wafers in action before taking a shuttle closer to the warm core of our planet.’

Artemis bowed slightly. ‘Thank you, Commander, most kind.’

Five again, thought Holly. The evidence mounts.

Artemis Fowl twirled a hand at Holly Short as though introducing himself to a theatre audience. ‘Captain, perhaps you would remove the cloth. You have an aptitude for taking things apart.’

Holly was almost thrilled to have something to do. She would have preferred to have a serious talk with Artemis, but at least tackling a crate did not involve ingesting more scientific facts.

‘Happy to,’ she said, and attacked the tarp as though it had insulted her grandmother.
 Suddenly there was a knuckle knife adorning the fingers of her right hand, and three judicious slices later the tarp fluttered to the ground.

‘You might as well do the crate while you are about it, Captain Short,’ said Artemis, wishing he could sneak in an extra word to bolster the sentence. Immediately, Holly mounted the crate and apparently punched it into sections.

‘Wow,’ exhaled Foaly. ‘That seemed excessively violent, even for you.’

Holly descended to earth barely making a footprint in the snow. ‘Nope. It’s more of a science. Cos tapa. The quick foot. An ancient martial art based on the movements of predatory animals.’

‘Look!’ said Foaly, pointing with some urgency into the vast steel-grey gloom. ‘Someone who cares!’

Artemis was glad of the banter as it distracted from his loosening grasp on the logical world. While the fairies enjoyed their customary back and forth, he allowed his spine to curve for a moment, let his shoulders dip, but someone noticed.

‘Artemis?’

Holly, of course.

‘Yes, Captain Short.’

‘Captain? Are we strangers, Artemis?’

Artemis coughed into his hand. She was probing. He needed to ward off her attentions.
 Nothing to do but say the number aloud.

‘Strangers? No. We’ve known each other for more than five years.’

Holly took a step towards him, her eyes wide with concern behind the orange curve of visor.

‘This five thing, Arty. I’m worried about that. You’re not yourself.’

Artemis swept past her to the container that rested on the floor of the crate.

‘Who else would I be?’ he said brusquely, cutting short any possible discussion on the state of his mental health. He waved impatiently at the ice haze as though it were deliberately obstructing him, then pointed his mobile phone at the container, zapping the computerized locks. The container looked and sounded like a regular household refrigerator, squat, pearlescent and humming.

‘Just what they need in Iceland,’ muttered Foaly.
 ‘More ice-makers.’

‘Ah, but a very special ice-maker,’ said Artemis, opening the fridge door. ‘One that can save the glaciers.’

‘Does it make Popsicles too?’ asked the centaur innocently, wishing his old buddy Mulch Diggums was there so they could high five, a practice so puerile and outmoded that it would be sure to drive Artemis crazy, if he weren’t already crazy.

‘You said this was a demonstration,’ snapped Vinyáya. ‘So demonstrate.’

Artemis shot Foaly a poisonous look. ‘With great pleasure, Commander. Observe.’

Inside the container sat a squat chrome contraption, which resembled a cross between a top-loader washing machine and a stubby cannon, apart from the jumble of wires and chips nestled under the bowl.

‘The Ice Cube is not pretty, I grant you,’ said Artemis, priming the equipment with an infra-red signal shot from the sensor on his phone. ‘But I thought better to get production moving along than spend another month tidying the chassis.’

They formed a ragged ring round the device and Artemis could not help thinking that had a satellite been observing the group they would look like children playing a game.

Vinyáya’s face was pale and her teeth chattered, though the temperature was barely below freezing. Chilly in human terms, a lot more uncomfortable for a fairy.

‘Come on, human. Switch this Ice Cube thing on.
 Let’s get the dwarf on the mudslide.’

A fairy expression which Artemis was not familiar with, but he could guess what it meant. He glanced at his phone.

‘Surely, Commander. I will certainly launch the first pouch of nano-wafers just as soon as whatever unidentified craft is passing through the airspace moves on.’

Holly consulted her visor readout communicator. ‘Nothing in the airspace, Mud Boy.
 Nothing but a shielded shuttle full of hurt for you, if you’re trying to pull some kind of trick.’

Artemis could not stifle a groan. ‘No need for the rhetoric. I assure you, Captain, there is a ship descending through the atmosphere. My sensors are picking it up quite clearly.’

Holly thrust her jaw forward. ‘Well, my sensors aren’t picking up a thing.’

‘Funny, because my sensors are your sensors,’
 countered Artemis.

Foaly clopped a hoof, chipping the ice. ‘I knew it. Is nothing sacred?’

Artemis squared his shoulders. ‘Let’s stop pretending that we don’t spend half our time spying on each other. I read your files and you read the files I allow you to steal. There is a craft which seems to be heading straight for us and maybe your sensors would spot it if you used some of the same filters I do.’

Holly thought of something. ‘Remember Opal Koboi’s ship? The one completely built from stealth ore? Our pet geeks couldn’t detect that but Artemis did.’

Artemis arched his eyebrows as if to say
 even the police officer gets it. ‘I simply looked for what should be there but wasn’t. Ambient gases, trace pollution and such. Wherever I found an apparent vacuum I also found Opal. I have since applied the same technique to my general scans. I am surprised you haven’t learned that little trick, Consultant Foaly.’

‘It will take about two seconds to sync with our shuttle and run an ambience test.’

Vinyáya scowled and her annoyance seemed to ripple the air like a heatwave.

‘Run it then, centaur.’

Foaly activated the sensors in his gloves and screwed a yellow monocle over one eye.
 Thus wired he performed a complicated series of blinks, winks and gestures as he interfaced with a v-system invisible to all but him. To the casual observer it would seem as though the centaur had inhaled pepper while conducting an imaginary orchestra. It was not attractive, which was why most people tended to stick with hardwired hardware.

Twenty seconds more than two seconds later, Foaly’s exertions ceased suddenly and he rested palms on knees.

‘OK,’ he panted. ‘Firstly, I am nobody’s pet geek.
 And, secondly, there may be a large unidentified space vehicle headed our way at high speed.’

Holly instantly drew her weapon, as though she could gun down a spaceship that was already falling on them.

Artemis rushed towards his Ice Cube, arms outstretched maternally, then literally stopped in his tracks as suspicion filled his heart with heat.

‘This is your ship, Foaly. Admit it.’

‘It’s not my ship,’ protested Foaly. ‘I don’t even have a ship. I come to work on a quadrocycle.’

Artemis fought the paranoia until his hands shook, but there seemed to be no other explanation for the arrival of a strange ship at this precise time.

‘You’re trying to steal my invention. This is just like the time in London when you interfered in the C-Cube deal.’

Holly kept her eyes on the skies, but spoke to her human friend.

‘I saved Butler in London.’

Artemis’s whole frame was shaking now. ‘Did you? Or did you turn him against me?’ The words he spoke disgusted him, but they seemed to push through his lips like scarab beetles from the mouth of a mummy.

‘That’s when you made your alliance against me, wasn’t it? How much did you offer him?’

For a long foggy breath, Holly was speechless, then: ‘Offer him? Butler would never betray you. Never! How can you think that, Artemis?’

Artemis glared at his fingers as if he half hoped they would reach up and strangle him. ‘I know you’re behind this, Holly Short. You have never forgiven me for the kidnapping.’

‘You need help, Artemis,’ said Holly, tired of talking around the problem. ‘I think you may have a condition. It might be something called the Atlantis Complex.’

Artemis stumbled backwards, knocking against Foaly’s hindquarters. ‘I know,’ he said slowly, watching his breath take form before him. ‘Lately, nothing is clear. I see things, suspect everyone. Five. Five is everywhere.’

‘As if we would ever do anything to hurt you, Artemis,’ said Foaly, patting the hair Artemis had ruffled.

‘I don’t know. Would you? Why wouldn’t you? I have the most important job on Earth, more important than yours.’

Holly was calling in the cavalry.

‘There’s a UC in the atmo,’ she called into her communicator, using that soldier shorthand that seemed more confusing than plain speaking. ‘Descend to my seven for evac. Stat.’

A fairy shuttle fizzled into visibility seven metres overhead. It appeared plate by plate from nose to stern, the soldiers inside visible for a brief moment before the hull solidified. The sight seemed to confuse Artemis even further.

‘Is that how you’re going to take me? Scare me into voluntarily coming aboard, then steal my Ice Cube?’

‘It’s always cubes with you,’ noted Foaly somewhat randomly. ‘What’s wrong with a nice sphere?’

‘And you, centaur!’ said Artemis, pointing an accusing finger. ‘Always in my system.
 Are you in my head too?’

Vinyáya had forgotten the cold. She shrugged off her heavy coat to gain some ease of movement.

‘Captain Short. The crazed human is your contact – put him on a leash until we get out of here.’

It was an unfortunate phrase to use.

‘Put me on a leash? Is that what you’ve been doing all this time, Captain Short?’

Artemis was shivering now, as though a current passed through his limbs.

‘Artemis,’ said Holly urgently. ‘Wouldn’t you like to sleep for a while? Just lay your head down somewhere warm and sleep?’

The notion took hold in some corner of Artemis’s brain. ‘Yes. Sleep. Can you do that, Holly?’

Holly took a slow step forward. ‘Of course I can. Just a little mesmer is all it takes. You’ll wake up a new man.’

Artemis’s eyes seemed to jellify. ‘A new man. But what about THE PROJECT?’

Easy now, thought Holly. Move in gently. ‘We can take care of it when you wake up.’ She slipped the thinnest wafer of magic into her upper registers; to Artemis it would sound like the tinkling of crystal bells on every consonant.

‘Sleep,’ said Artemis, softly in case volume broke the word. ‘To sleep, perchance to dream.’

‘Quoting theatre now?’ said Foaly. ‘Do we really have the time?’

Holly hushed him with a glare, then took another step towards Artemis.

‘Just a few hours. We can take you away from here, from whatever’s coming.’

‘Away from here,’ echoed the troubled boy.

‘Then we can talk about the project.’

The shuttle’s pilot fluffed his approach, carving a shallow trench in the surface with his rear stabilizer. The cacophonous splintering of sugar-glass-thin ice plates was enough to sharpen Artemis’s pupils.

‘No,’ he shouted, his voice shrill for once. ‘No magic. One two three four five. Stay where you are.’

A second craft introduced itself to the melodrama, appearing suddenly in the distant skyscape as though crashing through from an alternate dimension. Huge and sleek like a spiralling ice-cream cone, trailing tethered boosters, one errant engine detaching and spinning off into the heavy grey clouds.
 For such a huge ship, it made very little noise.

Artemis was shocked by the sight.

Aliens? was his first thought, then: Wait, not aliens. I have seen this before. A schematic at least.

Foaly was having the same thought. ‘You know, that looks familiar.’

Entire sections of the giant ship were flickering out of sight as it cooled down from its steep atmospheric entry, or re-entry as it turned out.

‘That’s one from your space programme,’ said Artemis accusingly.

‘It’s possible,’ Foaly admitted, a guilty tinge blossoming on his rear cheeks, another reason he lost at poker. ‘Difficult to tell with all the erratic movements and so forth.’

The LEP shuttle finally touched down, popping a hatch on its port side.

‘Everyone in,’ ordered Vinyáya. ‘We need to put a little distance between us and that ship.’

Foaly was three or four steps ahead. ‘No. No, this is one of ours. It shouldn’t be here, but we can still control it.’

Holly snorted. ‘Sure. You’re doing a great job of it so far.’

This comment was one more than the centaur could bear. He finally snapped, rearing majestically on his hind legs, then bringing his front hooves smashing down on the thin ice.

‘Enough!’ he roared. ‘There is a deep-space probe bearing down on us. And even if its nuclear generator does not explode, the impact blast wave alone will be enough to destroy everything in a fifteen-mile radius, so unless that shuttle of yours can travel to another dimension, boarding will be about as much use as you would be at a scientific convention.’

Holly shrugged. ‘Fair enough. What do you suggest?’

‘I suggest you shut up and let me deal with this problem.’

The term probe generally brings to mind a small, spare craft, with perhaps a few sample jars in its hold and maybe a rack of super-efficient solar cells clamped to its back, but this machine was the polar opposite of such an image. It was huge and violent in its movement, jarring the air as it bludgeoned through, jumping in lurching leaps, dragging tethered engines behind like captured slaves.

‘This thing,’ muttered Foaly, blinking to activate his monocle. ‘Seemed friendlier when I designed it.’

The soldiers were ordered to hold their positions, and the entire group could only watch as the giant ship bore down on them, screaming ever louder as its soundproofing waffling was scored.
 Atmospheric friction tore at the probe with jagged fingers, tearing huge octagonal plates from the hull. And all the while Foaly tried to gain control of it.

‘What I’m doing is going through the shuttle’s antennae to get a good fix on the probe’s computer, see if I can find the malfunction and then maybe I can program in a nice friendly hover at thirty metres. A little more shield would be nice too.’

‘Less explaining,’ said Vinyáya through gritted teeth, ‘and more fixing.’

Foaly kept up his line of drivel as he worked. ‘Come on, Commander. I know you military types thrive on these tense situations.’

Throughout this exchange, Artemis stood still as a statue, aware that should he release the tremors they would engulf him perhaps forever and he would be lost.

What has happened? he wondered. Am I not Artemis Fowl?

Then he noticed something.

That ship has four engines. Four.

Death.

As if to confirm this thought, or indeed prompted by the thought, an orange bolt of energy appeared at the very tip of the descending craft, roiling nastily, looking very much like a bringer of death.

‘Orange energy,’ noted Holly, shooting it with a finger gun. ‘You’re the explainer guy, Foaly, explain that.’

‘Worry not, lesser intellect,’ said Foaly, fingers a blur across his keyboard. ‘This ship is unarmed. It’s a scientific probe, for gods’ sake. That plasma bolt is an ice-cutter, no more than that.’

Artemis could hold in the tremors no longer and they wracked his slim frame.

‘Four engines,’ he said, teeth chattering. ‘F-f-four is death.’

Vinyáya paused on her way to the shuttle gangway. She turned, a sheaf of steel hair escaping her hood. ‘Death? What’s he talking about?’

Before Holly could answer, the orange plasma beam bubbled merrily for a moment then blasted directly into the shuttle’s engine.

‘No, no, no,’ said Foaly, speaking as one would to an errant student. ‘That’s not right at all.’

They watched horrified as the shuttle collapsed in a ball of turgid heat, rendering the metal shell transparent for just long enough to reveal the writhing marines inside.

Holly dropped low and dived towards Vinyáya who was searching for a pathway through the flames to her men inside.

‘Commander!’

Holly Short was fast, actually getting a grip on Vinyáya’s glove before one of the shuttle’s engines exploded and sent Holly pin-wheeling through the superheated air on to the roof of the Great Skua restaurant. She flapped on the slate like a butterfly on a pin, staring stupidly at the glove in her hand. Her visor’s recognition software had locked on to Commander Vinyáya’s face and a warning icon flashed gently.

Fatal injury to central nervous system, read a text on her screen. Holly knew that the computer was saying the same thing in her ear, but she couldn’t hear it.
 Please seal off the area and call emergency services.

Fatal injury? This couldn’t be happening again.
 In that nanosecond she flashed back to her former commander Julius Root’s death.

Reality returned in a fiery heatwave, turning the ice to steam and popping the heat sensors in her suit.

Holly dug her fingers into the roof slush and hauled her upper body higher. The scene played around her like a silent movie, as her helmet noise filters had expanded and ruptured in the nanosecond between the flash and the bang.

Everyone in the shuttle was gone … that much was clear.

Don’t say gone, say dead – that’s what they are.

‘Focus!’ she said aloud, pounding a fist into the roof to emphasize each syllable.
 There would be time to grieve later; this crisis was not yet past.

Who is not dead?

She was not dead. Bleeding but alive, smoke drifting from the soles of her boots.

Vinyáya. Oh gods.

Forget
Vinyáya for now.

And in a snowdrift underneath the eaves she spotted Foaly’s legs doing an inverted gallop.

Is that funny now? Should I be laughing?

But where was Artemis? Suddenly Holly’s heartbeat was loud in her ears and her blood roared like the surf.

Artemis.

Holly’s journey to a crouch was harder than it was supposed to be and no sooner had her knees found purchase than her elbows gave way and she ended up almost back where she’d started.

Artemis. Where are you?

Then from the corner of her eye Holly saw her friend loping across the ice. Artemis was apparently unharmed, apart from a slight drag in his left leg. He was moving slowly but determinedly away from the burning shuttle. Away from the crank and blackening of contracting metal and the mercury drip of stealth ore finally reaching its melting point.

Where are you going?

Not running away, that was for sure. If anything, Artemis was moving directly into the path of the still-falling space probe.

Holly tried to scream a warning. She opened her mouth but could only cough smoke. She tasted smoke and battle.

‘Artemis,’ she managed to hack after several attempts.

Artemis glanced up at her. ‘I know,’ he shouted, a ragged edge to his voice. ‘The sky appears to be falling but it isn’t. None of this is real, the ship, those soldiers, none of it. I realize that now. I’ve been … I’ve been having delusions, you see.’

‘Get clear, Artemis,’ cried Holly, her voice not her own, feeling like her brain was sending signals to someone else’s mouth. ‘That ship is real. It will crush you.’

‘No it won’t, you’ll see.’ Artemis was actually smiling benignly. ‘Delusional disorder, that’s all this craft is. I simply constructed this vision from an old memory, one of Foaly’s blueprints I sneaked a look at. I need to face my dementia. Once I can prove to myself that this is all in my head, then I can keep it there.’

Holly crawled across the roof, feeling her insides buzz as magic went to work on her organs. Strength was returning, but slowly, and her legs felt like lead pipes. ‘Listen to me, Artemis. Trust me.’

‘No,’ Artemis barked. ‘I don’t trust any of you. Not Butler, not even my own mother.’
 Artemis hunched his shoulders. ‘I don’t know what to believe, or who to trust. But I do know that there cannot be a space probe crash-landing here at this precise moment. The odds against it are just too astronomical. My mind is playing tricks on me and I have to show it who’s boss.’

Holly registered about half of that speech, but she’d heard enough to realize that Artemis was referring to his own mind in the third person, which was a warning sign no matter which head doctor’s theories you subscribed to.

The spaceship continued to bear down on them, unaffected by Artemis’s lack of belief in its existence, shunting shockwaves before it. For a memory it certainly seemed very real, each panel richly textured by the tribulations of space travel. Long jagged striations were etched into the nose cone like scars from lightning bolts, and buckshot dents peppered the fuselage. A ragged semicircular chunk was missing from one of the three fins, as though a deep-space creature had taken a bite from the passing craft, and strangely coloured lichen was crayoned in the square patch vacated by a hull plate.

Even Artemis had to admit it. ‘That doesn’t seem particularly ethereal. I must have a more vivid imagination than I had thought.’

Two of the ship’s silencers blew out in rapid succession and engine roar filled the bowl of grey sky.

Artemis pointed a rigid finger at the craft. ‘You are not real!’ he shouted, though even he did not hear the words. The ship was low enough now for Artemis to read the message written in several scripts and pictograms across the nose cone.

‘I come in peace,’ he mumbled, and thought: Four words.
Death.

Holly was thinking too, images of tragedy and destruction flashing past like the lights of a train carriage, but there was one other notion holding steady through the chaos.

I can’t reach him from this rooftop. Artemis is going to die and there’s nothing I can do but watch.

And then a hysterical afterthought.

Butler is going to kill me.







Chapter 2

The Jade Princess and Crazy Bear

The night before in Cancún, Mexico

[image: image]

THE man in the rental Fiat 500 swore loudly as his broad foot mashed the tiny brake and accelerator pedals, stalling the tiny car for the umpteenth time.

It might be a little easier to drive this miniature vehicle if I could sit on the back seat so my knees were not jammed under my chin, the man reasoned. And with that thought he pulled over sharply on to the verge bordering Cancún’s spectacular lagoon. In the reflected light of a million twinkling luxury-suite balcony lamps, he performed an act of vandalism on the Fiat which would definitely cost him his deposit and possibly send him rocketing to number one on the Hertz blacklist.

‘Better,’ grunted the man, and tossed the driver’s seat down the verge.

Hertz only have themselves to blame, he thought, on a reasoning roll. This is what happens when you insist on giving a toy car to a man of my proportions. It’s like trying to load fifty-calibre rounds into a Deringer boot gun. Ridiculous.

He crammed himself into the vehicle and, navigating from the back seat, pulled into the flow of cars, which even at close to midnight were packed together tighter than train carriages.

I’m coming, Juliet, he thought, squeezing the steering wheel as though it were a threat to his little sister somehow. I’m on my way.

The driver of this carelessly remodelled Fiat was of course Butler, Artemis Fowl’s bodyguard, though he had not always been known by that name. In the course of his career as a soldier of fortune, Butler had adopted many a nom de guerre to protect his family from recriminations. A band of Somali pirates knew him as Gentleman George, he had for a time hired himself out in Saudi Arabia under the name Captain Steele (Artemis had later accused him of having a touch of the screeching melodramas) and for two years a Peruvian tribe, the Isconahua, knew the mysterious giant who protected their village from an aggressive logging corporation only as El Fantasma de la Selva, the ghost of the jungle. Of course, since becoming Artemis Fowl’s bodyguard there was no more time for side projects.

Butler had travelled to Mexico at Artemis’s insistence, though insistence had hardly been necessary once Butler had read the message on his principal’s smart phone. They had been in the middle of a mixed martial-arts session earlier in the day when the phone rang. A polyphonic version of Morricone’s
 ‘Miserere’, which signified the arrival of a message.

‘No phones in the dojo, Artemis,’ Butler had rumbled. ‘You know the rules.’

Artemis had delivered one more blow to the pad, a left jab that had little power and less accuracy, but at least his shots were landing on the pad now. Until recently, Artemis’s punches were so wide of the mark that in the event of actual combat a passer-by would be in more danger than any assailant.

‘I know the rules, Butler,’ said Artemis, taking several breaths to get the sentence out. ‘The phone is definitely off. I checked it five times.’

Butler pulled off a pad, which in theory protected the wearer’s hand from punches, but in this case protected Artemis’s knuckles from Butler’s spade-like palm. ‘The phone is off, and yet it rings.’

Artemis trapped a glove between his knees and tugged his hand free. ‘It’s set to emergency breakthrough. It would be irresponsible of me not to check it.’

‘Your speech seems strange,’ noted Butler. ‘Stilted somehow … Are you counting your words?’

‘That is patently ridiculous … actually,’ said Artemis, colouring. ‘I am simply choosing carefully.’ He hurried to the phone, which was one of his own design with a dedicated operating platform based on an amalgamation of human and fairy technology. ‘The message is from Juliet,’ he said, consulting the seven-centimetre touch screen.

Butler’s pique immediately evaporated. ‘Juliet sending an emergency message? What does it say?’

Artemis wordlessly handed over the phone, which seemed to shrink as Butler’s massive hand enfolded it.

The message was short and urgent. Five words only.

In trouble, Domovoi. Come alone.

Butler’s fingers squeezed the phone until its casing cracked. The first names of all Blue Diamond bodyguards were closely guarded secrets, and the mere fact that Juliet had invoked his name to summon him was an indicator of how much trouble she was in.

‘Naturally I’m coming with you,’ said Artemis briskly. ‘My phone can trace that call to the nearest square centimetre and we can be anywhere in the world in just less than a day.’

Butler’s features belied the struggle between big brother and detached professional that raged inside him. Finally the professional got the upper hand.

‘No, Artemis. I cannot put you in harm’s way.’

‘But …’

‘No. I must go, but you will return to school. If Juliet is in trouble, I need to move quickly, and caring for you will simply double my responsibility. Juliet knows how seriously I take my job and she would never ask me to come alone unless the situation was dangerous.’

Artemis coughed. ‘It’s probably not too dangerous. Perhaps Juliet is more inconvenienced than in any actual peril. But in any case you should go as soon as …’

He plucked the phone from Butler’s grasp and tapped the screen.

‘Cancún, Mexico, that’s your destination.’

Butler nodded. It made sense. Juliet was currently with a Mexican wrestling troupe building a rep for her character, the Jade Princess, and praying for that magic call from the World Wrestling Entertainment group.

‘Cancún,’ he repeated. ‘I’ve never been. There’s not much call for people like me there. Too safe.’

‘The jet is at your disposal naturally,’ said Artemis, who then frowned, unhappy with the sentence. ‘Hopefully this entire thing is nothing but a … goose chase.’

Butler glanced sharply at his young charge. Something was wrong with the boy, he felt sure of it, but at the moment there was only room for Juliet in the concern for others corner of his brain.

‘This is no goose chase,’ he said softly, then with considerably more force: ‘And whoever caused this message to be sent will regret it.’ To drive this point home, Butler allowed his big-brother side to surface for a moment and punched a training mannequin so hard that its wooden head flew off and spun on the practice mat like a top.

Artemis picked up the head and tapped the crown half a dozen times, or thereabouts.

‘I imagine they already do,’ he said, his voice the rustle of dry leaves.

*

So now Butler was making agonizingly slow progress through the late-night Cancún traffic, head and shoulders squashed flat against the Fiat’s roof. He had neglected to reserve a car and so had been forced to accept whatever the Hertz lady had left in the lot. A Fiat 500. Très cool if you were a single teen on the way to the spa, but not so suitable for a hundred-kilogram hulk.

An unarmed hundred-kilo hulk, Butler realized.
 Generally the bodyguard managed to bring a few weapons with him to whatever party he was about to break up, but in this case public transport was actually quicker than the Fowl jet, so Butler had been forced to leave his arsenal at home, even his beloved Sig Sauer, which almost drew a tear. He had connected through Atlanta, and the marines at customs would not have taken kindly to anyone smuggling hardware into the US, especially someone who looked like he could probably breach the White House with a few belts of ammunition.

Butler had been at something of a loose end since leaving Artemis’s side. For more than fifteen years he had spent the vast bulk of his time engaged in Artemis-related activities. Finding himself virtually alone in business class on a trans-Atlantic flight with several hours of enforced down time, he could not sleep for worrying about his sister and so his mind naturally drifted to Artemis.

His charge had changed recently – there was no doubt about it. Since his return from saving endangered species in Morocco last year there had been a definite mood swing. Artemis seemed less open than usual, and usually he was about as open as a Swiss vault at night. Also, Butler had noticed that Artemis seemed obsessed with the placement of objects, something Butler himself was very alert to as he was trained to see everything in a building as a potential weapon or shrapnel fragment. Often Artemis would enter a room that his bodyguard had already swept and cleared and start moving things back to where they had been. And Artemis’s speech seemed off somehow. Artemis generally spoke in sentences that were almost poetic, but lately he seemed to care less about what he said than how many words it took to say it.

As the Boeing began its descent into Atlanta, Butler decided that he would go to Artemis Senior as soon as he made it back to Fowl Manor and make a clean breast of his concerns. While it was undeniably his job to protect Artemis from danger, it was difficult to do that when the danger came from Artemis himself.

I have protected Artemis from trolls, goblins, demons, dwarf gas and even humans, but I cannot guarantee that my skill set will save him from his own mind. Which makes it imperative that I find Juliet and bring her home as soon as possible.

*

Butler eventually grew tired of the traffic’s crawl down Cancún’s main strip and decided that he would make better time on foot. He pulled over sharply into a taxi rank and, ignoring the indignant cries of the drivers, set off past the rows of five-star hotels at a brisk jog.

Locating Juliet would not be difficult; her face was splashed all over dozens of downtown banners.

LUCHASLAM! FOR ONE WEEK ONLY AT THE GRAND THEATRE.

Butler did not much care for Juliet’s picture on the banners. The artist had twisted her pretty face to make his sister seem more aggressive, and her stance was obviously just for show. It may look good on a poster, but it was all wrong and left her wide open for a hook to the kidneys.

Juliet would never approach an adversary in that way.

His sister was the best natural fighter he had ever seen and too proud to ask for help unless there was no other option available to her, which was why her message was so worrying.

Butler jogged two miles without breaking a sweat, weaving through throngs of revellers, until he arrived at the glass and stucco façade of the Grand Theatre. A dozen or so red-jacketed doormen clustered around the automatic doors, nodding and smiling at the crowd hurrying in for the main event.

Around the back, he decided. The story of my life.

Butler skirted the building thinking that it would be nice, just once, to go in the front door. Maybe he would in another lifetime, when he got too old for this business.

How old do I have to be? he wondered. Come to think of it, with all the time travel and fairy healings, I’m not even sure how old I actually am any more.

As soon as Butler reached the back door, he put all other thoughts from his mind, apart from the job at hand. Get to Juliet, find out what trouble she was in and extricate her with minimal collateral damage. There were still ten minutes before the show was scheduled to start, so with a little luck he could nab his sister before the room got too crowded.

The only security on the back door was a single surveillance camera. Luckily the Grand was a straight theatre and not the convention room of a resort hotel or there would be a cluster of pools at the back door, along with crowds of tourists, a salsa band and possibly half a dozen undercover private cops. As it was, Butler slid unnoticed into the theatre and simply waved at the camera on the way in, effectively covering his face.

Butler did not meet a shred of opposition on his way through the theatre’s backstage area. He passed a couple of costumed wrestlers sharing an electrolytic drink, but they barely spared him a glance, probably assuming he was one of them. Big and dumb by the look of him, the bad guy.

Like most theatres, the Grand had miles of corridors and back passages which did not show up on the blueprints that Butler had downloaded on his smart phone from Artemis’s interpedia, which had a dedicated blueprint site containing any plans that had ever been uploaded and quite a few that Artemis had stolen and uploaded himself. After several wrong turns, even Butler’s excellent sense of direction was failing him and the big bodyguard was tempted to simply punch through walls and create the shortest route to where he wanted to go: the performers’ dressing room.

Butler finally arrived at the dressing-room door just in time to see the tail end of the wrestling squad winding their way through to the stage, looking like sections of a Chinese dragon in all their Lycra and silk. After the last wrestler slipped through, a barrier of meat and muscle in the shape of two enormous bouncers closed across the backstage doors.

I could take them, thought Butler. That would not be a problem, but it would only leave me seconds to find Juliet and get her out of here and, knowing my sister, she will want to conduct a complicated and ultimately meaningless conversation before she’s ready to go. I need to think like Artemis, like the Artemis of old, and play this calmly. Blundering in is likely to get both of us killed.

Butler heard the howls and whoops of the crowd as the wrestlers entered. The noise was muffled through the double doors, but clearer from the dressing room. He poked his head inside and saw a monitor bracketed to the wall, displaying the action in the ring. Convenient.

Butler stepped close to the screen and searched for his sister. There she was, at the corner of the ring, performing some ostentatious warm-ups that were more for show than actual effect. If Butler could have seen his own normally taciturn features at that moment, he would have been surprised by the fond, almost sleepy, smile that lingered on his face.

It’s been too long since I’ve seen you, little sister.

Juliet did not seem to be in any immediate danger; in fact, she appeared to be relishing the crowd’s attention, raising her arms for more applause and whipping the jade ring on her ponytail around in figures of eight. The crowd loved her too. Several young men waved banners bearing Juliet’s image, and a few were bold enough to shower her with confetti hearts. Butler frowned. He would definitely be keeping an eye on those particular young gentlemen.

Butler allowed himself to relax a little, a loosening of the fingers that perhaps five people in the world would notice. He was still on high alert, but could admit to himself now that his darkest fear had always been that he would arrive too late.

Juliet is alive. And healthy. Whatever the problem is, we can solve it between us.

He decided then that the most prudent course of action would be to observe from this vantage point. He had a clear view of the wrestling ring and, if necessary, he could be by his sister’s side in seconds.

The opening match was started by an old-fashioned ringside bell and Juliet leaped high, landing catlike on the top rope.

‘Princesa! Princesa!’ chanted the audience.

A favourite with the crowd, thought Butler.
 Of course she is.

Juliet’s opponent was obviously the villain of the piece. A humongous woman, with buzz-cut bleached hair and a costume of blood-red Lycra.

‘Boo!’ called the crowd.

Like most wrestlers on the luchador circuit, the huge newcomer wore a mask that covered her eyes and nose and was tied at the back with some nasty-looking barbed wire, which Butler suspected was actually plastic.

Juliet seemed like a doll in comparison, apparently outmatched. A little of the cockiness drained from her masked face and she appealed to her corner for assistance, but was met with shrugged shoulders from a stereotypical flat-capped trainer who could have been recruited from the set of a wrestling movie.

This match is all scripted, Butler realized.
 There’s no danger here.

He pulled a chair up to the screen and settled to watch his sister.

The first round was gentle enough on Butler’s nerves. Then, in the second round, Juliet strayed a little close to her opponent and was pounced on with surprising speed.

‘Oooh,’ cried most of the crowd.

‘Snap her in two, Samsonetta!’ called a few less charitable observers.

Samsonetta, thought Butler. It suits her.

He was not worried at this point. There were at least a dozen ways for Juliet to break Samsonetta’s hold as far as he could see. Most she could do without even using her hands. One would be theoretically possible by combining a fake sneeze with a sudden drop.

Butler started to worry when he noticed a dozen men in trench coats sidling along the far wall towards the ring.

Trench coats? In Cancún? Why would anyone wear a trench coat in Mexico unless they were concealing something?

The picture was too grainy for Butler to garner much detail, but there was something about these guys and the way they moved. Purposeful, devious, sticking to the shadows.

I’ve got time, Butler reasoned, already putting together his plan. This could be nothing, but it could be everything. I can’t take chances with Juliet’s life at stake.

He glanced around the dressing room to see if there were anything he could use as a weapon. No such luck. All he could find were a couple of chairs, plenty of glitter and mascara, and a barrel of old costumes.

I won’t be needing the glitter or mascara, thought Butler, reaching into the costume barrel.

*

Juliet Butler was feeling a little claustrophobic in the arms of her opponent.

‘Come on, Sam,’ she hissed. ‘You’re suffocating me.’

Samsonetta stamped flat-footed on the canvas, sending hollow booms bouncing around the auditorium, while at the same time making a show of squeezing Juliet’s neck.

‘That’s the idea, Jules,’ she whispered, her Stockholm accent stretching the vowels.
 ‘I whip up the crowd, remember? And then you take me down.’

Juliet turned her face to the three-thousand-strong crowd, delivering a dramatic howl of pain.

‘Kill her,’ screamed the nice ones.

‘Kill her and then snap her in two,’ screamed the not-so-nice ones.

‘Kill her, snap her in two and stamp on the pieces,’ howled the downright nasty audience members, usually easily identifiable by the violent slogans on their T-shirts, and the drooling.

‘Careful, Sam. You’re moving my mask.’

‘And such a pretty mask too.’

Juliet’s entire outfit was pretty enough to make her a crowd favourite. A jade skin-tight leotard, and a small eye-mask, which was actually a gel-pack covered with glitter.

If I have to wear a mask, Juliet had reasoned,
 it might as well be good for my skin.

They prepared for Samsonetta’s trademark takedown: an overhead drop, helped along by the power of her amazing arms. Usually if her opponents had so much as a spark of energy left in them after that manoeuvre, Sam simply fell on them and that generally did the trick. But since Juliet was the crowd’s favourite, the move was not planned to go as usual. A wrestling audience liked to see their hero as far down as possible without being out.

Sam advertised the move by asking the crowd if they wanted the body slam.

‘Do you vant it?’ she shouted, playing up her accent.

‘Yes!’ they howled, beating the air with their fists.

‘The body slam?’

‘Slam!’ they chanted. ‘Slam! Slam!’

A few chanted other rougher slogans but security soon zoned in on them.

‘You vant a slam! I vill slam!’ Generally Samsonetta would have said I shall slam! But Max, the promoter/manager of LuchaSlam, liked her to use ‘v’
 instead of ‘w’ wherever possible as for some reason it drove the crowd crazy.

And so she bent backwards and hurled the unfortunate Jade Princess towards the deck, and that would have been the end of it had not the Jade Princess somehow twirled in mid-air to land on her toes and fingertips, and that wasn’t even the impressive part. The impressive part was springing back up again and whipping her head around, so the jade ring woven into her blonde ponytail whacked Samsonetta in the jaw, landing the giantess flat on her back.

Samsonetta whined and complained, rubbed her jaw to redden it and rolled like a walrus on a hot rock.

She was quite a performer, and for a moment Juliet worried that the jade ring had really hurt her, but then Sam threw her a secret wink and she knew that they were still playacting.

‘Have you had enough, Samsonetta?’ asked Juliet, springing nimbly to the top rope.
 ‘Would you like some more?’

‘No,’ blubbed her supposed opponent, then decided to sneak another ‘v’ in for Max. ‘I vant no more.’

Juliet turned to the audience. ‘Should I give her some more?’

Oh no, said an imaginary audience. No more, that would be barbaric.

But the real audience said things like:

‘Kill her!’

‘Take her downtown!’ (Whatever that meant – they were already downtown.)

‘Show her the pain.’ The pain being obviously more excruciating than just plain old pain.

I love these people, thought Juliet, and launched herself off the top rope for the coup de grâce.

It would have been a thing of beauty. A lovely double flip rounded off with a nice
 oooof-inducing elbow to the stomach, but someone came out of the shadows and snatched Juliet from the air, tossing her roughly into the corner of the ring. Several other silent, muscled attackers piled on top of Juliet until all that was visible of the girl was one green-clad leg.

In the shadows, where he was watching behind one of the lighting rigs, Butler felt a sour ball of fear drop to the pit of his stomach and muttered: ‘That’s my cue.’

Which sounded an awful lot more flippant than he felt.

*

The crowd was still applauding the unexpected arrival of the Ninja Squad luchadores in their trademark black costumes disguised by trench coats, who had doubtless shown up to avenge their master’s recent defeat at the hands and feet of the Jade Princess at QuadroSlam in Mexico City.
 Surprise guests often showed up unadvertised at the slams, but the entire Ninja Squad was an unexpected bonus.

The ninjas were a writhing mass of pumping limbs, each member desperate to land a blow on the Jade Princess, and there was nothing the slight girl could do but lie there and absorb it.

Butler entered the ring quietly. The element of surprise was often the difference between victory and defeat in against the odds situations, though if Butler were honest with himself he would admit that secretly he usually felt that the odds were in his favour, even in this case when he was outnumbered twelve to one. Twelve to two if Juliet were still conscious, which was six to one, which was virtually even-stevens. A moment earlier Butler had felt a little self-conscious in the borrowed costume of fake bearskin leotard and mask, but now all embarrassment was forgotten as he clicked his brain into that cold space he called combat mode.

These people are hurting my sister, he thought as a hot trickle of anger cracked his icy shell of professionalism.

Time to go to work.

With a growl that was totally in keeping with his Crazy Bear costume, Butler rolled into the ring under the bottom rope, stepped briskly across the canvas and began laying into the ninjas with blatant economy of movement. There was no threatening monologue, not even a simple foot stamp to herald his arrival, which was hardly courteous. He simply dismantled the ninjas as though they were a Jenga stack.

There followed thirty seconds of flailing limbs and high-pitched screaming that would have done hysterical teenagers at a boy-band concert proud, and then, finally, Juliet was uncovered.

Butler saw that his sister was intact, and smiled behind the mask.

‘Hello there. I made it.’

And in response to her life being saved, Juliet jammed four rigid fingers into his solar plexus, driving the air from his body.

‘Aarrrk,’ he grunted, then, ‘Whuueeeech.’ Which was supposed to be What are you doing?

A couple of the ninjas had recovered and tried a few of their stylized moves on their attacker only to be rewarded with casual open-handed slaps.

‘Watch it,’ snapped Butler, drawing breath once more and shooting them the evil eye.
 ‘I need a minute of family time.’

Something flickered in the corner of Butler’s vision, moving with blurred, jittery speed. His left hand automatically shot out to grab the jade ring that was braided into his sister’s blonde ponytail.

‘Wow,’ said Juliet. ‘No one’s ever done that before.’

‘Really?’ said Butler, dropping the jade ring. ‘No one?’

Juliet’s eyes widened behind her mask. ‘No one except … Brother, is that you?’

Before Butler could reply, Juliet side-stepped and pole-axed with her forearm a ninja who may have been sneaking up on them, or may in fact have been trying to escape from what had become the ring of real pain as opposed to the ring of convincingly faked agony.

‘Didn’t you guys hear this man? We need family time!’

The ninjas shrank back against the rope, whimpering. Even Samsonetta seemed a little concerned.

‘Brother, I’m in the middle of a grudge match. What are you doing here?’ asked Juliet.

It might have taken many people a few more minutes before they realized something was amiss, but not Butler. Years of protecting Artemis Fowl had taught him to catch the penny before it dropped.

‘Obviously you didn’t send for me. We need to leave so I can figure things out.’

Juliet’s bottom lip hung sulkily, transporting Butler ten years into the past when he’d forbidden her to shave her head.

‘I can’t just go. I’ve got fans expecting me to do cartwheels and give you the signature move.’

It was true. The Jade Princess’s camp was bouncing on their benches, baying for Crazy Bear’s blood.

‘If I just leave, there could be a riot.’

Butler glanced up at the giant screen suspended from the ceiling and saw a close-up of his own head looking up at the screen, which was enough to give anyone a headache.

A voice boomed from four old-fashioned conical speakers wired to the corners of the overhead screen.

‘Who is this guy, folks? Is it Crazy Bear come to take down his old enemy, the Jade Princess?’

Juliet stuck out her chin. ‘Max. Always looking for the angle.’

‘Juliet, we don’t have time for this.’

‘Whoever it is,’ continued Max, ‘we’re not just going to let him walk out of here with our princess, are we, amigos?’

Judging by the loud and sustained reaction, the paying customers did not take to the idea of Crazy Bear simply walking out with the princess. The language was florid and Butler could have sworn that the walls were shaking slightly.

Butler took three quick steps to the side of the ring and wagged his finger at a little man holding a microphone.

He was surprised when the little man jumped up on the table, stamped on his own hat, then shouted into the mike.

‘You’re threatening me, Crazy Bear? After all I’ve done for you? When those forest rangers found you living with the grizzlies, who took you in? Max Schetlin, that’s who. And this is how you repay me?’

Butler tuned out the rant. ‘OK, Juliet. We need to get out of here now. We do not have time for this. Someone wanted me out of the way. Possibly someone who has a grudge against Artemis.’

‘You need to be an awful lot more specific than that, brother. Artemis has more enemies than you, and you have quite a few at the moment.’

It was true. The crowd were turning ugly, a lot of it was fake ugly, but Butler’s keen eye spotted scores of wrestling fans in the front rows who looked ready to storm the ring.

I need to make a statement, he thought. Show these people who’s boss.

‘Outside the ring, Jules. Right now.’

Juliet did what she was told without complaint. Butler had that look on his face. The last time she had seen that look, her brother had punched his way through the hull of a Somali pirate’s stolen yacht, sinking the vessel in the Gulf of Aden.

‘Don’t hurt Samsonetta,’ she ordered. ‘We’re friends.’

Butler shook his head in disapproval. ‘Friends? I knew you two were faking.’

Samsonetta and the ninjas were busy throwing shapes in the far corner of the ring.
 They stamped, punched and threatened without actually attacking.

When Juliet was safely outside the ropes, Butler turned to his own corner and threw his shoulder into the pad covering the post. The impact rattled the post in its housing.

‘Crazy Bear really is crazy,’ crowed Max. ‘He’s beating up the ring. Are you going to stand for that, ninjas? This man is defiling the very symbol of our sporting heritage.’

Apparently the Ninja Squad was prepared to accept a little defiling of their symbol if it meant not being attacked by the man-mountain who had taken their pyramid apart with no more effort than a child knocking down a house of cards.

Butler hit the post again, this time smashing it right out of its socket. He hefted the metal pole, stepped underneath the ropes and began to twist the ring in on itself.

This move was so unprecedented that it was several seconds before anyone could appreciate what they were seeing. In years to come the manoeuvre would become known as the wringer and would elevate the real Crazy Bear, who was passed out drunk in the back alley, to the status of luchador superstar.

Even Max Schetlin’s tirade dried up as his brain tried to process what was actually going on.

Butler took advantage of the stunned stillness to quickly spin the corner post half a dozen times, popping another two supports from their housings.

This is not as difficult as it looks, mused Butler, catching sight of himself on the giant screen. This entire ring is little more than an inverted tent. A well-fed teenager could pull it down.

He gathered the three posts in his arms, twirling them deftly, drawing the ring tighter and tighter.

A couple of the ninjas had enough presence of mind to skip out while they could, but most stood slack-jawed and a couple who believed themselves to be dreaming sat down and closed their eyes.

Butler nodded at Samsonetta. ‘Out you go, miss.’

Samsonetta actually curtsied, which was totally out of character, and ducked under the rope, along with one ninja who was sharp enough to recognize a reprieve when he saw one. The rest of the crew was pressed closer together as Butler wound the rope tight. Every twist brought groans from the coils of old rope and from the people trapped inside. The crowd was beginning to realize what was happening and they began to cheer with every twist. Several were gleefully calling for Butler to squeeze the air from the ninjas’ lungs, but the bodyguard was content merely to crush them together like passengers on the London Tube at rush hour. And once they were powerless to move he shuffled them to the side of the ring and planted the pole back in its housing.

‘I’m going now,’ he said. ‘And I advise you all to stay put until I am out of the country, at the very least, because if you don’t I will be very unhappy.’

Butler did not have the magical power of the mesmer, but his voice was extremely persuasive nevertheless.

‘OK, Bear, take it easy,’ said the only ninja sporting a white headscarf, possibly the leader. ‘You’re straying way off script. Max is going to go nuts.’

‘You let me worry about Max,’ Butler advised. ‘You worry about me worrying about you.’

The ninja’s frown was obvious through the folds of his scarf. ‘What? Who should I worry about?’

Butler ground his teeth. Dialoguing was not as easy as the movies would have a person believe.

‘Just don’t move until I’m gone. Got it?’

‘Yep. You should have said that.’

‘I know.’

From a bodyguard’s perspective, there were so many things wrong with this situation that Butler almost despaired. He turned to his sister.

‘Enough of this. I have to go somewhere and think. Somewhere with no Lycra.’

‘OK, Dom. Follow me.’

Butler stepped down from the platform. ‘If you could stop bandying my name about. It’s supposed to be a secret.’

‘Not from me. I’m your sister.’

‘That may be. But there are thousands of people here and half as many cameras.’

‘It’s not as if I said the whole name. It’s not as if I said Dom-o–’

‘Don’t!’ warned Butler. ‘I mean it.’

The stage door was a mere twenty metres away and the familiar rhythms of family bickering warmed Butler’s heart.

I think we’re going to make it, he thought in a rare moment of optimism.

Which was when the picture on the big screen was replaced by a giant pair of glowing red eyes. And although red eyes are usually associated with nasty things like vampires, chlorine burn and conjunctivitis, these particular red eyes seemed friendly and infinitely trustworthy. In fact, anyone who gazed into the fluid swirling depths of these eyes felt that all their problems were about to be solved, if they just did what the owner of those eyes told them to do.

Butler inadvertently caught sight of the eyes in his peripheral vision but quickly tucked his head low.

Fairy magic, he realized. This entire crowd is about to be mesmerized.

‘Look into my eyes,’ said a voice from every speaker in the room. The voice even managed to invade the cameras and phones of the audience.

‘Wow,’ said Juliet in a monotone that did not suit the word. ‘I really need to look into those eyes.’

Juliet might have been reluctant to do what the silky voice commanded if she’d had any memory of her dealings with the fairy People. Unfortunately those memories had been wiped from her mind.

‘Block the exits,’ urged the voice. ‘Block all the exits. Use your bodies.’

Juliet whipped off her mask, which was impeding her view of the screen. ‘Brother, we need to block the exits, with our bodies.’

Butler wondered how things could get much worse as hundreds of enraptured wrestling fans surged down the aisles to physically block the entrances and exits.

Block the exits with your bodies? This fairy was pretty specific.

Butler had no doubt that another command was forthcoming and he doubted it would be
 now join hands and sing sea shanties. No, he was certain that nothing benign would issue from that screen.

‘Now kill the bear and the princess,’ said the layered voice, a few of the layers taking a moment to catch up, lending a sibilant
 sssss to princess.

Kill the bear and the princess. Charming.

Butler noticed a glint of dark intent in his sister’s eye as she realized that he was the bear. What would she do, he wondered, when she tumbled to the fact that she was the princess?

It doesn’t matter, he realized. We could both be dead long before that happens.

‘Kill the bear and the princess,’ droned Juliet in perfect unison with the mesmerized crowd.

‘And take your time about it,’ continued the magical voice, now infused with a merry note. ‘Drag it out a little. As you humans say: no pain no gain.’

A comedian, thought Butler. It’s not Opal Koboi, then.

‘Gotta kill you, brother,’ said Juliet. ‘I’m sorry. Truly.’

Not likely, thought Butler. On a good day, if he was drugged and blindfolded, maybe Juliet could have inflicted a little damage, but in his experience the
 mesmer made people slow and stupid. A large part of their brains were switched off and the parts left awake were not going to be winning any Nobel prizes.

Juliet tried a spinning kick but ended up twirling off balance and into Butler’s arms.
 Annoyingly, her jade ring spun round and clattered him on the ear.

Even mesmerized, my sister is irritating.

Butler hefted Juliet easily, then tensed his muscles for flight.

‘Kill you,’ muttered his sister. ‘Sorry. Gotta.’
 Then: ‘Fairies? You kidding me?’

Was she remembering the Fowl Manor siege? Butler wondered. Had the mesmer accidentally triggered recall?

He could investigate later, if there were a later for them. Butler had considerable faith in his own ability, but he doubted that he could take on a theatre full of zombies, even if they weren’t fleet of foot.

‘Go to work, my human lackeys,’ said the voice that went along with the red eyes. ‘Dig deep into the darkest recesses of your brains, such as they are. Leave no evidence for the authorities.’

Leave no evidence? What are they supposed to do with the evidence?

That question really didn’t bear thinking about.

Bear? Ha ha ha, thought Butler, and then: Jokes? I have time for jokes? Is it possible that I am frazzled? Pull it together, man.
 You’ve been through worse.

Although, looking at the dozens of stiff-limbed instapsychos lumbering down from the upper levels, Butler could not for the life of him remember when.

A pudgy forty-something man sporting an Undertaker T-shirt and a beer hat pointed at Butler from the aisle.

‘Beaaaar!’ he yowled. ‘Beaaaaar and princess!’

Butler borrowed a word from the fairy lexicon.

‘D’Arvit,’ he said.







Chapter 3

Orion Rising

Vatnajökull, Iceland, now

 [image: image]

ARTEMIS was jumping between psychoses.

‘Not real!’ he shouted at the descending ship. ‘You are nothing but a delusion, my friend.’

And from there he hopped straight over into paranoia. ‘You planned this,’ he shouted at Holly. ‘Who were your partners? Foaly without doubt. Butler? Did you turn my faithful bodyguard against me? Did you burgle his mind and plant your own truths in there?’

From the rooftop, the directional mike in Holly’s helmet picked up no more than every second word but it was enough to tell her that Artemis was not the clinical logistician he used to be.

If the old Artemis could see the new Artemis, the old Artemis would die of embarrassment.

Like Butler, Holly was having a hard time controlling her rebellious sense of humour in this dire hour.

‘Get down!’ she called. ‘The ship is real!’

‘That’s what you want me to think. That ship is nothing more than a cog in your conspiracy …’ Artemis paused. If the ship was a cog in the conspiracy, and the conspiracy was real, then the ship must be real. ‘Five!’ he blurted suddenly, having forgotten all about it for a minute. ‘Five ten fifteen.’

He pointed all of his fingers at the ship, wiggling them furiously.

A ten-finger salute. Surely that will vaporize this vision.

And it seemed as though the fingers were having an effect. The four discus-shaped engines, which had been trailing behind the main body like helpless puppies tethered to their spooked master, suddenly flipped and began emitting anti-grav pulses that lolloped towards the ground in fat bubbles, slowing the ship’s descent faster than seemed possible for a craft of such inelegant dimensions.

‘Hah!’ crowed Artemis. ‘I control my own reality. Did you see that?’

Holly knew that, far from controlling anything, Artemis was actually witnessing a fairy probe’s landing sequence. She had never actually piloted a deep-space probe herself, but nevertheless knew that standing underneath such a behemoth while it was dropping anti-grav bubbles was more than enough to get a person killed, and wiggling fingers like a sideshow magician was not going to change that.

I have to get up, she thought.

But the injury in her legs held her down like a lead blanket.

I think my pelvis is broken, she realized.
 Maybe an ankle too.

Holly’s magic had an unusual potency, thanks to a couple of boosts from her friend the demon No1, who was turning out to be the most magical warlock the university had ever enrolled, and it was setting to work on her injuries, but not fast enough. Artemis had a couple of seconds before one of those anti-grav blobs tore him apart or the ship itself actually landed on his head. And you didn’t have to be a genius to figure out what would happen then, which was just as well as Artemis didn’t seem to be a genius any more.

‘Assistance,’ she called weakly into her com-set. ‘Someone. Anyone?’

There was no one. Anyone who had been inside the shuttle was beyond magic and Foaly was still up-ended in the snowdrift.

Even if there were somebody, it’s too late.

Large crack patterns bloomed in the ice like hammer blows as the anti-grav pulses impacted on the surface. The cracks spread across the glacier with a noise like snapping branches, dropping large sink-holes through to the subterranean caverns below.

The ship was as big as a grain silo and seemed to be fighting against the pull of its tethered engines, throwing off waves of steam and jets of fluid. Rocket fuel drenched Artemis, making it difficult to ignore the fact that the rocket was real. But if there was one thing Artemis had not lost it was his stubbornness and so he stood his ground, refusing to yield to his final squeak of good sense.

‘Who cares?’ he muttered.

Holly somehow heard the last two words and thought, I care.

Desperate situations call for desperate solutions.

Nothing to lose, thought Holly, flapping at the holster on her thigh.

She swept her pistol from its home in a slightly more erratic arc than usual. The gun was synced with her visor, but even so Holly did not have time to check the settings. She simply held down the command sensor with her thumb then spoke clearly into the microphone at the side of her mouth.

‘Gun. [Pause for beep.] Non-lethal. Wide-bore concussive.

‘Sorry, Artemis,’ she muttered, then fired a good three-second blast at her human friend.

Artemis was ankle-deep in slush and in full rant mode when Holly pulled the trigger.

The beam hit him like a slap from a giant electric eel. His body was lifted and tossed through the air a moment before the probe clattered to a bone-crushing landing, obliterating the spot where he had been standing.

Artemis dropped into a crater like a sack of kindling and disappeared from Holly’s sightline.

That’s not good, thought Holly, then saw her own magical sparks hover before her eyes like inquisitive amber-tailed fireflies.

Shutdown, she realized. My magic is sending me to sleep so that I can heal.

From the corner of her eye Holly saw a door open in the probe’s belly and a gangplank swing down on hydraulics. Something was coming out.

Hope I get to wake up, Holly thought. I hate the ice and I don’t want to die cold.

Then she closed her eyes and did not feel her limp body roll from the rooftop and thump into a snowdrift below.

*

Barely a minute later, Holly’s eyes fluttered open. Waking up felt jagged and unreal, like documentary footage from a war zone. Holly could not remember standing, but suddenly she was on her feet being dragged along by Foaly who looked extremely dishevelled, possibly because his beautiful quiff had been totally singed and sat balanced on top of his head like a bird’s nest. But mostly he seemed depressed.

‘Come on, Captain!’ Foaly shouted, his voice seeming a little out of sync with his mouth. ‘We need to move.’

Holly coughed amber sparks and her eyes watered.

Amber magic now? I’m getting old.

Foaly shook her shoulders. ‘Straighten up, Captain. We have work to do.’

The centaur was using trauma psychology. Holly knew this; she could remember the in-service course in Police Plaza.

In the event of battle stress, appeal to the soldiers’
 professionalism. Remind them of their rank repeatedly. Insist that they perform their duty. This will not have a long-term healing effect on any psychological wounds but it might be enough to get you back to base.

Commander Vinyáya had given that course.

Holly tried to pull herself together. Her leg felt brittle from the knees down and her mid-section buzzed from the post-healing pain known as magic burn.

‘Is Artemis alive?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Foaly brusquely. ‘I built those things, you know. I designed them.’

‘What things?’

Foaly dragged her to a glassy droop in the glacier, slicker than any ice-rink.

‘The things hunting us right now. The amorphobots. The things that came out of the probe.’

They slid to the bottom of the bank, leaning forward to keep their balance.

Holly seemed to have developed tunnel vision, though her visor was panoramic. The edges of her vision crackled with amber static.

I am still healing. I shouldn’t be moving. Gods know what damage I will do myself.

Foaly seemed to read her mind, but more likely it was fairy empathy.

‘I had to get you out of there. One of my amorphobots was heading your way, sucking up everything in its path. The probe’s gone below, to gods know where. Try to lean on me.’

Holly nodded then coughed again; the spray was instantly absorbed by her porous visor.

They hobbled across the ice towards the crater where Artemis lay. He was extremely pale and there was a speed drip of blood running from the corner of his mouth to his hairline. Foaly dropped to his forelegs and tried to encourage Artemis back into consciousness with a stiff talking-to.

‘Come on, Mud Boy,’ he said, poking Artemis’s forearm. ‘No time for lollygagging.’

Artemis’s response to this chastising was a barely noticeable jerking of his arm. This was good – at least it told Holly that Artemis was still alive.

Holly tripped over the crater’s lip, and stumbled to the bottom.

‘Lollygagging?’ she gasped. ‘Is that even a word?’

Foaly poked Artemis one more time. ‘Yes. It is. And shouldn’t you be killing those robots with your pencil?’

Holly’s eyes seemed to light up. ‘Really? Can I do that?’

Foaly snorted. ‘Certainly. If your pencil has a super-duper demon magic beam inside it instead of graphite.’

Holly was still groggy but, even through a fugue of injury and battle stress, it was obvious that the situation was dire. They heard strange metallic clicks and animalistic whoops chittering through the air, softly at first then rising in tempo and intensity to a frenzy.

The noise grated against Holly’s forehead as though her skin was being yanked.

‘What is that?’

‘The amorphobots are communicating,’ whispered Foaly. ‘Transferring terabytes of information wirelessly. Updating each other. What one knows, they all know.’

Holly scanned Artemis’s vitals through her visor. The glowing readouts informed her that he had a slight heart murmur and there was some unusual brain activity in the parietal lobe. Other than that the best thing her helmet computer could conclude about Artemis was that he was basically not dead. If she could survive this latest misadventure, maybe Artemis would too.

‘What are they looking for, Foaly?’

‘What are they looking for?’ repeated the centaur, smiling that particular hysterical smile that exposed too much gum.

Holly suddenly felt her senses snap into focus and knew that the magic had finished its overhaul of her injuries. Her pelvis still throbbed and probably would for a few months, but she was operational again, so maybe she could lead them back to fairy civilization.

‘Foaly, pull yourself together. We need to know what those things can do.’

The centaur seemed put out that someone would choose this particular moment to ask him questions when he had so many vital issues to consider.

‘Holly, really! Do we have time for explanations now?’

‘Snap out of it, Foaly! Information, hand it over.’

Foaly sighed, lips flapping. ‘They are bio-spheres. Amorphobots. Dumb plasma-based machines. They collect samples of plant life and analyse them in their plasma. Simple as that.
 Harmless.’

‘Harmless,’ blurted Holly. ‘I think someone has reprogrammed your amorphobots, centaur.’

The blood disappeared from Foaly’s cheeks and his fingers twitched. ‘No. Not possible. That probe is supposed to be on its way to Mars to search for micro-organisms.’

‘I think we can be pretty sure that your probe has been hijacked.’

‘There is another possibility,’ suggested Foaly. ‘I could be dreaming all of this.’

Holly pressed on with her questions.

‘How do we stop them, Foaly?’

It was impossible to miss the fear that flickered across Foaly’s face, like a sun flash across a lake. ‘Stop them? The amorphobots are built to withstand prolonged exposure to open space.
 You could drop one of these on to the surface of a star and it would survive for long enough to transmit some information back to its mother probe. Obviously I have a kill code, but I suspect that has been overridden.’

‘There must be a way. Can’t we shoot them?’

‘Absolutely not. They love energy. It feeds their cells. If you shoot them, they’ll just get bigger and more powerful.’

Holly laid a palm on Artemis’s forehead, checking his temperature.

I wish you would wake up, she thought. We could really use one of your brilliant schemes right now.

‘Foaly,’ she said urgently. ‘What are the amorphobots doing right now? What are they looking for?’

‘Life,’ replied Foaly simply. ‘They’re doing a grid search now, starting at the drop site and moving out. Any life forms they encounter will be absorbed into the sac, analysed then released.’

Holly peeped over the lip of the crater. ‘What are their scan criteria?’

‘Thermal is the default. But they can use anything.’

Thermal, thought Holly. Heat signatures. That’s why they are spending so much time by the flaming shuttle.

The amorphobots were arranged on corners of invisible grid squares, slowly working their way outwards from the shuttle’s smoking carcass. They seemed innocuous enough, rolling balls of gel with twin glowing red sensors at their cores. Like slime balloons from a children’s party. Maybe the size of a crunchball.

They couldn’t be all that dangerous surely. Dozy little blëbers.

Her opinion altered sharply when one of the amorphobots changed colour from translucent green to angry electric blue and the colour spread to the others. Their eerie chittering became a constant shrill whine.

They have found something, Holly realized.

The entire squad of twenty or so bots converged on a single spot, some merging so that they formed larger blobs, which flowed across the ice with a speed and grace heretofore concealed. The bot that had flashed the message to the others allowed a charge to crackle across its skin, which it then discharged into a hillock of snow. An unfortunate snow fox leaped from the steam, tail smoking like a fuse, and made a dart for freedom.

It’s almost comical. Almost.

The amorphobots jiggled as though laughing and sent a few bolts of crackling blue energy after the doomed fox, carving black rents in the ground, steering the terror-stricken mammal away from the shelter of the Great Skua. In spite of its natural speed and agility, the bots anticipated its movements with incredible accuracy, sending the animal running in circles, its eyes rolling, tongue dangling.

There was only one possible conclusion to this game of cat and mouse: the largest amorphobot droned an impatient bass command through the almost invisible gel speakers in its body and turned abruptly to continue its search. The others followed, leaving only the original bot to hunt the fox. It quickly tired of the sport and nailed the fox in mid-jump with a bolt of power cast like a spear from its mid-section.

Murderer, thought Holly, more angry than horrified.
 Foaly didn’t design this.

Foaly suddenly moved in front of her. ‘You’ve got that look in your eyes, Captain.’

‘What look?’

‘The one Julius Root always talked about. The I’m about to do something incredibly stupid look.’

There was no time for debate. ‘I need to get to Artemis’s crate.’

‘You can’t go. What does the LEP manual suggest in these kinds of situations?’

Holly ground her teeth. Her two geniuses were useless; she would have to do this herself.

‘The manual, which you helped to write, would advise me to retreat to a safe distance and construct a bivouac, but, with respect, those guidelines are a pile of troll weevils.’

‘Wow. Nice respect. Do you know what the word respect
 actually means? I’m no book professor, but I’m pretty sure comparing my manual to a steaming pile of troll weevils does not constitute respect.’

‘I never said steaming,’ said Holly, then decided that time was short and she could apologize later. ‘Listen, Foaly. I don’t have a downlink to Police Plaza. There are murdering blobby robots on our trail and the only people who might be able to come up with a solution are either fast asleep dreaming or, in your case, wide awake dreaming. So I need you to cover me while I make a run for Artemis’s crate. Do you think you can do that?’

Holly handed the centaur her back-up weapon. Foaly held the gun gingerly, as though it were radioactive, which to a certain degree it was.

‘OK. I know how this thing works, in theory.’

‘Good,’ said Holly, and slithered on her belly up and on to the ice field before she could change her mind.

*

Holly felt her torso numb and stiffen as she slid across the glacier. The ice stretched in front of her, carved by the prevailing wind into elegant swoops and whorls, a wind which was to her rear, making progress relatively easy considering she had until recently been suffering from several broken bones.

Saved by magic once more.

But now she had not a spark left in her.

The fox’s carcass lay smoking on a bed of snow, melting a grave for itself.

Holly tore her gaze from the pathetic mammal’s eyes, still rolled back in its blackened head, and looked instead at Artemis’s crate, which stood disregarded by the bots, but past their search line.

I need to breach the line, unnoticed. Their default sensor is heat. I’ll give them a little heat to think about.

Holly switched on the air-conditioning in her suit, which had about five minutes left in it according to her visor readout, then selected the flare package on her Neutrino hand gun. She also accidentally activated the tunes player in her helmet with a series of shivery winks. Luckily the volume was muted and she managed to switch off Grazen McTortoor’s metal epic ‘Troll Sundown’ before the amorphobots detected the vibration.

Grazen McTortoor’s music never killed anyone before. He’d probably be thrilled.

Holly flipped on to her back, looking up at a sky of pitch and granite, the bowed cloud bellies licked by flame.

Heat.

Holly steadied her hand and removed the detachable trigger finger section of her glove. She pointed her weapon skywards and sent a wide-arced spray of flares into the air.

Flares. If only someone could see them and come to help.

The amorphobots’ relaxed chittering amped up to a whine and she realized that it was time to move.

Holly was up on her feet and running before her good sense had time to kick in. She raced full pelt for Artemis’s crate, taking as straight a tack as possible, weapon held along her sightline.

I don’t care what Foaly says. If one of those red-eyed monsters comes anywhere near me, I’m going to find out what a plasma grenade does to its innards.

The bots had without exception pointed their sensors towards the descending flares, which fizzled like the sputterings of an oxyacetylene torch cutting through the clouds. The amorphobots’
 malleable bodies sprouted gel periscopes and they stood following the flares’ progress like ill-defined meerkats. They may have noticed an inconsistent heat source jiggling across the glacier, but they were programmed to prioritize.

Not so smart after all.

Holly ran as fast as her brittle bones would carry her.

The terrain was flat but treacherous. The light September snow had dusted the grooves and Holly almost lost her footing in a tractor trail. Her ankle grated but did not crack. Lucky.



Lucky little elf

Sat on the shelf

And the silly human boy

Mistook her for a toy.




A nursery rhyme used to teach children to sit still if they saw a human.

Think like a little tree and that’s what the Mud Men will see.

I’m a tree, thought Holly, without much conviction.
 A little tree.

So far so good: the bots were glued to the flares and were showing no interest in her heat signature. She skirted the wreckage of the shuttle, trying not to hear the groan of the chassis or notice the front panel of a flight suit melded with the windscreen. Beyond the shuttle lay Artemis’s great experiment. An oversized refrigerator cannon.

Great. More ice.

Holly knelt at the base of what Artemis had called his Ice Cube and quickly located the control panel, which luckily had an omni-sensor so it was a simple matter to sync it with her own helmet. Now the refrigerator cannon would fire when she wanted and at whatever target she chose. She set a timer running and set herself running seconds afterwards, straight back the way she had come.

It occurred to her that the flares were lasting well and she really should congratulate Foaly on the new models, at which point they inevitably began to wink out.

With no more pretty lights in the sky, the amorphobots returned to their methodical searching of the site for signs of life. One was dispatched to check the erratic blob of heat crossing their grid. It rolled across the surface, scanning the ground as it went, sending out gel tendrils to scoop up debris and even whipping out a tongue like a bullfrog’s to snag a low-flying black-headed gull. If there had been a soundtrack to its movements it would have been tum-ti-tum-ti-tum.
 Business as usual, no worries. Then its vector crossed Holly’s and they virtually collided. The bot’s scanner eyes flashed and lightning bolts jittered inside its globulous body.

All I need is a few seconds, thought Holly, and blasted the bot with a narrow beam right in its gut.

The beam sliced through the centre of the blobby body, but was diffused before reaching the hardware nerve centre at the core. The bot bounced backwards like a kicked ball, whining as it did so, updating its friends.

Holly did not slow down to see what the response might be; she did not need to – her keen elfin hearing gave her all the information she needed: they were coming for her. They were all coming.
 Their semi-solid forms pummelled the ice as they moved like quick bongo rolls, along with that dreadful chittering.

A bot in her path skittered to one side, a temporary Neutrino hole drilled in its top quadrant. Apparently Foaly was taking his job as cover provider seriously, even though he knew his weapon could not kill these things.

Thanks, Mister Consultant.

The bots were converging on her now, trundling from all sides, burping and squeaking as they came.

Like kiddie-cartoon characters.

Which did not stop Holly from blasting as many of the cute critters as she could. She vaguely heard Foaly shouting at her to kindly only shoot when necessary, or to quote him verbatim:

Holly. In the name of all the gods, stop shooting energy into all-energy beings. Just how stupid are you?

The bots quivered and meshed, growing larger and more aggressive.

‘D’Arvit,’
 huffed Holly, her breath coming hard now. Her helmet informed her cheerily that her heart rate was over 240
 bpm which would be fine for a sprite but not for an elf. Normally a flat-out sprint would not inconvenience Holly, nor indeed any fairy who had passed the LEP physical, but this was a desperate dash immediately after a major healing. She should be in a hospital sipping rejuvenation sludge through a straw.

‘Two minutes to cardiac arrest,’ said her helmet breezily. ‘Ceasing all physical activity would be a really great idea.’

Holly spared a nanosecond to despise the voice of her helmet. Corporal Frond, the glamorous face of the LEP, all blonde hair and tight jumpsuits, who’d recently had her bloodline traced back to Frond the Elfin King and now insisted on referring to herself as Princess.

Foaly emerged from the crater and grabbed his friend’s elbow. ‘Come on, Holly. We have seconds of life left before those critters that you led right to our hidey-hole kill us all like rodents.’

Holly ran as fast as she could, bones creaking. ‘I have a plan.’

They stumbled over the frozen glacier, back to the depression where Artemis Fowl lay unconscious. The amorphobots flowed after them like marbles rolling down the side of a bowl.

Foaly dived into the hole. It was not elegant – centaurs do not make good divers, which is why they do not compete in pool events.

‘Whatever your idea was, it’s not working,’ he cried.

Holly dived into the depression, covering Artemis as well as she could.

‘Put your face in the ice,’ she ordered. ‘And hold your breath.’

Foaly ignored her, his attention attracted by Artemis’s Ice Cube, which was swivelling on its base.

‘It seems as though Artemis’s cannon is about to fire,’ he said, his scientific interest piqued in spite of the horrible death approaching them.

Holly grabbed the centaur’s mane, roughly dragging him to the ground. ‘Face down, hold breath. How hard is that?’

‘Oh,’ said Foaly. ‘I see.’

There must have been a build-up of heat somewhere, because the bots froze for a moment, exchanging curious chitters. The noise was quickly drowned out by a bass heavy thump followed by a descending whistle.

‘Ooooh,’ chorused the amorphobots, sprouting gel periscopes.

Foaly closed one eye and cocked his ear. ‘Mortar,’ he proclaimed, and then as the whistling grew louder he decided that it might be a good idea to take a breath and cover as many orifices as possible.

This is really going to hurt, he thought, and for some reason giggled like a four-year-old pixette.

Then the entire indent was submerged in a pancake of densely packed nano-wafers that worked into every crack, coating the occupants of the hole and completely obliterating any heat signatures.

The amorphobots jiggled backwards, away from the mystery substance, searched around for the beings they had been pursuing and then shrugged their blobby shoulders and trundled after their mother ship, which had bludgeoned and melted its way through the surface to the subterranean volcanoes below.

*

Underneath the gunky quagmire, two fairies and one human lay still, blowing bubbles with their breath.

‘It worked,’ gasped Holly finally.

‘Shut your face,’ snapped Foaly.

Holly pulled his head free from the goo strings. ‘What did you say to me?’

‘Don’t take it personally,’ said Foaly. ‘I just felt like being rude to someone. Do you have any idea what it’s going to be like getting this stuff out of my mane? Caballine will shave me for sure.’

‘Save you?

‘Shave me. What are you, deaf?’

‘No. My ears are clogged with stuff.’

Holly flip-flopped herself and Artemis from the indent, using her glove-sensor to check the human’s vitals.

Still alive.

She tilted his head back to make sure the airway was clear.

Come back to us, Artemis. We need you.

The amorphobots had gone and the only signs that they had ever been on the Vatnajökull glacier were the grooves in the ice and snow that marked their passage. The air was blessedly chitter free, though maybe a little chittering would have distracted from the crackle of still-burning troop shuttle.

Holly separated from Artemis with a noise like a very big band-aid being slowly pulled from a weeping wound.

What a disaster, she thought, the weight of her coated helmet causing her head to droop. What a total catastrophe.

Holly looked around, trying to make some kind of assessment of the situation.
 Commander Vinyáya was gone, along with the military. An LEP Martian probe had been hijacked by forces unknown and seemed to be heading into the Earth’s crust. The probe was blocking their link to Haven and it was only a matter of time before humans came to investigate all the flares and explosions. And she had no magic left to shield herself.

‘Come on, Artemis,’ she said, desperation creeping into her voice. ‘We’re in deeper trouble than ever before. Come on, you love this kind of impossible problem. I’m sorry I shot you.’

Holly tugged off a glove and held her fingers high, inspecting them just in case a spark remained.

Nothing. No magic. Perhaps it was just as well. The mind was a delicate instrument and Artemis’s dabblings with the fairy arts had probably triggered his Atlantis Complex in the first place. If Artemis wanted to get well, he would have to do it the old-fashioned way, with pills and electro-shock.

I already gave him his first shock, thought Holly, swallowing a guilty chuckle.

Artemis shifted on the ice, trying to blink under a faceful of sloppy nano-wafers.

‘Unhhh,’ he moaned. ‘Ayyy ga breee.’

‘Wait,’ said Holly, scooping handfuls of gunk away from his nostrils and mouth. ‘Let me help.’

Artemis’s own inventions dribbled from the corners of his mouth. There was something different about his eyes. They were the same colours as usual, but softer somehow.

You’re dreaming.

‘Artemis?’ she said, half expecting a typical snappy retort as in, Of course it’s Artemis. Who were you expecting? But instead he simply said:

‘Hello.’

Which was fine and Holly was happy enough, until he followed it with:

‘And who might you be?’

Ooooh, D’Arvit.

Holly tugged off her helmet. ‘It’s me, Holly.’

Artemis smiled in delight. ‘Of course, yes. Artemis thinks about you all the time.
 It’s embarrassing that I didn’t recognize you. First time up close.’

‘Uh … Artemis thinks about me. But you
 don’t?’

‘Oh yes, I do constantly, and may I say you look even more bewitching in the flesh.’

Holly felt a feeling of foreboding creep over her like the shadow of a summer storm cloud.

‘So, we haven’t met before?’

‘Not met per se,’ replied the human youth. ‘I have of course been aware of you. Seen you from afar, submerged as I was by Artemis’s personality. Thank you for releasing me, by the way.
 I had been making inroads in the host consciousness for some time now, since Artemis developed his little number obsession, but that jolt from your weapon was just the thing to give me the boost I needed. It was your weapon, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, it was,’ said Holly absently. ‘And you’re welcome. I think.’ A sudden idea cut through her confusion. ‘How many fingers am I holding up?’

The boy did a quick digit check. ‘Four.’

‘And that doesn’t bother you?’

‘No. To me a number is a number. Four is no more a harbinger of death than any other whole number. Fractions, though, they’re freakish.’

The youth smiled at his own joke. A smile of such simple saintly goodness that it would have made Artemis retch.

Holly was drawn into the psychosis and had to ask, ‘So if you’re not Artemis Fowl, then who are you?’

The boy extended a dripping hand straight up. ‘My name is Orion. I am so pleased to meet you at last. I am, of course, your servant.’

Holly shook the proffered hand, thinking that manners were lovely, but they really needed someone cunning and ruthless right now, and this kid didn’t appear to be very cunning.

‘That’s great, em … Orion. Really. We’re in a bind here and I can use all the help I can get.’

‘Excellent,’ said the boy. ‘I have been taking stock of the situation from the rear seat, as it were, and I suggest that we retire to a safe distance and construct some form of bivouac.’

Holly groaned. Of all the times for Artemis to go AWOL inside his own head.

Foaly clambered from the morass of nano-wafers, using his fingers to draw aside curtains of gunk that obscured his vision.

‘I see Artemis has woken up. Good. We could do with one of his trademark apparently ridiculous but actually ingenious plans.’

‘Bivouac,’ said the boy in Artemis Fowl’s head. ‘I suggest a bivouac and perhaps we could gather kindling for a campfire and some leaves to make a cushion for the lovely lady.’

‘Kindling? Did Artemis Fowl just use the word kindling? And who’s the lovely lady?’

The wind picked up suddenly, lifting loose surface snow and sending it skittering across the ice. Holly felt flakes settle on her exposed neck, sending a prickling chill trickling down her spine.

Things are bad now, she realized. And they’re about to get worse. Where are you, Butler? Why aren’t you here?







Chapter 4

Floyd’s Stag Night

Back in Cancún, Mexico, the night before

 [image: image]

BUTLER had an excuse for not being in Iceland that would hold up in any court of law and possibly even on a note for teacher. In fact, he had a number of excuses.

One: his employer and friend had sent him away on a rescue mission that had turned out to be a trap. Two: his sister had been in fake trouble whereas now she was in very real trouble. And three:
 he was being chased around a theatre hall in Mexico by a few thousand wrestling fans, who at this moment looked very much like zombies, without the rotting limbs.

Butler had read in the entertainment section of his in-flight magazine that vampires
 had been all the rage but this year zombies were in.

They’re certainly in here, thought Butler.
 Far too many of them.

Strictly speaking, zombies wasn’t an accurate description of the mass of mindless humans milling about in the theatre hall. They were of course mesmerized, which is not the same thing at all.
 The generally accepted definition of a zombie is: a reanimated corpse with a taste for human brains. The mesmerized wrestling fans were not dead and had no desire to sniff anyone’s brains, never mind take a bite out of them. They were converging on the aisle from all sides, cutting off any possible escape routes, and Butler was forced to back up over the collapsed ring and on to the wrestling platform. This retreat would not have made the top one hundred on his list of preferred options, but at this stage any action that granted a few more heartbeats was preferable to standing still and accepting one’s fate.

Butler slapped his sister’s thigh, which was easy as she was still slung over his shoulder.

‘Hey,’ she complained. ‘What was that for?’

‘Just checking your state of mind.’

‘I’m me, OK? Something happened in my brain. I remember Holly and all the other fairies.’

Total recall, Butler surmised. Her encounter with the fairy mesmerist had watered the seed of memory in his sister’s mind and it had sprawled in there, bringing everything back. It was possible, he supposed. That the strength of this mental chain reaction had obliterated the attempted mesmerization.

‘Can you fight?’

Juliet swung her legs high then flipped into a fighting stance.

‘I can fight better than you, old-timer.’

Butler winced. Sometimes having a sister two decades younger than oneself meant putting up with a lot of ageist comments.

‘My insides are not as old as my outsides, if you must know. Those fairy People you are just now remembering gave me an overhaul. They took fifteen years off and I have a Kevlar chest. So I can look after myself, and you if need be.’

As they bantered, the siblings automatically swivelled so they were back to back and covering each other. Butler talked to let his sister know that he was hopeful they could escape from this.
 Juliet responded to show her big brother that she was not afraid so long as they stood side by side. Neither of these unspoken messages was true exactly, but they gave a modicum of comfort.

The mesmerized wrestling fans were having a little trouble negotiating the wrestling platform and their packed bodies clogged the ringside like sticks in a dam. When one did manage to climb up, Butler tossed him or her back out as gently as possible. Juliet was not so gentle on her first toss and Butler definitely heard something snap.

‘Easy, sister. These are innocent people. Their brains are hijacked.’

‘Oops, sorry,’ said Juliet, not sounding in the least penitent, and rammed the heel of her hand into the solar plexus of someone who was probably a soccer mom when not mesmerized.

Butler sighed. ‘Like this,’ he said patiently. ‘Watch. You pick them up, and just slide them out over the top of their friends. Minimum impact.’ He performed the move a few times just to give Juliet the idea.

Juliet jettisoned a drooling teenager. ‘Better?’

‘Much.’ Butler jerked a thumb at the screen overhead. ‘That fairy has mesmerized everyone who looked into his eyes and heard his voice. It’s not their fault they’re attacking us.’

Juliet almost looked upwards, but stopped herself in time. On screen, the red eyes still burned and over the speaker system that soft hypnotic voice flowed through the crowd like warm honey, telling them everything would be all right if they could just kill the princess and the bear. If they could perform that one simple act, all their dreams would come true. The voice affected the Butlers, made their sense of purpose a little mushy, but without eye contact it could not control their actions.

More of the crowd were making it on to the stage now and it was only a matter of seconds before the platform collapsed.

‘We need to shut that guy up,’ shouted Butler over the rising hubbub of mesmerized moaning. ‘Can you reach the screen?’

Juliet squinted, measuring the distance. ‘I can reach the gantry, if you give me a little height.’

Butler patted one of his broad shoulders. ‘Climb aboard, little sister.’

‘Just a sec,’ said Juliet, dispatching a bearded cowboy with a roundhouse kick. She climbed up Butler’s frame with the agility of a monkey and stood on his shoulders. ‘OK, boost me.’

Butler grunted a grunt that any family member could interpret as hold on a moment, and with Juliet balanced overhead he punched one of the support wrestlers in the windpipe, and swept another’s legs from under him.

Those two were twins, he realized. And dressed as Tasmanian devils. This is the strangest fight I have ever been in, and I’ve tangled with trolls.

‘Here we go,’ he said to Juliet, side-stepping a man in a hot-dog costume. Butler wiggled his fingers under her toes.

‘Can you lift me?’ asked his sister, keeping her balance with the ease of an Olympic gymnast, which Juliet might have been if she could have been up in time for the early morning training sessions.

‘Of course I can lift you,’ snapped Butler, who might have been an Olympic weightlifter if he hadn’t been battling goblins in an underground laboratory when the last trials were on.

He sucked in a breath through his nose, tightened his core and then with a burst of explosive power and a growl that would not have sounded out of place in a Tarzan movie, he thrust his baby sister straight up towards the six-metre-high metal gantry supporting the screen and a pair of conical speakers.

There was no time to check if Juliet had made it as the zombies had formed a body ramp and the wrestling fans of Cancún were pouring on to the stage, all determined to kill Butler slowly and painfully.

Right now would have been a prudent time to have activated the jet pack he often wore underneath his jacket, but in the absence of a jet pack, and his jacket, Butler thought it might be an idea to increase the aggression of his defence, enough to buy himself and Juliet a few more seconds.

He stepped forward to meet the throng, using an adapted form of t’ai chi to tumble the front row back into the crowd, building a mountain of bodies the mesmerized fans would have to climb over.
 Which worked fine for about half a minute until half of the stage collapsed, allowing the unconscious bodies to roll off and form an effective ramp for the wrestling fans to climb. The injured fans seemed not to feel any pain and climbed instantly to their feet, often walking on twisted and swollen ankles. The drones flowed on to the stage with only one desire in their hijacked minds.

Kill Crazy Bear.

It’s hopeless, thought Butler, for the first time in his life. Utterly hopeless.

He didn’t go down easy, but go down he did under the sheer weight of bodies flowing over him. His face was smooshed by back fat and he felt teeth close round his ankle. Punches were thrown but they were badly aimed and weak.

I am going to be crushed to death, Butler realized.
 Not beaten.

This realization didn’t make him feel any better. What did make him feel better was the fact that Juliet should be safe on the gantry.

Butler fell back, like Gulliver dragged down by the Lilliputians. He could smell popcorn and beer, deodorant and sweat. His chest was pressed and tight, breath came hard. Someone wrestled with one of his boots for some reason, and suddenly he could not move. He was a prisoner under the sheer weight of bodies.

Artemis is alone. Juliet will know to take my place as his bodyguard.

Lack of oxygen turned the world black and it was as much as Butler could do to shove his arm through the mass of bodies smothering him and wiggle his fingers goodbye to his sister.

Someone bit his thumb.

Then he disappeared utterly and the fairy on screen laughed.

*

Juliet hooked two fingers of her left hand round the bottom lip of a gantry beam and pressed down so hard that she could almost feel her fingerprints. For ninety-nine per cent of the world’s population, two fingers would simply not be enough to bear one’s own bodyweight. Most mere mortals would need a strong two-handed grip to keep them up for no more than a minute, and there is a large percentage of people who couldn’t hoist themselves aloft with anything short of a winch system and a couple of trained shire horses. But Juliet was a Butler and had been trained at the Madame Ko roving bodyguard academy where there had been an entire semester devoted to bodyweight vectors. In a pinch, Juliet could keep herself off the ground using only a single toe, so long as no passing mischief-maker decided to tickle her in the weak spot under her ribcage.

While it is one thing to hold oneself aloft, it is quite another to hoist oneself upwards, but fortunately Madame Ko had put a few seminars into that too.
 That is not to say it was easy, and Juliet imagined her muscles screaming as she swung her other hand about for a better grip, then hauled herself on to the beam. On another day, she would have paused to allow her heart to slow down a little, but from the corner of her eye she saw her brother about to be engulfed by wrestling fans and decided that this was not the day for leisurely recuperation.

Juliet popped to her feet and ran the length of the beam with the confidence of a gymnast. A good gymnast that is, not one who slips painfully on the beam, which is exactly what happened to a mesmerized lighting technician who attempted to cut Juliet off before she could reach the screen.

Juliet winced. ‘Oooh. That looked sore, Arlene.’

Arlene did not comment, unless turning purple and tumbling flailing into space can be counted as commentary. Juliet knew that she shouldn’t have grinned when the technician’s fall was comically broken by a cluster of men lumbering towards her brother, but she couldn’t hold it in.

Her smile faded when she noticed the mass of bodies swarming along Butler’s frame, burying him. Another technician approached her, this one a little smarter than his predecessor; he straddled the beam with his ankles locked below him. As he inched forward, he banged a large spanner on the beam, raising concussive bongs and spark flurries.

Juliet timed the arc of his swing, then planted a foot on his head and stepped over him as though he were a rock in the middle of a stream. She did not bother to topple the man from his perch. By the time he turned round it should be too late for him to stop her, but he should have a nice bruise on his forehead to wonder about when his senses returned.

The screen was ahead, bracketed by metal tubing, and the red eyes glared at her out of the black background, seeming to emanate pure hate.

Or maybe this guy was up late partying.

‘Stop where you are, Juliet Butler!’ said the voice, and to Juliet it seemed as though the tones were suddenly those of Christian Varley Penrose, her instructor at the Madame Ko Academy. The only person, besides her brother, whom she had ever considered her physical equal.

‘Some students make me proud,’ Christian would say in his BBC tones. ‘You just make me despair. What was that move?’

And Juliet would invariably answer, ‘It’s something I made up, master.’

‘Made up? Made up? That is not good enough.’

Juliet would pout and think, It was good enough for Bruce Lee.

And now Christian Varley Penrose seemed to have a line directly into her brain.

‘Stop where you are!’ the voice told her. ‘And, having stopped, feel free to lose your balance and plummet to the earth below.’

The voice, Juliet felt, was taking hold of her determination and twisting it like a wet towel.

Don’t look. Don’t listen.

But she had looked and listened, if only for a second, and it was long enough for the insidious magic to snake a couple of tendrils into her brain. Her legs locked as though clamped with braces and the paralysis spread upwards.

‘D’Arvit,’ said Juliet, though she wasn’t quite sure why, and, with her last spurt of self-control, pin-wheeled her arms wildly, sending her entire body careening into the tubular frame supporting the screen and speakers.

The screen yielded elastically and, for a moment, the little bubble of Juliet’s mind that she still held on to believed that the screen would not break, then her elbow, which Butler had told her as a child was sharp enough to open a tin of field rations, punched through the material, sending a jagged rent running down its length.

The fairy’s red eyes rolled and the last thing Juliet heard before her outstretched arm snagged the AV cables was an irritated snort, and then she was tumbling through a hole in the suddenly blank screen and falling towards the spasming mass of bodies below.

Juliet used the half-second before impact to curl herself into a ball.

Her very last thought before striking the crowd was: I hope zombies are soft.

They were not.

*

As soon as the fairy had flickered from the screen, the enthralled wrestling enthusiasts gradually regained their senses.

Geri Niebalm, a retired beauty therapist from Seattle, found that she had somehow made it all the way from the rear of the hall to the stage itself without the aid of her walking frame. What was more she had a phantom memory of vaulting over several youngsters in her pursuit of that pretty young wrestler with the stone in her ponytail. Two months later Geri would undergo regression therapy at her friend Dora Del Mar’s salon to bring that memory to the surface so that she could relish it at her leisure.

Stu ‘Cheeze’ Toppin, a semi-professional bowler from Las Vegas, woke up to find his mouth somehow stuffed with a foul-smelling nappy and the words kill bear kill written across his shirtfront in lipstick. This rather confused Stu as his last memory was of the succulent hot dog he had been just about to bite into. Now, with the nappy aftertaste lingering on his tongue, Stu decided that he might just forget about the hot dog for the time being.

Though Stu had no way of knowing, the nappy in question belonged to little André
 Price, a baby from Portland who suddenly developed a speed and grace unheard-of in eight-month-old limbs.
 Most victims of the mesmer move in a sluggish fashion but André skipped over the heads of mob members and executed a perfect triple somersault from the ringside commentator’s table, managing to sink his only tooth into Butler’s thumb before the bodyguard was completely submerged.
 André Price began speaking a few months later – unfortunately it was in a language which his parents had no way of knowing was actually Gnommish. To their relief, he quickly picked up English too, though he never forgot his strange first language and found that he could sometimes make twigs burst into flame if he thought about it hard enough.

A huge cacophonous moan almost lifted the roof from the theatre as thousands of people realized they were not where they were supposed to be. Though there were miraculously no fatalities, by the time the last cut had been swabbed with antiseptic, there was a final count of 348 broken bones, more than
 11,000 lacerations and 89 cases of hysteria that had to be treated with sedatives, which, luckily for the patients, were a lot cheaper in Mexico than they would have been in the USA.

And even though this was the age of amateur video, where most of those attending the event were in possession of at least one camera, there was not a single frame of evidence to prove that the mass mesmerization had ever taken place. In fact, when police flicked through the files on the confiscated cameras and phones, they found that every single instrument had been reset to factory conditions. No photos.
 In time, the Cancún Event, as it came to be known, would be mentioned in the same breath as Area 51 or Yeti Migration.

Butler did not suffer from hysteria, possibly because he did not have enough air in his lungs for screaming, but probably because he had been in tighter spots (Butler had once shared a chimney in a Hindu temple with a tiger for several hours), but he had suffered over a dozen lacerations of his own, though he did not wait around long enough to have them added to the count.

As for Juliet, she was relatively unmarked in spite of her tumble. The moment she had recovered her breath, she began rolling bodies away from the spot where she had seen her brother submerged.

‘Butler!’ she called. ‘Brother! Are you under here?’

The top of her brother’s head appeared, smooth as a lollipop. Juliet knew immediately that her brother was alive because of the vein pulsing at his temple.

There was a chubby semi-naked infant wrapped around Butler’s face and chewing on his thumb. Juliet dislodged the boy gently, noticing that he seemed very sweaty for a baby.

Butler drew a deep breath. ‘Thank you, sister. Not only did that child bite my thumb but it tried to get a fist up one of my nostrils.’

The baby gurgled happily, wiped its fingers in Juliet’s ponytail, then crawled across the piles of humanity towards a crying lady who was waiting with open arms.

‘I know you’re supposed to like babies,’ said Juliet, huffing as she grabbed a banker type by his braces and sprung him from his perch on Butler’s shoulders, ‘but that guy stank and he was a biter.’ She took a firm grip on a middle-aged lady whose blonde hair was sprayed till it shone like a buttercup. ‘Come on, missus. Get off my big brother.’

‘Oh,’ said the lady, eyelids fluttering as she tried to make sense of everything. ‘I was supposed to catch the bear. Or something like that. And I had popcorn, a large popcorn that I just paid for. Who’s going to compensate me for that?’

Juliet rolled the lady across the bellies of four identically dressed cowboys who all wore FLOYD’S STAG NIGHT T-shirts under their rhinestoned waistcoats.

‘This is ridiculous,’ she grunted. ‘I am a glamorous young lady. I can’t be dealing with all this body odour and squidginess.’

There was indeed a lot of body odour and squidginess about, much of it related to Floyd and his stag night, which smelled like it had gone on for about two weeks.

This was confirmed when the cowboy wearing a FLOYD badge awoke from his stupor with the words: ‘Dang. I stink worse than a dead skunk wearing a suit of bananer skins.’

Bananer? thought Juliet.

Butler rolled his head, clearing space to breathe.

‘We’ve been set up,’ he said. ‘Have you made any enemies down here?’

Juliet felt sudden tears plop over her bottom lids. She had been so worried. So worried. Big brothers can only be indestructible for so long.

‘You big galoot,’ she said, sounding very Floyd-like. ‘For your information, I am fine. I saved you and everyone else.’

Butler elbowed himself gently from between two luchadores dressed in garish Lycra and leather masks.

‘Time for patting yourself on the back later, sister.’ He climbed from the tangle of limbs and stood tall in the centre of the stage. ‘Do you see all of this?’

Juliet clambered along her brother’s frame and stood lightly on his shoulders, and then to show off she stepped with easy balance on to his head. One foot only, the other tucked behind her knee.

Now that she had a second to appreciate the enormity of what had happened, it took her breath away. A sea of confusion spread out all around them, groaning and twisting. Blood ran, bones cracked and tears flowed. It was a disaster area. People pawed at their mobile phones for comfort and sprinklers sent down a fine mist that dusted Juliet’s face.

‘All this to kill us,’ she breathed.

Butler held out his massive palms, and, as she had done so many times in the Fowl dojo, Juliet stepped on to her brother’s hands.

‘Not just to kill us,’ he said. ‘Two bolts from a Neutrino could have done that. This was entertainment for someone.’

Juliet somersaulted to the stage. ‘Entertainment for who?’

At the rear of the conference hall a section of the stand collapsed, sending up a fresh round of shrieks and misery.

‘I don’t know,’ said the bodyguard grimly. ‘But whoever tried to kill us wanted Artemis unguarded. First I change into my own clothes, and then we find out who Artemis has annoyed this time.’








Chapter 5

Onwards and Outwards

The Deeps Maximum Security Prison, Atlantis, now

[image: image]

TURNBALL Root took his entertainment wherever he could get it. Maximum security prisons didn’t tend to be brimming with fun and flighty distractions. The guards were gruff and unobliging. The beds were unyielding and not enjoyable to bounce on, and the colour scheme was simply ghastly. Olive green throughout. Disgusting. In surroundings like this, one had to enjoy every modicum of light relief that came one’s way.

For months after his arrest by his brother, Commander Julius Root, and that naive, straight-arrow Holly Short, Turnball had simply fumed. He had actually spent weeks on end pacing his cell, bouncing his hatred off the walls. Sometimes he ranted and occasionally he threw fits, smashing his furniture to smithereens. He realized eventually that the only person he was hurting with these displays was himself. This point had been driven home when he’d developed an ulcer, and because he had long since forfeited his magic through abuse and neglect, he had been forced to call in a medical warlock to put his organs right. The young whelp didn’t seem much older than Turnball’s prison uniform and had been extremely patronizing.
 Called him grandpa. Grandpa! Didn’t they remember, these whelps? Who he was? What he had accomplished?

I am Turnball Root, he would have thundered, had the healing not totally sapped his strength. Captain Turnball Root, nemesis of the LEP. I stripped every ingot of gold from the First Pixie Prudential Bank. I was the one who rigged the Centenary Crunchball Final. How dare you refer to me as grandpa!

‘Youngsters today, Leonor,’ muttered Turnball to his absent, beloved wife. ‘No respect.’

Then he shuddered as he considered this statement.

‘Ye gods, darling. I do sound old.’

And using phrases like ye gods wasn’t helping any.

Once he’d had enough of self-pity, Turnball had decided to make the best of the situation.

My chance will come eventually to be with you again, Leonor. Until then, why not make myself as comfortable as possible?

It hadn’t been too difficult. After months of incarceration, Turnball had opened a dialogue with the warden, Tarpon Vinyáya, a malleable university graduate who had never washed blood from under his manicured nails, and offered him titbits of information to send to his sister in the LEP in return for some harmless comforts. It hadn’t bothered Turnball a whit to sell out his old underworld contacts, and for his trouble he was allowed to wear whatever he liked. He chose his old LEP dress uniform, complete with ruffled shirt and three-corner hat, but without insignias. Betraying two visa forgers working out of Cuba got him a computer limited to the prison network. And the address of a rogue dwarf operating as a house breaker in Los Angeles got him a sim-down quilt for his plank of a bed. The warden would not be moved on the bed, however. Something for which his sister would one day pay the price.

Turnball had often passed many a happy hour thinking how he would one day kill the warden in revenge for this slight. But, truth be told, Turnball was not too concerned about the fate of Tarpon Vinyáya. He was far more interested in securing his own freedom, in looking deep into his wife’s eyes once more. And to achieve these goals Turnball would have to play the soft, doddery reprobate for a while longer. He had been toadying up to the warden for more than six years now, what did a few more days matter?

Then I will be transformed into my true self, he thought, squeezing his fingers into tight fists. And this time my baby brother won’t be around to apprehend me, unless that young rascal Artemis Fowl has come up with a way to bring the dead back to life.

The door to Turnball’s cell fizzled and dissolved as a nuclear-powered charge precipitated a phase change. In the doorway stood Mister Vishby, Turnball’s regular guard for the past four years and the one that he had finally managed to turn.
 Turnball did not like Vishby, in fact he detested all Atlantean elves with their fish-like heads, slobbering gills and thick tongues, but Vishby had the seeds of discontent in his heart and so had unknowingly become Turnball’s slave. Turnball was prepared to tolerate anybody who could help him escape from this prison before it was too late.

Before I lose you, my darling.

‘Ah, Mister Vishby,’ he gushed, rising from his non-regulation office chair (three mackerel-smuggling sprites). ‘You’re looking well. That gill rot is really clearing up.’

Vishby’s hand flew to the triple stripes below his tiny left ear.

‘Do you think so, Turnball?’ he gurgled, his voice thick and laboured. ‘Leeta says she can’t stand to look at me.’

I know how Leeta feels, thought Turnball, and:
 There was a day when I would have had you flogged for addressing me by my first name. Captain Root, if you please.

Instead of voicing these less than complimentary thoughts, he took Vishby by his slick elbow with barely a flinch of revulsion. ‘Leeta does not know how lucky she is,’ he said smoothly.
 ‘You, my friend, are a catch.’

Vishby did not try to conceal his flinch. ‘A c-catch?’

Turnball drew a sharp, guilty breath. ‘Ah yes, excuse me, Vishby. Atlantean water elves do not like to think of themselves as catches, or being caught for that matter. What I meant to say was that you are a fine specimen of an elf and any female in her right mind would consider herself fortunate indeed to have you as a mate.’

‘Thanks, Turnball,’ muttered Vishby, mollified. ‘How’s it been going, then? The plan?’

Turnball squeezed the water elf’s elbow to remind him that there were eyes and ears everywhere.

‘Oh, my plan to construct a model of the Nostremius aquanaut? That plan? It’s going rather well. Warden Tarpon Vinyáya is being most cooperative. We’re negotiating over glue.’ He led Vishby to his computer screen. ‘Let me show you my latest blueprint, and can I say how much I appreciate you taking an interest? My rehabilitation depends on interaction with decent individuals like yourself.’

‘Uh … OK,’ said Vishby, uncertain whether or not he had just been complimented.

Turnball Root waved his hand in front of the screen, awakening a v-board on the desk (real wood: identity thieves, Nigeria).

‘Here, look. I’ve solved the problem with the ballast tanks, see?’

Then with a smooth three-finger combination, he activated the scrambler that Vishby had smuggled in for him. The scrambler was an organic wafer, which had been grown in the Atlantis branch of the now-defunct Koboi Labs. The scrambler was a reject lifted from the trash that had merely needed a dab of silicon to get it operational.

There is so much waste in industry, Turnball had sighed to Vishby. Is it any wonder we’re in the middle of a resource crisis?

The tiny scrambler was vital to Turnball because it made everything else possible.
 Without it he would have no link to the offsite computer; without it the authorities here in the Deeps would be able to record every stroke of his keyboard and see exactly what he was really working on.

Turnball tapped the screen. It was split into two sections. One showed a recording from a few hours ago: an arena packed with mesmerized humans crawling all over each other. The second a real-time bot’s-eye view of a burning shuttle craft on an icy tundra.

‘One tank is gone and the other is an indulgence, so I will outsource rather than waste any more time on it.’

‘Good thinking,’ said Vishby, who for the first time was beginning to understand that land dwellers’ phrase in over one’s head.

Turnball Root rested his chin on one hand in the fashion of an elderly actor posing for his headshot. ‘Yes, Mister Vishby. Very soon now my model
 shall be complete. Already one of the major parts is on its way down here, and when that arrives there won’t be a fairy left in Atlantis … Eh, that is, there won’t be a fairy left undazzled by my model.’

It was a feeble cover-up, he knew. Was undazzled even a word? But no need for panic as nobody watched him any more. They hadn’t for years. He was no longer seen as a threat. The world in general had forgotten disgraced Captain Turnball Root. Those who knew him now found it difficult to believe that this shabby old-timer could really be as dangerous as his file said he was.

It’s Opal Koboi this, and Opal Koboi that, Turnball often thought bitterly. Well, we’ll see who breaks out of this place first.

Turnball banished the screen with a click of his fingers. ‘Onwards and outwards, Vishby. Onwards and outwards.’

Vishby smiled suddenly, which with sea elves was accompanied by a slurping noise as they pulled their tongue back to make way for teeth. In fact, smiling was an unnatural expression for sea elves and they only did it to let others know how they were feeling.

‘Oh, good news, Turnball. I got my pilot’s licence back finally after the Mulch Diggums escape.’

‘Good for you, sir.’

Vishby had been one of Mulch Diggums’s escorts when he escaped from the LEP. All sub-shuttle crew were required to hold a pilot’s qualification, in case the primary pilot became incapacitated.

‘Just for emergency trips. But in a year or two I’ll be back in rotation.’

‘Well, much as I know how you long to pilot a submarine again, let’s hope there are no emergency evacuations, eh?’

Vishby approximated a wink, which was difficult as he didn’t have any eyelids and would have to give himself a spray soon to wash off the accumulated grit on his lower lid. His version of a wink was to tilt his head jauntily to one side.

‘Emergency evacuations. No, we wouldn’t want that.’

Eye grit, thought Turnball. Disgusting. And: This fish boy is about as subtle as a steamroller with a siren on top. I’d better change the subject in case someone does happen to glance at the security monitors. It would be just my luck.

‘So, Mister Vishby. No mail for me today, I assume?’

‘Nope. No mail for the umpteenth day in a row.’

Turnball rubbed his hands in the manner of one with urgent business. ‘Well, then.
 I must not keep you from your duties and I myself have some modelling to do. I impose a schedule on myself, you see, and that must be adhered to.’

‘Right you are, Turnball,’ said Vishby, who had long since forgotten that he should be the one doing the dismissing, not the other way round. ‘Just wanted to let you know I had my licence back. Because that was in my schedule.’

Turnball’s smile never wavered and he kept it bright by promising himself that he would dispose of this fool the second he was no longer of any use.

‘Good. Thanks for coming by.’

Vishby was almost fully through the hatch before he turned to drop another clanger.

‘Here’s hoping we don’t have an emergency evacuation, eh, Captain Root?’

Turnball moaned internally.

Captain. Now he calls me captain.

Vatnajökull, now

The new guy, Orion Fowl, was checking his hosiery.

‘No compression socks,’ he declared. ‘I have been on several plane journeys over the past few weeks, yet Artemis never wears compression socks. And I know he is aware of deep vein thrombosis; he simply chooses to ignore the risks.’

This was Orion’s second rant in as many minutes, the last one detailing Artemis’s use of non-hypoallergenic deodorant, and Holly was growing tired of listening.

‘I could sedate you,’ she said brightly, as if this were the most reasonable course of action. ‘We slap a pad on your neck and leave you at the restaurant for the humans. End of hosiery discussion.’

Orion smiled kindly. ‘You wouldn’t do that, Captain Short. I could freeze to death before help arrived. I am an innocent. Also, you have feelings for me.’

‘An innocent!’ spluttered Holly, and it took an especially outlandish statement to make her splutter. ‘You are Artemis Fowl! For years, you were public enemy number one.’

‘I am not Artemis Fowl,’ protested Orion. ‘I share his body and his knowledge of the Gnommish tongue among other things but I have a completely different personality. I am what is known as an alter ego.’

Holly snorted. ‘I don’t think that defence will stand up in front of a tribunal.’

‘Oh, it does,’ said Orion happily. ‘All the time.’

Holly wormed up the slide of wafer slop to the lip of the crater in which the small band sheltered.

‘No signs of hostiles. They appear to have descended into the underground craters.’

‘Appear?’ said Foaly. ‘Can’t you be a little more specific?’

Holly shook her head. ‘No. I’m on eyes only. All our instruments are out. We have no link outside our own local network. I would guess that the probe is blocking communications.’

Foaly was busy grooming himself, peeling long strings of gluey nano-wafers from his flank. ‘It’s designed to emit a broad-spectrum jammer if it’s under attack, knocking out communications and weapons. I’m surprised Artemis’s cannon fired and I would imagine your guns have been isolated by now and shut down.’

Holly checked her Neutrino. Dead as a doornail. There was nothing on her helmet readout either except a slowly revolving red skull icon, which signalled catastrophic systems failure.

‘D’Arvit,’ she hissed. ‘No weapons, no communications. How are we supposed to stop this thing?’

The centaur shrugged. ‘It’s a probe not a battleship. It should be easy enough to destroy once radar picks it up. If this is some mastermind’s plot to destroy the fairy world, then he’s not much of a mastermind.’

Orion raised a finger. ‘I feel I should point out, correct me if Artemis is misremembering, but didn’t your instruments dismally fail to pick up this probe in the first place?’

Foaly scowled. ‘I was just starting to like you a little better than the other one.’

Holly stood erect. ‘We need to follow the probe. Work out where it’s going and somehow get word through to Haven.’

Orion smiled. ‘You know, Miss Holly, you look very dramatic like that, backlit by the fire. Very attractive, if I may say so. I know you shared a moment passionné with Artemis, which he subsequently fouled up with his typical boorish behaviour. Let me just throw something out there for you to consider while we’re chasing the probe: I share Artemis’s passion but not his boorishness. No pressure, just think about it.’

This was enough to elicit a deafening moment of silence even in the middle of a crisis, which Orion seemed to be blissfully unaffected by.

Foaly was the first to speak. ‘What’s that look you have on your face there, Captain Short? What’s going through your head right now? Don’t think about it, just tell me.’

Holly ignored him, but that didn’t stop the centaur talking.

‘You had a moment of passion with Artemis Fowl?’ he said. ‘I don’t remember reading that in your report.’

Holly may have been blushing, or it may have been the aforementioned dramatic backlighting. ‘It wasn’t in my report, OK? Because there was no moment of passion.’

Foaly didn’t give up so easily. ‘So nothing happened, Holly?’

‘Nothing worth talking about. When we went back in time, my emotions got a little jumbled. It was temporary, OK? Can we please focus? We are supposed to be professionals.’

‘Not me,’ said Orion cheerily. ‘I’m just a teenager with hormones running wild.
 And may I say, young fairy lady, they’re running wild in your direction.’

Holly lifted her visor and looked the hormonal teenager in the eye. ‘This had better not be a game, Artemis. If you do not have some serious psychosis, you will be sorry.’

‘Oh, I’m crazy all right. I do have plenty of psychoses,’ said Orion cheerily.
 ‘Multiple personality, delusional dementia, OCD. I’ve got them all, but most of all I’m crazy about you.’

‘That’s not a bad line,’ muttered Foaly.
 ‘He is definitely not Artemis.’

Holly stamped the slush from her boots. ‘We have two objectives. First we need to hide evidence of fairy technology, i.e. the shuttle, from curious humans until such time as we can send a LEPretrieval team to haul it below. And our second objective is to somehow stay on the tail of that probe and get a message through to Police Plaza that it’s up here.’ She glanced sharply at Foaly. ‘Could this be a simple malfunction?’

‘No,’ said the centaur with absolute certainty. ‘And I say that with absolute certainty. That probe has been deliberately reprogrammed, the amorphobots too. They were never meant to be used as weapons.’

‘Then we have an enemy. Police Plaza needs to be warned.’

Holly turned to Orion. ‘Well, any ideas?’

The boy’s eyebrows rose a notch. ‘Bivouac?’

Holly rubbed the spot on her forehead where a headache had just blossomed.

‘Bivouac. Fabulous.’

From behind came a sudden wrenching noise as the shuttle sank a little lower in the ice like a defeated warrior.

‘You know,’ mused Foaly, ‘that ship is pretty heavy and the rock shelf there is not very –’

Before he could finish, the entire shuttle disappeared into the landscape, taking the restaurant with it as though both had been swallowed by a subterranean kraken.

Seconds later, Artemis’s Ice Cube nano-wafer cannon tumbled into the newborn chasm.

‘That was incredibly quiet,’ said Orion.
 ‘If I hadn’t seen it, I would never have known.’

‘This terrain is like dwarf cheese. Full of holes,’ said Holly, then she was up and gone, racing across the ice towards the new crater.

Orion and Foaly took their time, strolling across the glacier, chatting amiably.

‘On the plus side,’ said Foaly, ‘there’s our first objective achieved. The evidence is gone.’

Orion nodded, then asked: ‘Dwarf cheese?’

‘Cheese made by dwarfs.’

‘Oh,’ said Orion, relieved. ‘They make it. It’s not actually …’

‘No. What a horrible thought.’

‘Exactly.’

*

The hole in the surface of the ice revealed a cavernous underworld. A subterranean river pulsed along, tearing shreds from what was left of the Great Skua restaurant. The water was deep blue and moving with such power that it almost seemed alive. Great chunks of ice, some the size of elephants, sheared away from the banks, tumbled against the current and then submitted to its will, gathering speed until they struck the building, pulverizing what was left. The only sound was one of raging water; the building seemed to surrender without a whimper.

The shuttle had become impaled on an ice ridge below a slight bank in the underground river. An ice bank that could not survive the pounding waters for long.

The craft was stripped down by the brute force of nature until only a small section remained, an obsidian arrowhead jammed point down into the ice and rock.

‘The shuttle’s escape pod,’ shouted Holly. ‘Of course.’

Objective two, staying on the probe’s tail, was now actually possible. If they could board the pod, and if the pod still had any power in it, they would be able to follow the probe and try to get a message to LEP headquarters.

Holly tried to scan the small craft with her helmet, but her beams were still blocked.

She turned to the centaur. ‘Foaly? What do you think?’

Foaly did not need her question explained. There was only one thing to think about: the escape pod wedged into the ice below them.

‘Those things are damn near indestructible and built to hold the entire crew in a pinch. Also the power source is a solid fuel block, so there aren’t many moving parts to go wrong. All the usual modes of communication are on board, plus a good old-fashioned radio, which our secret enemy might not have thought to block, though considering he thought to phase the probe’s shield to repulse our own sensors I doubt there’s much he didn’t think of.’

Holly wiggled forward until her torso hung over the rim, spray from the subterranean river painting a sheen on her visor.

‘So, that’s our way out, if we can make it down.’

Foaly clopped his front hooves. ‘We don’t all have to make it down. Some of us are a tad less nimble than others, those with hooves for example. You could hop on down there then fly the pod back up to collect the rest of us.’

‘That makes perfect sense,’ said Orion. ‘But I should be the one to go. Chivalry demands that I take the risk.’

Foaly scowled. ‘Come on, Holly. Please sedate this deluded idiot.’

Orion cleared his throat. ‘You are not being very sensitive to my illness, centaur.’

Holly seriously considered the sedation, then shook her head. ‘Artemis … Orion is right. One of us should go.’

Holly unravelled a piton cord from the reel on her belt, quickly wrapping it round one of the exposed steel rods in the restaurant’s foundations.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Orion.

Holly strode briskly to the hole. ‘What you were going to do in about five seconds’ time.’

‘Haven’t you read the classics?’ shouted Orion. ‘I should go.’

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘You should go.’ And she hopped into the underground cavern.

Orion made an animalistic noise, if the animal was a tiger having its tail tied in a knot, and he actually stamped his foot.

‘Wow,’ said Foaly. ‘Foot stamping. You are really angry.’

‘It would seem so,’ said Orion, peering over the edge.

‘Generally the foot stamping is on the other foot as you are usually the one driving Holly crazy. The other you.’

‘I can’t say I’m surprised,’ said Orion, calming somewhat. ‘I can be insufferable.’

The youth lay flat on the ice.

‘You’re on a good line, Holly,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘You should definitely miss that big wall of ice.’

‘I doubt it,’ grunted Foaly, and, as it turned out, the centaur was right.

*

Captain Short went down faster than she would have liked, which was totally due to equipment malfunction. If the reel at her belt had not been damaged during the recent amorphobot attack, then it would have automatically slowed her descent and Holly could have avoided the impact that was surely to come. As it was, she was more or less falling at full g with nothing to lessen her impact other than a slight tension from the piton line.

A thought flashed through Holly’s mind even faster than the ice could flash past her head.

I hope nothing breaks; I have no magic left to fix it.

Then she crashed into the ice wall with her knees and elbows. It was harder than rock and sharper than glass, cutting her uniform as though it were paper. Cold and pain jittered along her limbs and there was a cracking noise, but it was surface ice and not bones.

The wall sloped gradually to the bank of the underground glacier run-off river, and Holly Short slid down helplessly, tumbling end over end, landing feet first through sheer luck. The final gasp of air huffed from her lungs as the shock of impact travelled along her legs. She prayed for a spark of magic but nothing came to take away the pain.

Get a move on, soldier, she told herself, imagining Julius Root giving the order.

She scrambled across the ice bank, seeing her own distorted reflection in the ice stare wild-eyed back at her, like a desperate swimmer trapped under a skating pond.

Look at that face. I could use a day in a sludge-immersion tank, she thought.

Usually the idea of spending time in a relaxation spa would horrify Holly, but today it seemed a most attractive prospect.

Regeneration sludge and cucumber eye pads.
 Lovely.

No point dreaming about it now, though. There was work to be done.

Holly scrambled to the escape pod. The river rushed past, pounding the fuselage, hammering cracks in the ice.

I hate the cold. I really hate it.

Mist rose in freezing clouds from the water, draping a spectral blue tent over the massive stalactites.

Spectral blue tent? thought Holly. Maybe I should write a poem. I wonder what rhymes with crushed?

Holly kicked at the ice clustered at the pod’s base, clearing the hatch, thankful the doorway wasn’t completely submerged, as, without her Neutrino, she would have no way to clear it.

The captain channelled all the day’s frustrations into the next few minutes of furious kicking. Holly stamped on that ice as though it had somehow been responsible for blowing up the shuttle, as though its crystals were somehow to blame for the probe’s attack. Whatever the source of Holly’s strength, her efforts bore fruit and soon the hatch’s outline was visible beneath a transparent sheath of mashed ice.

A voice floated down from above. ‘Helloooo. Holly. Are you OK?’

There was another phrase at the end. Muffled. Could this Orion person have called her fair lady again? Holly fervently hoped not.

‘I … am … fine!’ she grunted, each word punctuated with another blow to the shell of ice.

‘Try not to become too stressed,’ said the echoing voice. ‘Do a few breathing exercises.’

Unreal, thought Holly. This guy has lived in the back of Artemis’s head for so long that he has no idea how to handle the actual world.

She wormed her fingers into the recessed handle grip, flicking away tenacious clots of ice blocking the handle. The hatch was purely mechanical so there was no problem with jammers, but that did not necessarily hold for the pod’s controls. The rogue probe could theoretically have fried the pod’s guidance systems just as easily as it had taken out their communications.

Holly planted a boot on the hull and hauled the hatch open. A deluge of pink disinfectant gel poured out, pooling around her second boot, and quickly evaporated to mist.

Disinfectant gel. In case whatever destroyed the shuttle had been bacterial.

She poked her head inside and the motion sensors heated a couple of phosphorescent plates on the roof panels.

Good. Emergency power at least.

The escape pod was totally inverted, pointed straight down to the centre of the Earth. The interior was Spartan and made with soldiers in mind, not passengers.

Orion is going to love this, she thought, strapping herself into the pilot’s harness. There were six separate belts in the harness as this ship had little in the way of gyroscopes or suspension.

Maybe I can shake Artemis out of his own brain. We can count up to five together.

She flexed her fingers, then allowed them to hover above the control panel.

Nothing happened. No activation, no sudden heads-up controls. No icon asking her for a start code.

Stone age it is, thought Holly and leaned forward to the limits of her harness, reaching underneath the console for a good old-fashioned steering wheel and manual propulsion controls.

She pressed the ignition plunger and the engine coughed.

Come on. I have things to do.

One more press and the escape pod’s pitiful engine caught and turned over, irregular as a dying man’s breathing, but it turned over nevertheless.

Thank you.

Holly thought this just before jets of black smoke blurted through the vents into the cabin, making her splutter.

There’s some damage, but we should be OK.

Holly cranked open the for’ard porthole and was alarmed by the view that was suddenly revealed. She had expected to see the blue waters of a subterranean river splashing across the transparent polymer, but instead she saw an abyss. The pod had punched into a vast underground cavern that seemed to run right through the glacier in a dizzyingly sheer drop towards the bedrock below. Rippling walls of ice stretched below her, illuminated by the distant flickering blue lights of the probe’s engines as it made its way into the depths of the cavern.

There it is. Heading down.

Holly hit the thaw button for the fuel block and tapped her fingers impatiently while it heated up.

‘What I need now,’ she muttered to herself, ‘is reverse. And quickly.’

But reverse did not come soon enough. The glacier river worked its tendrils into the ice ridge supporting the escape pod and quickly stripped it back. For a moment the probe hung suspended then it dropped through the hole and fell powerless straight down.

*

A couple of minutes earlier the boy who wore Artemis Fowl’s face had been standing on the surface, peering down at Holly Short. Appreciating her labours and admiring her form.

‘She’s a feisty one, n’est-ce pas? Look at her battling the elements.’

Foaly clopped to his side. ‘Come on, Artemis. You can’t kid me. What are you up to?’

Orion’s face was smooth. On him, Artemis’s features seemed open and trustworthy. This was a neat trick as, on Artemis, these same features seemed conniving and almost sinister, some would say sneaky. Indeed one music teacher did use this term in Artemis’s school report, which was quite an unprofessional thing to do, but in fairness Artemis had rewired the man’s keyboard so that it would only play ‘Jingle Bells’ no matter what keys were pressed.

‘I am not up to anything,’ said Orion. ‘I am alive and I am here. That is all. I have Artemis’s memories but not his disposition. I believe that I owe my sudden appearance to what fairies would call an Atlantis Complex.’

Foaly wagged a finger. ‘Nice try, but Atlantis Complex generally manifests itself through compulsion and delusion.’

‘Stage two.’

Foaly took a moment to consult his near-photographic memory.

‘Atlantis Complex stage two can result in the subject displaying signs of several completely different and distinct personalities.’

‘And?’ prompted Orion.

‘Stage two can be initiated by either or both mental trauma or physical shock, typically electrocution.’

‘Holly shot me. So there we go.’

Foaly scraped the snow with a hoof. ‘That’s the problem with beings of our intellect. We can argue our points of view all day without either gaining a significant advantage.
 That’s what happens when you’re a genius.’ The centaur smiled. ‘Look, I scraped an F for Foaly.’

‘That is excellent work,’ said Orion. ‘Such straight lines. That takes hoof control.’

‘I know,’ said Foaly. ‘It’s a real talent, but there’s no forum for this kind of expression.’

Foaly was well aware that he was babbling about hoof drawings in order to distract himself from the current situation. He had often assisted Holly through one crisis or another. But he had rarely been in the field to actually witness these crises occurring.

The video logs never really capture the emotion, he thought. I am scared out of my wits right now, but no helmet-cam footage can convey that.

It scared Foaly that someone had managed to hack his space probe and reprogram the amorphobots. It scared him that this person had no regard for life, fairy, human or animal. And it totally terrified him that if, gods forbid, Holly was injured or worse, then it would be up to him and this simpering alternate Fowl personality to warn Haven, and he hadn’t the first idea how he was qualified for this job, unless the talents of smartalecry and rapid v-board manipulation were somehow called for. Artemis would know what to do, but apparently Artemis wasn’t at home right now.

Foaly realized with a jolt that the current situation was quite close to being his own worst nightmare, especially if it eventually led to Caballine shaving him. Control was very important to Foaly, and here he was stuck on a glacier with a damaged human, watching their only hope of salvation fighting an underground river.

His current worst nightmare was suddenly relegated to second place as the escape pod, with Holly inside it, was suddenly swallowed whole by the ice. Loose chunks tumbled quickly to fill the hole, and before Foaly had time to gasp in shock it was as if the craft had never been there.

Foaly sank to his fore-knees. ‘Holly!’ he called desperately. ‘Holly.’

Orion was equally distraught. ‘Oh, Captain Short. There was so much I wanted to tell you, about how we feel, Artemis and I. You were so young, with so much left to give.’ Fat tears rolled down his cheeks. ‘Oh, Artemis, poor, foolish Artemis. You had so much and did not know it.’

Foaly felt hollowed out by sudden, wrenching grief. Holly was gone. Their last best chance of warning Haven. How could he hope to succeed aided only by a mooning Mud Boy who began every second sentence with the word ‘oh’?

‘Shut up, Orion! Shut up. A person is gone. A real person.’ The ice was hard beneath Foaly’s knees and made their situation seem more desperate.

‘I don’t have much experience with real people,’ admitted Orion, slumping beside the centaur. ‘Or feelings that translate to the world. But I think I am sad now. And lonely. We have lost a friend.’

These were words from the heart and Foaly felt he had to be sympathetic. ‘OK. It’s not your fault. We have both lost someone special.’

Orion sniffed. ‘Good. Then, worthy centaur, perhaps you could give me a ride to the village on your back. Then I can make a few pennies with my verses while you build us a shack and perform circus tricks for passers-by.’

This was such a surprising statement that Foaly briefly considered jumping into the hole to get away.

‘This isn’t Middle Earth, you know. We’re not in a novel. I am not noble, neither do I have a repertoire of circus tricks.’

Orion seemed disappointed. ‘Can you juggle at least?’

Orion’s idiocy was just what Foaly needed to shake him temporarily from his grief.
 He jumped to his feet and stomped in a circle round Orion.

‘What are you? Who are you? I thought you shared Artemis’s memories. How can you be so stupid?’

Orion was unperturbed. ‘I share everything. Memories and movies are as real as each other to me. You, Peter Pan, the Loch Ness monster, me. It’s all real, maybe.’

Foaly rubbed his forehead. ‘We are in so much trouble. Gods help us.’

Orion brightened. ‘I have an idea.’

‘Yes?’ said Foaly, daring to hope that a spark of Artemis remained.

‘Why don’t we look for some magic stones that can grant wishes? Or, if that doesn’t work, you could search my naked body for some mysterious birthmark that means I am actually the prince of somewhere or other.’

‘OK,’ sighed Foaly. ‘Why don’t you get started on the stones thing and I’ll scrape some magical runes in the snow.’

Orion clapped his hands sharply. ‘Excellent notion, noble creature.’ And he began kicking over stones, to see if any of them were magical.

The complex is progressing, realized Foaly.
 He wasn’t this deluded only minutes ago. The more desperate the situation becomes the further from reality he gets. If we can’t get Artemis back soon, he will be gone forever.

‘I found one!’ Orion shouted suddenly. ‘A magic stone!’ He bent to examine his discovery. ‘No. Wait. It’s a shellfish of some kind.’ He smiled apologetically at Foaly. ‘I saw it scuttling and so I assumed …’

Foaly thought a thought he had thought he would never think.

I would prefer to be with Mulch Diggums.

This notion caused him to shudder.

Orion yelped loudly and scuttled backwards. ‘I found it. Really, this time. Look, Foaly. Look!’

Foaly looked, in spite of himself, and was amazed to see that a stone actually did seem to be dancing.

‘That’s not possible,’ he said, and wondered, Is he somehow sucking me into his delusion?

Orion was jubilant. ‘Everything is real. I am abroad in the world.’

The stone flipped high into the air, spinning off across the frozen lake. Where it had been, the black hull of the escape pod punctured the ice. It rose and rose above a bass rumbling of engines that set the ice plates vibrating themselves to pieces.

It took Foaly a moment to realize what was happening, but then he too was jubilant.

‘Holly!’ he called. ‘You made it. You didn’t leave us.’

The escape pod lurched to the surface, then toppled on its side. The for’ard porthole was winched open and Holly’s face appeared in the frame. She was pale and bleeding from a dozen minor cuts, but her eyes were bright and determined.

‘Took a while for the fuel block to dissolve,’ she explained over the engine noise. ‘Get inside, both of you, and buckle up. We have to catch that fire-breathing monster.’

This was a simple order and both Foaly and Orion could obey without their realities clashing.

Holly is alive, thought Foaly.

My princess lives, exulted Orion. And we’re chasing a dragon.

‘Foaly,’ he called after the centaur. ‘I really think we should search for my secret birthmark. Dragons love that sort of thing.’

Artemis Fowl’s brain, now

Artemis was not gone completely. He was confined to a small virtual room in his own brain. The room was similar to his Fowl Manor office, but there were no screens on the situations wall. In fact, there was no wall. Where his selection of gas screens and digital televisions had been mounted, there now floated a window into his body’s reality. He could see what the fool Orion saw, and hear the ridiculous sentences dripping from his own mouth, but he could not control the actions of the romantic nincompoop who seemed to be in the driving seat, to use a motor-car reference that Butler and Holly would appreciate.

In Artemis’s room there was a desk and a chair. He wore one of his lightweight Zegna bespoke suits. He could see the weave of threads on his arm and feel the material’s weight as though it were real, but Artemis knew all these things were illusions constructed by his mind to put some order on the chaos in his brain.

He sat upon the chair.

In front of Artemis, on what he had decided to call his mind-screen, events played out in the real world. He winced as the usurper, Orion, rolled out his clumsy charm.

He will utterly destroy my relationship with Holly, he thought.

Now he appeared to be treating Foaly like some kind of mythical pet.

Orion was right about one thing. He was in the second stage of Atlantis Complex, a mental illness he had brought on himself through a combination of reckless dabblings in fairy magic and feelings of guilt.

I brought the guilt on myself too, exposing my mother to Opal Koboi.

Artemis realized suddenly that while he was trapped in his own mind numbers held no sway over him. Neither did he feel any compulsion to rearrange the objects on his desk.

I am free.

A metaphorical weight lifted from his allegorical chest and Artemis Fowl felt himself again. Vital, sharp, focused, for the first time in months. Ideas fluttered from his mind, like bats from the mouth of a cave.

So much to do. So many projects. Butler … I need to find him.

Artemis felt energized and potent. He surged from his chair towards the mind-screen. He would push his way through, force his way out and send this Orion character back to where he came from. Next on his to-do list would be to apologize to Foaly and Holly for his rudeness and then get to the bottom of this space-probe hijack. His Ice Cube had been torn to pieces by the subterranean river, but it could be rebuilt. In months the project could be operational.

And when the glaciers were safe perhaps he would submit to a little regression therapy from one of the People’s less flamboyant psychotherapists. Certainly not that Cumulus fellow who had his own talk show.

When Artemis reached the screen, he found it to be less solid than it had first appeared. In fact, it was deep and gloopy, reminding Artemis of the plasma conduit he had crawled through at Opal Koboi’s lab all those years ago. Nevertheless he forged ahead and soon found himself submerged in a cold, viscous gel that pushed him backwards with floppy fingers.

‘I will not be deterred,’ shouted Artemis, finding that he could shout inside the mind-screen. ‘I am needed in the wide world.’

And then.

Deterred? Wide world? I am beginning to sound like that idiot Orion.

This thought gave him strength and he tore at the curtains of gunk that kept him a prisoner. It felt good being active and positive. Artemis felt like the Fowl heir of old. Unstoppable.

Then he spotted something in the air before him. Bright and fizzling like a Halloween sparkler. There were more, dozens, all around him, sinking slowly through the gel.

What were they? What could those things mean?

I made them, thought Artemis. I should know.

A moment later he did know. The fizzling sparklers were actually tiny golden numbers. All the same number. All fours.

Death.

Artemis recoiled, but then rallied.

No. I will not be a slave. I refuse.

A tiny number four grazed his elbow, sending a shock through his entire body.

This is a memory, nothing more. My mind is reconstructing the plasma conduit. None of this is real.

But the shocks felt real. Once the tiny fours realized that he was there, they gathered like a shoal of malignant fish, herding Artemis back to the safety of his office.

He fell backwards to the floor, panting.

I need to try again, he thought.

But not yet. The fours seemed to watch him, matching his movements.

Five, thought Artemis. I need five to stay alive. I will try again soon. Soon.

Artemis felt a weight settle on his chest that seemed too heavy to be just his imagination.

I will try soon. Hold on, my friends.








Chapter 6

Trimming the Weight

The Deeps, Atlantis, now
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PRISONER 42 checked the LEP’s official site and was amused to see that he was no longer on the Top Ten Most Dangerous list.

They forget what I have done, he thought with some satisfaction. Which is exactly as I planned.

Turnball sent a quick v-mail to Leonor, one of the dozen he sent daily.

Prepare yourself for travel, darling. I shall be with you soon.

He waited breathlessly for the reply, and it soon came. A single word.

Hurry.

Turnball was cheered by the prompt response, even after all these years they hung on each other’s words. But he was a little worried too. Lately all of Leonor’s messages had been brief, often no more than a phrase. He did not believe that his darling wife was not inclined to write more – he believed that she grew too weak, the effort was too painful.

Turnball sent a second mail to Ark Sool, an LEP turncoat he had recently employed to make sure his wife and affairs were well looked after.

Leonor grows weaker without my fairy magic beside her, Mister Sool. Take special care.

Turnball grew suddenly impatient.

Mere hours separate us, my dear. Hold on for me.

*

The authorities were mistaken, of course. Turnball Root was extremely dangerous. They had forgotten he was the elf who had stolen millions from the LEP’s own weapons budget. The elf who had almost managed to destroy half of Haven City just to get rid of a competitor.

I would have done it too, he thought for the thousandth time. If not for my holier-than-thou little brother.

He banished this thought. Thinking about Julius would just get his vitals up and the jailers might notice.

I should give myself a little treat, he thought, sitting down at his terminal. It could be the last one before I go.
 Vishby will come for me soon and then the LEP will realize their mistake. Too late, of course.

He smiled at his reflection on the screen as he typed a brief message for a certain website.

One is never too old for mischief, Turnball realized as he pressed SEND.

The Sozzled Parrot, Miami, now

It is a universal law that fugitives flock together. No matter how large the posse on their tail, people on the run always manage to find that one low-down dirty dive, with the cheapest hooch, run by the dodgiest innkeeper, that not even the police know about. These establishments generally have steel doors, paint over their windows, mould in their bathroom stalls and don’t serve anything with more than two ingredients. The Sozzled Parrot was such a place.

The owner was a certain dwarf called Barnet Riddles who ruled the roost with a certain wheedling panache that made him a likeable host in a sleazy sort of way. And if wheedling panache was not enough to calm a troublemaker down, then Barnet would follow it with a tap from a stolen LEP buzz baton.

The Sozzled Parrot was a dwarf hangout and the club motto was: If you are not welcome there, then you are welcome here, which meant that every exiled, criminal or slumming fairy in North America sooner or later turned up at the Sozzled Parrot. Barnet Riddles made the perfect host as, by some freak of nature, he was one of only a tiny percentage of fairies who were over four feet tall. And so, as long as he wore a bandanna to cover his ears, Barnet was the ideal go-between with the humans, who supplied him with liquor, slightly turned beef for his quesadillas and as much firepower as he could shift out of the back room.

The early hours of this morning in the Sozzled Parrot were pretty much the same as any other. Dwarfs sat hunched over tankards of ale in one of the booths. A couple of sprites were playing video crunchball on their handhelds and half a dozen elfin soldiers of fortune were trading war stories by the pool table.

Barnet Riddles was deep in conversation with a dwarf at the bar.

‘Come on, Tombstone,’ he wheedled in a charming way. ‘Buy a couple of guns. A grenade at least. All you do is sit there and drink creek water. Isn’t there someone you’d like to shoot a couple of times?’

The dwarf grinned, baring his trademark tombstone teeth. ‘It’s getting that way, Riddles.’

Barnet was not discouraged – then again this particular dwarf was a born optimist.
 Who else would set up a bar for photosensitive dwarfs in sunny Miami?

It’s the last place the Leppers will look for us fugitives from justice, he often explained. They’re up freezing their LEP tails off in Russia, meanwhile we’re sinking beers here in luxurious air-conditioned surroundings.

Luxurious was a stretch. Even clean would have been a stretch. But the Sozzled Parrot was somewhere for fairy soldiers of fortune to meet and exchange war stories day or night, and so they were prepared to put up with Barnet’s exorbitant prices and his constant sales pitches.

‘How about a computer implant?’ persisted the innkeeper. ‘Everybody has implants these days. How do you keep tabs on the LEP?’

Tombstone pulled down the brim of his felt hat, so that it covered his eyes. ‘Believe it or not, Riddles, I’m not on the hot list any more. What you are looking at now is a one hundred per cent legit citizen. Heck, I’ve even got a visa to be above ground.’

‘Groomchunks,’ said Barnet doubtfully.

Tombstone slid a plastic square across the bar. ‘Read it and weep.’

Barnet squinted at the Gnommish writing and checked the official hologram.

‘Looks pretty real,’ he admitted.

‘That is because it is real, my beer-watering friend.’

Barnet shook his head. ‘I don’t get it. If you can be anywhere, why are you here?’

Tombstone tossed a handful of beezel nuts into his cavernous mouth, and Barnet swore that after each crunch there was an echo.

‘I am here,’ said Tombstone eventually, ‘because of the clientele.’

Barnet was even more befuddled. ‘What? Thieves, mercenaries, extortionists and forgers?’

Tombstone’s grin was wide and bright. ‘Yep. My kind of people.’

Barnet checked on a pitcher of toad sludge that he was fermenting for the pixies.

‘You are a riot, Tombstone. Do you know that?’

Before Tombstone could answer, a plastic parrot on the bar opened its beak and squawked.

‘New post,’ squawked its animatronic mouth.
 ‘New post on the message board.’

‘Excuuuuuse me,’ said Barnet Riddles, with exaggerated politeness, ‘while I check this extremely handy implant I have in my head.’

‘Handy, until you pass a microwave and lose ten years of memory,’ commented Tombstone. ‘Then again, you spend so much time in here that you probably wouldn’t miss the odd decade.’

Barnet was not listening. His eyes fogged over as he checked the illegal implant hotwired directly into his cortex by a disbarred doctor. After a couple of hmmms and one really he returned to the here and now.

‘How are the brain cells?’ enquired Tombstone mildly. ‘I hope the message was worth it?’

‘Don’t you worry about it, Mister Hundred Per Cent Legit,’ said Barnet briskly.
 ‘This one is for us criminals.’ He pounded the bar with his buzz baton, sending sparks rippling across the length of the brass rail.

‘Cruik,’ he called across the room. ‘You have a ship? Right?’

One of the dwarfs at the end booth raised a grizzled head. Beer foam fell in blobs from his beard. ‘Yeah. I got a gyro. A bit of a crock but she runs OK.’

Barnet clapped his hands, already counting his commission. ‘Good. A job came in on the board. Two humans, kill ’em dead.’

Cruik shook his head slowly. ‘No killing dead. We may be criminals but we’re not humans.’

‘The client will accept a full wipe. Can you stomach that?’

‘Full wipe?’ interrupted Tombstone. ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’

Barnet sniggered. ‘Not if you keep your fingers away from the electrodes. Two humans, brother and sister by the name of Butler.’

Tombstone twitched. ‘Butler? Brother and sister?’

Barnet closed one eye, consulting his implant. ‘Yeah. I’m shooting the details across to your gyro, Cruik. This is a rush job. Top dollar, as the Mud Men would say.’

The dwarf called Cruik checked the charge in an old-fashioned blunderbuss Neutrino.

‘These Mud Men won’t be saying much of anything by the time I’m finished with them.’ He pounded the table to summon his warriors. ‘Let’s go, my fine fellows. We have brains to suck.’

Tombstone stood quickly. ‘Do you guys have room for one more?’

‘I knew it,’ chuckled Barnet Riddles. ‘One hundred per cent legit, I don’t think so. As soon as I laid eyes on you, this guy has history, I said.’

Cruik was buckling on a belt loaded with spikes, shells and dangerous-looking implements with fuses and capacitors.

‘Why should I take you, stranger?’

‘You should take me because if your pilot gets killed to death by these Butler humans, then I can take his place.’

An uncharacteristically skinny dwarf looked up from the romance novel he was reading. ‘Killed to death?’ he said, lip trembling slightly. ‘I say, Cruik, is that likely?’

‘I’ve had experience with the Butlers,’
 said Tombstone. ‘They always go for the pilot first.’

Cruik sized up Tombstone, taking in his powerful jaws and muscled legs.

‘OK, stranger. You take the co-pilot’s chair. You get a junior share and no quibbling.’

Tombstone grinned. ‘Why quibble now when we can quibble later?’

Cruik thought about this statement for a moment until his brain ached.

‘OK. Whatever. Everybody take a sober pill and mount up. We have some humans to wipe.’

Tombstone followed his new captain across the bar floor.

‘How good is your mind-wiping equipment?’

Cruik shrugged. ‘Who cares?’ he said simply.

‘I like your attitude,’ said Tombstone. Almost immediately.

Cancún, Mexico, now

The Butlers in question were of course the very same Butlers who had escaped the mesmerized wrestling fans and who were now, thirty minutes after Cruik took on his new co-pilot, taking a moment to catch their breath in the morning sunshine on the shore of Cancún’s lagoon.
 These two were being pursued by Turnball Root more for his own entertainment than the possibility that they could actually interfere with his plans. Though it was possible that opponents as formidable as the Butlers had proved themselves to be could prove troublesome. And Turnball’s plans were delicate enough without adding troublesome humans to the mix.
 Better to wipe them at least. Also, they had escaped the first time, so Turnball was irked, which he did not like.

Juliet squatted just above the waterline, listening to the sounds of party laughter and the tinkling of champagne flutes stream across the water from a passing yacht.

‘I have an idea, brother,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we ask Artemis for a million dollars and just retire? Well, I could retire. You could be my
 butler.’

Butler sat beside her. ‘Frankly, I don’t think Artemis has a million dollars. He’s put everything into this latest project. THE PROJECT, as he calls it.’

‘What’s he stealing now?’

‘Nothing. Artemis has moved on from crime. These days he’s saving the world.’

Juliet’s arm froze halfway through the motion of throwing a pebble. ‘Artemis Fowl has moved on from crime? Our Artemis Fowl? Isn’t that against Fowl family law?’

Butler didn’t exactly smile, but his scowl definitely grew less pronounced. ‘This is hardly the time for jokes, sister.’ He paused. ‘But, if you must know, the Fowl statutes actually state that a family member caught straying on to the straight and narrow can have his Doctor Evil manual and suction cups confiscated.’

Juliet snickered. ‘Suction cups.’

Butler’s customary scowl quickly reasserted itself. ‘Seriously, sister. This is a sinister situation we find ourselves in. Pursued by fairy agents and on the far side of the world from my principal.’

‘What are you even doing here? Who sent you on this wild-goose chase?’

Butler had been thinking about this. ‘Artemis sent me. He must have been coerced, though it didn’t seem so. Perhaps he was tricked.’

‘Tricked? Artemis Fowl? He has changed.’

Butler frowned, patting the spot where his shoulder holster would normally hang.
 ‘Artemis has changed. You would barely recognize him now, he is so different.’

‘Different? How?’

Butler’s frown deepened, a slash between his eyebrows. ‘He counts everything.
 Steps, words, everything. I think five is the big number. Also, rows. He groups all the stuff around him into little rows. Usually five per row, or ten.’

‘I’ve heard about stuff like that. Obsessive compulsive disorder. OCD.’

‘And he’s paranoid. He doesn’t trust anyone.’ Butler’s head dropped to his chest.
 ‘Not even me.’

Juliet tossed the pebble far into the lagoon. ‘It sounds like Artemis needs help.’

Butler nodded. ‘How about you? You’ve had quite a bit sprung on you in the past hour.’

Juliet raked the shoreline with her fingers, gathering pebbles. ‘What? You mean little things like being chased by a mesmerized horde? And the fact that fairies do exist? Those tiny things?’

Butler grunted. He had forgotten how much his sister made fun of him and how he for some reason put up with it. ‘Yes, those tiny things,’ he said, elbowing her fondly.

‘Don’t worry about me, brother. I’m a modern woman. We’re tough and smart, hadn’t you heard?’

‘I get it. You’re coping, is that it?’

‘No, brother. I feel fine. The Butlers are together and nothing can stand against us.’

‘The new memories aren’t freaking you out?’

Juliet laughed and the sound did Butler’s heart good. ‘Freaking me out? Where are we, the 1970s? And, no, the memories aren’t freaking me out. As a matter of fact, they feel …’ She thought about her next sentence for a while. ‘They feel right in my head. They belong where they are.
 How could I have forgotten Holly? Or Mulch?’

Butler pulled a pair of sunglasses from his jacket pocket. They were a little clunkier than the current style and had tiny solar panels on the arms.

‘With fairies on our tail, we may need these.’

Juliet plucked them from his fingers, and the stimulus from the contact brought memories flooding back.

Artemis made these from disassembled LEP helmets, so we could see through fairy shields. The LEP are sneaky but Artemis is sneakier.

‘I remember those glasses. Why did you even bring them?’

‘Boy scout rule number one. Be prepared. There are fairies around us all the time.
 I don’t want to accidentally shoot one, or miss one for that matter.’

Juliet hoped her brother was being funny.

‘You wouldn’t shoot a fairy,’ said Juliet, slipping the glasses on to her face.

Immediately something appeared in her vision as though it had popped out of a toaster. The something was certainly not human. It hung suspended from a harness and was aiming a bulbously barrelled weapon at her head. Whatever it was wore a bodysuit that seemed to be made of a viscous tar-like substance, which clung to its wobbling torso and coated every hair of its shaggy beard.

‘Shoot the fairy!’ she yelped, shocked. ‘Shoot it.’

Most people might have assumed that Juliet was joking. After all, what were the chances that a fairy would show up the very moment she donned fairy filters? Not to mention the fact that Juliet was well known for her inappropriate sense of humour and regularly spouted witticisms in moments of mortal danger.

For example, when Christian Varley Penrose, her sous instructor at the Madame Ko Academy, lost his grip on the north face of Everest and went plummeting earthwards with only a skinny girl between him and certain death, Juliet braced herself and called to her sensei as he pin-wheeled past: ‘Hey, Penrose. Surely saving you is worth some extra credit.’

So it would be quite reasonable to assume that when Juliet yelled Shoot the fairy she was actually joshing her big brother, but Butler did not assume this for a second. He was trained to recognize stress registers, but even if Artemis hadn’t forced him to listen to that MP3 lecture in the car he knew the difference between genuinely shocked Juliet and having a laugh Juliet. So when Juliet cried Shoot the fairy Butler decided on a course of aggressive action in the time it would take a hummingbird to flap its wings.

No gun, so no shooting, he thought. But there are options.

The option Butler chose was to grasp his sister’s shoulder firmly and push her sideways so that she actually skidded along the pebbled beach, her shoulder ploughing a furrow in the stones.

Scratched shoulder. I’ll be hearing about that for weeks.

Butler swung both arms forward and used the momentum to pull himself up and forward into a full-tilt launch at whatever had spooked Juliet. At this point he could only hope that the whatever was close enough to grapple, otherwise there was a fairy somewhere laughing into his facemask and calmly aiming a weapon.

His luck held. Butler made contact with something squat and lumpy. Something that struggled and bucked like a pig in a blanket, and exuded a particular odour which a person might experience if that person were unfortunate enough to somehow end up face down in a medieval swill patch.

I know that smell, Butler realized, holding on grimly. Dwarf.

Whatever was holding the dwarf up whined and dipped, dunking Butler and his wriggling captive into the lagoon’s waist-high water. For Butler, the dunking was harmless enough, he was virtually clamped around the invisible dwarf and in fact the cool water felt quite refreshing, but for the shimmer-suited fairy the sudden dip was catastrophic. Abrasive contact with the sharp scree on the lagoon bed punctured his camouflage suit, breaking the skin, releasing the charge.

The dwarf, Cruik, was suddenly visible.

‘Aha,’ said Butler, hauling Cruik from the surf. ‘Dwarf head. Good.’

Cruik had forfeited his gift of tongues along with the rest of his magic, but he had been living among the humans for long enough to pick up a smattering of several languages and Butler’s simple statement was terrifyingly easy to misinterpret.

Dwarf head? This Mud Man is going to eat my head.

Butler was actually glad to see the dwarf’s head because dwarf heads are disproportionately large and this particular dwarf’s head was even more bulbous than most. It was almost Butler-sized and there was a helmet perched on top of it.

With a fairy helmet, I can see what this little guy sees.

It was the helmet Butler was after, not the meaty noggin inside.

‘C’mere, slippy,’ grunted the bodyguard, intuitively snapping the helmet’s seals and popping it off. ‘Did you just try to shoot my sister?’

Recognizing the word shoot Cruik glanced down at his own hands and was dismayed to find them empty. He had dropped his gun.

Cruik was a career criminal and had lived through many close calls without losing his nerve. He had once faced down a gang of drunken goblins armed with only a jar of burn lotion and three bottle tops, but this bloodthirsty giant with a face of fury and a thirst for brains finally sent him over the edge.

‘Nooooo,’ he screamed shrilly. ‘No brain biting.’

Butler ignored the tantrum and the musty helmet pong and gripped the protective hat one-handed as a basketball player might grip a basketball.

Cruik’s skull was now totally exposed and the dwarf swore he could feel his brain trembling.

When a dwarf finds himself unnerved to this extent, one of two things is likely to happen. One: the dwarf will unhook his jaw and attempt to eat its way out of trouble. This option was not available to Cruik because of his suit’s hood. And two: the terrified dwarf will trim the weight. Trimming the weight is an aviators’ trick, which involves jettisoning as much unnecessary cargo as possible to keep the ship in the air. Dwarfs are capable of shedding up to a third of their bodyweight in less than five seconds. This is obviously a last resort and can only be performed once a decade or so. It involves a rapid expulsion of loose-layered runny fat, ingested mining dirt and gases through what dwarf mummies politely refer to as the nether tunnel.

Trimming the weight is mostly an automatic response and will be engaged when the heart rate nudges past two hundred beats per minute, which happened to Cruik the moment Butler enquired whether Cruik had tried to shoot his sister. At that moment, Cruik more or less lost control of his bodily functions and had just time to scream ‘No brain biting!’ before his body decided to trim the weight and use the resulting propulsion to get the heck out of there.

Of course, Butler was not aware of these biological details.
 All he knew was that he was suddenly flying backwards, up high through the air, holding on to a jet-powered dwarf.

Not again, he thought, possibly the only human who would have this thought in this situation.

Butler saw Juliet shrinking into the distance, her mouth a shocked dark circle.
 And to Juliet it seemed as though her brother had suddenly developed the power of flight while wrestling a dwarf clad in a shiny hooded leotard.

I’ll worry about Juliet worrying about me later, thought Butler, trying not to think about the glossy, bubbled stream pushing them further into the sky and closer to whatever craft they were suspended from. Look out below.

Butler had a more urgent problem than Juliet worrying about him, which he realized upon jamming Cruik’s helmet on to his own head. He and Cruik were coming up on the gyro fast with no control over their approach. All Cruik could do was yell something about his brain, so it was up to Butler to see them through this alive. Altitude wasn’t the problem. They weren’t high enough to sustain any real damage, especially with a watery mattress below. The problem was the gyro’s rotor blade, which would slice them both into fine strips if they passed through it, then doubtless the gyrocopter would explode and incinerate the slices. The engine was whisper quiet but a couple of bodies passing through the blade would soon blow the mufflers.

My last act on Earth could be to expose the fairy People and there is nothing I can do to prevent it.

Up they went, whooshing backwards, wind snagging their clothes, chilling their skin. The dwarf’s eyes were wide and rolling and his flesh hung in loose flaps.

He was chubby before. I’m sure of it.

The gyro blade was metres away as they whiplashed over the top of the craft and hung suspended for a nanosecond as Cruik finally ran out of nether-tunnel steam.

‘Nice timing,’ snarled Butler, then down they went directly towards the rotors.

Still, thought Butler. Killed saving my sister from a murderous dwarf. It could be worse.

At the last possible moment, the gyro’s rotor swivelled ninety degrees, tilting the craft dramatically, allowing Butler and Cruik to slot into it neatly on the leeward side.

Butler barely had a moment to thank his lucky stars when he was thrust into yet another perilous situation.

There seemed to be some serious in-fighting going on among an entire dwarf gang.
 The passenger bay was littered with unconscious fairies while the three remaining dwarfs were slugging it out, two against one. The one had a bloody nose and a sooty star on his shoulder where someone had tagged him with a Neutrino, but still he seemed quite cheery.

‘It’s about time you got here,’ he said to Butler from the side of his mouth.
 ‘These guys are quite angry that I flipped their gyro.’

‘Tombstone, you collaborator!’ howled one of the remaining dwarfs.

‘Tombstone?’ said Butler, managing to groan and speak at the same time.

‘Yeah,’ said Butler’s old friend Mulch Diggums. ‘It’s my out-and-about name. And lucky for you I do go out.’

The gyro’s stabilizers steadied the craft and Butler took advantage of the moment’s peace to disentangle himself from Cruik, whom he tossed out of the bay door.

‘Ah, Cruik,’ said Mulch. ‘Rarely does one meet someone with such a phonetically appropriate name.’

Butler wasn’t even listening. If there were a time to engage with Mulch’s ramblings, he hadn’t reached it yet. Instead he turned to the remaining hostile dwarfs.

‘You two,’ he said, treating them to his fiercest expression, an expression which had once made a troll think that maybe he had bitten off a little more than he could chew.

The two in question quailed under Butler’s gaze and wondered anxiously what this giant would order them to do.

Butler jerked a thumb towards the bay door.

‘Jump,’ he said, keeping it simple.

The dwarfs looked at each other and the look spoke volumes.

Should we actually jump into daylight, thought the dwarfs, or should we stay and fight this terrifying man-mountain?

They held hands and jumped.

*

It took mere moments for Mulch to get control of the flight systems and drop the gyro down to scoop up Juliet.

‘Hi ho, Jade Princess,’ he called from the pilot’s chair. ‘How’s the wrestling career going? I have an alter ego now too. Tombstone, they call me. What do you think?’

‘I like it,’ said Juliet, kissing Mulch’s cheek. ‘Thanks for rescuing us.’

Mulch smiled. ‘There was nothing on the TV. Except pay-per-view and I refuse to buy programmes, on principle. Except that chef guy with the foul mouth. I love him and what he can do with a turkey crown and a couple of string beans.’

Juliet’s newfound memories reminded her of Mulch’s obsession with food.

‘So you just happened to be in a bar when the call came in to these guys?’ said Butler doubtfully, throwing some emergency field packs to the stranded dwarfs below.

Mulch tugged the virtual joystick, quickly pulling the gyro into the clouds.

‘Yes. It’s fate, my friends. I went against my own kind for you. I hope you appreciate it. Or rather I hope your rich master appreciates it.’

Butler closed the hatch, shutting out the rush of air. ‘The way I remember it, I did most of the saving.’

‘All you did was mess up my plan,’ snorted the dwarf. ‘I was going to let them stun you both, winch you aboard and then make my move.’

‘Brilliant plan.’

‘As opposed to throwing yourself into the gyro rotor blade?’

‘Point taken.’

There was silence for a moment, the kind of silence you would definitely not get in a human flying machine. Also the kind of silence you get when a small group of people wonder just how long they can keep emerging from certain death situations with a reasonable amount of life in their bodies.

‘We’re off again, I suppose?’ said Mulch eventually. ‘Off on another save-the-world, nick-of-time, seat-of-the-pants adventure?’

‘Well, in the space of one night we have been attacked by zombie wrestling fans and invisible dwarfs,’ said Butler glumly. ‘So it certainly looks like it.’

‘Where to?’ asked Mulch. ‘Nowhere too sunny, I hope. Or too cold. I hate snow.’

Butler found that he was smiling, not with fondness exactly, but not with wolfish menace either.

‘Iceland,’ he said.

The gyro dipped sharply as Mulch momentarily let go of the v-joystick. ‘If you’re kidding, Butler, that’s not funny.’

Butler’s smile disappeared. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It isn’t.’








Chapter 7

How Do I Love Thee?

Vatnajökull, now
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ORION Fowl chose to strap himself into the emergency evac harness directly behind Holly and spoke into her ear as she piloted the escape pod through the glacial wormhole excavated by the rogue probe.

Having a person talk directly into one’s ear is irritating at the best of times, but when that person is spouting romantic nonsense while the owner of the ear is attempting to wrestle with the controls of a twenty-year-old escape pod in a high-speed pursuit, then it’s a little more than annoying – it’s dangerously distracting.

Holly scrubbed the porthole with the sleeve of her suit. Outside a single nose beam picked out the wormhole’s path.

Straight, she thought. At least it’s straight.

‘How do I love thee?’ wondered Orion. ‘Let me see. I love thee passionately and eternally … obviously eternally – that goes without saying.’

Holly blinked sweat from her eyes. ‘Is he serious?’ she called over her shoulder to Foaly.

‘Oh, absolutely,’ said the centaur, his voice juddering along with the pod’s motion. ‘If he asks you to look for birthmarks, say no
 immediately.’

‘Oh, I would never,’ Orion assured her. ‘Ladies don’t look for birthmarks; that is work for jolly fellows, like the goodly beast and myself. Ladies, like Miss Short, do enough by simply existing. They exude beauty and that is enough.’

‘I am not exuding anything,’ said Holly, through gritted teeth.

Orion tapped her shoulder. ‘I beg to differ. You’re exuding right now, a wonderful aura. It’s pastel blue with little dolphins.’

Holly gripped the wheel tightly. ‘I’m going to be sick. Did he just say pastel blue?’

‘And dolphins, little ones,’ said Foaly, happy enough to be distracted from the fact that they were now chasing the probe that had blown up their shuttle, which was a bit like a mouse chasing a cat, a giant mutant cat with laser eyes and a bellyful of smaller spiteful cats.

‘Be quiet, goodly beast. Be quiet, both of you.’

Holly could not afford to be distracted, so to shut out the babbling Orion, she talked herself through what she was doing, recording it all on the ship’s log.

‘Still going through the ice, an incredibly thick vein. No radar, or sonar, just following the lights.’

The lightshow on display through the porthole was both eerie and colourful. The probe’s engines shot beams along the carved ice, sending rainbows flickering across the flat planes. Holly was sure she saw an entire school of whales preserved in the glacier, and maybe some kind of enormous sea reptile.

‘The probe maintains its course, a diagonal descent. We are transitioning from ice to rock now with no discernible delay.’

It was true; the increased density seemed to have no effect on the probe’s laser cutters.

Foaly could not resist a smug comment. ‘I know how to build ’em,’ he said.

‘But not how to control ’em,’ Holly rejoined.

‘You have displeased the princess,’ cried Orion, thrashing in his harness. ‘Were it not for these accursed bonds …’

‘You would be dead,’ said Foaly, completing the sentence for him.

‘Good point,’ Orion conceded. ‘And the princess is calm now, so no harm done, goodly fellow. I must mind my knight’s temper. Sometimes I rush to battle.’

Holly’s ears itched, which was purely from stress, she knew, but that didn’t stop them itching.

‘We need to cure Artemis,’ she said, wishing for a free hand to scratch. ‘I can’t take much more of this.’

The rock face flashed by outside in a confusing meld of greys and deep blue. Ash, pulverized stone and chunks of debris spiralled down the tunnel wall, further impairing Holly’s vision.

She checked the escape pod’s communications station without much hope.

‘Nothing. No contact with Haven; we’re still blocked. The probe must have seen us by now. Why no aggressive action?’

Foaly squirmed in a harness built for two-legged creatures. ‘Oh yes, why no aggressive action? How I long for aggressive action.’

‘I live for aggressive action!’ thundered Orion squeakily, which was unusual. ‘Oh, how I pray that dragon will turn round that I may smite it.’

‘Smite it with what?’ wondered Foaly. ‘Your secret birthmark?’

‘Don’t you mock my birthmark, which I may or may not have.’

‘Shut up, both of you,’ snapped Holly. ‘The light’s changed. Something is coming.’

Foaly smooshed his cheek against the rear porthole. ‘Ah yes. I expected that.’

‘What did you expect?’

‘Well, we must be below sea level by now, so what’s coming would be a great big bit of ocean. Now we’ll see just how well I did design that probe.’

The light bouncing off the tunnel wall had suddenly become dull and flickering and a huge booming whoomph vibrated through the pod’s walls. Even Orion was struck dumb as a solid tube of water surged upwards towards them.

Holly knew from her training that she should relax her muscles and ride the impact, but every cell in her body wanted to tense up before contact.

Keep the nose straight, she told herself.
 Cut through the surface. Underneath is calm.

The water closed around them like a malevolent fist and shook the pod, battering its occupants. Everything that was not bolted down became a missile. A toolbox gave Foaly a nasty welt and Orion’s forehead was punctured by a fork that left tiny wounds where it had struck.

Holly swore like a sailor as she battled to keep the nose down, fighting the fury of nature, talking to the pod as though it were an unbroken bronco. A rivet pinged from its housing and ricocheted around the cabin, knocking a sliver from the viewscreen, sending a web of shining cracks crackling across the glass.

Holly winced. ‘D’Arvit. Not good. Not good.’

Orion placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘At least we take the great adventure together, eh, maiden?’

‘Not just yet, we don’t,’ Holly said, levelling out the rear flaps and punching the craft through the turmoil into the wide, calm ocean.

*

The viewscreen held, for the moment, and Holly glared through it, searching for the probe’s telltale engine glare. For several moments she saw nothing out of place in the Atlantic Ocean, but then south-south-west, down ten fathoms or so, she noticed four glowing blue discs.

‘There!’ she cried. ‘I see it.’

‘Shouldn’t we head for the nearest shuttle port?’ wondered Foaly. ‘Try to make contact with Haven?’

‘No,’ replied Holly. ‘We need to maintain a visual and try to work out where this thing is going. If we lose it, then thanks to your stealth ore, it’s lost, with plenty of water to hide in.’

‘That’s another jibe, young lady,’ said Foaly sulkily. ‘Don’t think I’m not counting.’

‘Counting,’ said Orion. ‘Artemis used to do that.’

‘I wish we had Artemis now,’ said Holly grimly. ‘Fives and all. He would know what to do.’

Orion pouted. ‘But you have me. I can help.’

‘Let me guess. Bivouac?’ Orion’s face was so desolate that Holly relented. ‘OK.
 Listen, Orion, if you really want to help, keep an eye on the coms screen. If we get a signal, let me know.’

‘I shall not fail you, fair maiden,’ vowed Orion. ‘This coms screen is now my holy grail. I shall wish a signal from its cold heart of wire and capacitors.’

Foaly was about to interject and explain how the communications screen had neither wires nor capacitors, but when he saw the poisonous look Holly was shooting him the centaur decided to keep his mouth closed.

‘And you,’ said Holly, in a tone to match her look, ‘try to figure out how the great Foaly was circumvented so completely, and maybe then we can get control of that probe before anyone else gets hurt.’

That’s another jibe, thought Foaly, but he was wise enough not to say this aloud.

*

Down and down they went into deeper and darker blue. The probe stuck rigidly to its course, turning aside for neither rock nor reef, seemingly unaware of the tiny escape pod on its tail.

They must see us, thought Holly, pushing the pod to its limits just to keep up. But if the probe had spotted them it gave no sign, just ploughed through the ocean at a constant rate of knots, unswervingly drawing closer to its goal, wherever that was.

Holly had a thought. ‘Foaly. You have a communicator, don’t you?’

The centaur was sweating in the oxygen-depleted atmosphere, light blue shirt now mostly dark blue. ‘Of course I do. I already checked for a signal. Nothing.’

‘I know, but what kind of mini-programs do you have on there? Anything for navigation?’

Foaly pulled out his phone and scrolled through the mini-programs. ‘I do have a nav mi-p. All self-contained, no signal needed.’ The centaur did not need to be told what to do; he unstrapped himself from the harness and laid his phone on an omni-sensor on the dash. Its screen was instantly displayed on a small screen in the porthole.

A 3D compass appeared, and spent a few seconds plotting the pod’s movements, which Holly made sure were mirroring the probe’s course.

‘OK,’ said the centaur. ‘We are locked in. I designed this mi-p, by the way. I earn more from this little wonder than all my LEP work.’

‘Just tell me.’

Foaly dragged a little ship icon along its straight line on the screen until it reached the ocean floor. There was a pulsing red circle at the point of impact.

‘That circle is pretty,’ said Orion.

‘Not for long,’ said Foaly, paling.

Holly took her eyes off the probe for half a second. ‘Tell me, Foaly. What’s down there?’

The centaur suddenly felt the full weight of his responsibility. Something he had been repressing since the probe’s … his probe’s attack.

‘Atlantis. My gods, Holly, the probe is headed directly for Atlantis.’

Holly’s eyes swivelled back to the four circles of light. ‘Can it break through the dome?’

‘That’s not what it was designed to do.’

Holly gave him a moment to think about what he had just said.

‘OK, I admit it’s doing a lot of things it wasn’t designed to do.’

‘Well, then?’

Foaly made a few calculations on the screen, calculations that Artemis might have understood had he been present.

‘It’s possible,’ he said. ‘Nothing of the probe would remain intact. But at this speed it might put a crack in the dome.’

Holly coaxed a little more speed from the pod. ‘We need to warn Atlantis. Orion, do we have anything on the communications?’

The pod’s human passenger looked up from the screen. ‘Not a twitter, princess, but this light is flashing rather urgently. Does it have a special significance?’

Foaly peered over his shoulder. ‘The hull must have been breached in the tunnel.
 We’re running out of oxygen.’

For a second Holly’s shoulders slumped. ‘It doesn’t matter. We keep going.’

Foaly cupped both hands around his cranium, holding in the thoughts. ‘No. Now we try to get outside the probe’s jamming corona. We should run for the surface.’

‘What if it changes course?’

‘Then it won’t hit Atlantis and nobody will drown or be crushed. And even if it does swing back round they’ll be ready for it.’

It went against Holly’s instincts to run. ‘I feel like we’re deserting those people down there.’

Foaly pointed at the screen. ‘At that speed, the probe will reach Atlantis in three hours. We’ll run out of oxygen in five minutes. We’ll be unconscious in six, dead in twelve, and no use to anybody.’

‘I feel a little dizzy,’ said Orion. ‘But also wonderfully elated. I feel that I am on the verge of finding a rhyme for the word “orange”.’

‘Oxygen deprivation,’ said Foaly. ‘Or perhaps it’s just him.’

Holly closed down the throttle. ‘Can we make it?’

Foaly tapped out a complicated equation. ‘If we go in the opposite direction right now. Maybe. If whoever is doing this has somehow boosted the jammer, then no.’

‘Maybe is the best you can do?’

Foaly nodded wearily. ‘The absolute best.’

Holly swung the pod round with three deft manoeuvres. ‘Best odds I’ve had all day,’ she said.

*

It was a race now, but an unusual one where the competitors were running away from each other. The goal was simple: now that they knew where the probe was headed, Holly had six minutes to pilot the pod out of the jamming corona. Also it would be nice to have some oxygen to breathe. Luckily the probe was on a steep descent so the pod should go on a steep ascent. If they managed to break the surface before the six minutes ran out, then brilliant. They’d broadcast until Haven picked up the signal. If not, then the pod wasn’t equipped with automatic pilot or broadcast facilities so the probe would be on top of the Atlantis security towers before they even noticed it, and another little negative was that they would be dead.

It’s funny, thought Holly. I don’t think my heart rate is up that much. These life-or-death situations have become almost normal for me ever since meeting Artemis Fowl.

She glanced sideways at the romantic who was wearing Artemis’s face, and he caught the look.

‘Penny for your thoughts, princess. Though they are worth a king’s ransom.’

‘I was wishing that you would go away,’ said Holly bluntly. ‘And return Artemis to us. We need him.’

Orion hmmed. ‘That thought is not as valuable as I had imagined. Why do you want Artemis back? He is nasty and mean to everyone.’

‘Because Artemis could get us out of this alive and save the people of Atlantis and possibly find out who murdered all those LEP officers.’

‘I grant you that,’ said Orion, miffed. ‘But his sonnets are heartless and that opera house he designed was totally self-indulgent.’

‘Yep, that’s what we need now,’ Foaly chimed in. ‘Opera-house designing skills.’

‘Oh yes, traitorous steed,’ said Orion testily. ‘Probe-designing skills would be much more useful.’

Holly sounded a quick burst on the klaxon for attention. ‘Excuse me, gentlemen.
 All this arguing is consuming oxygen, so could we all please be quiet?’

‘Is that a command, beloved?’

‘Yes,’ whispered Holly ominously. ‘It is.’

‘Very well. Then quiet it shall be. I would rather cut out my own tongue than utter one more word. I would sooner behead myself with a butter knife than speak a single –’

Holly gave in to a baser instinct and jabbed Orion in the solar plexus.

That was wrong, she thought to herself as the boy drooped in his harness, gasping for breath. I am going to feel guilty about that later.

If there was a later.

There was plenty of power in the fuel block, just no air in the tanks and no recycling facility to scrub the carbon dioxide from the exhaled air. The pod was supposed to be a short-term option only. It hadn’t been designed for actual missions;
 the hull could crack under the pressure of steep ascent long before the fuel ran out.

So many ways to die, thought Holly. Eventually one of them is going to get us.

The digital depth gauge was spinning backwards from 10,000 metres. They were in an Atlantic trench, never before seen by human eyes. Shoals of strange luminous fish swarmed around them, easily keeping pace, butting the hull with the fleshy glowing bulbs in their transparent bellies.

Then the light changed and the fish were gone, darting away so quickly it was as though they had simply dematerialized. In their place were seals and whales and fish like silver arrowheads. A chunk of blue ice rolled past and Holly saw her mother’s face in its planes and shadows.

Oxygen deprivation, she told herself. That’s all it is.

‘How long?’ she asked Foaly.

The centaur checked the oxygen levels. ‘Based on three conscious beings, nervous conscious beings I might add, rapidly consuming the air, we’re going to be short a minute or two.’

‘You said we could make it!’

‘The hole in the tank is expanding.’

Holly beat her fist on the dash. ‘D’Arvit, Foaly. Why does it always have to be so hard?’

Foaly spoke calmly. ‘Holly, my friend. You know what you have to do.’

‘No, Foaly. I don’t.’

‘Yes, you do.’

Holly did know. There were three conscious people breathing hard. Foaly alone took in more oxygen than a bull troll. It only took one person to steer the ship and send the message.

It was a tough choice, but there was no time to agonize over it. She felt for a squat metal cylinder in one of the rings on her belt and pulled it out.

‘What’s that, sweetness?’ asked Orion, who had just recovered from the belly jab.

Holly answered the question with one of her own. ‘Would you do anything for me, Orion?’

The boy’s face seemed to light up. ‘Of course. Absolutely anything.’

‘Close your eyes and count to ten.’

Orion was disappointed. ‘What? No tasks? Not even a dragon to slay?’

‘Close your eyes if you love me.’

Orion did so immediately and Holly prodded him in the neck with a battery-powered Shokker. The electrocuted boy slumped in the harness, two electrode burns smoking gently on his neck.

‘Nicely done,’ said Foaly nervously. ‘Not in the neck for me if you don’t mind.’

Holly checked the Shokker. ‘Don’t worry. I only had enough charge for one.’

Foaly could not suppress a sigh of relief and when he glanced guiltily across at Orion, knowing that really he should be the unconscious one, Holly hit him in the flank with the second charge.

Foaly did not even have time to think you sneaky elf before slumping in the corner.

‘Sorry, guys,’ said Holly, then made a silent vow not to speak again until it was time to send the message.

The pod powered towards the surface, its prow slicing through the water. Holly steered through a vast underwater canyon which had developed its own ecology completely safe from human exploitation. She saw huge undulating eels that could crush a bus, strange crabs with glowing shells and some kind of two-legged creature that disappeared into a crevice before she could get a proper look at it.

She took the most direct line she could through the canyon, finding a rock chimney that allowed her to exit into open sea.

There was still nothing on the communications array. Solidly blocked. She needed to get further away.

I could really do with some warlock magic right now, Holly thought. If Number One
were here he could wiggle his runes and turn carbon dioxide into oxygen.

Water, fish and bubbles flashed past the window and could that be a shaft of light from the surface? Had the craft reached the photic zone?

Holly tried the radio again. She heard static this time, but maybe with some chatter inside it.

Good, she thought, but her head was fuzzy.
 Did I imagine that?

No, you heard it all right, said the unconscious Foaly. Did I ever tell you about my kids?

Oxygen deprivation. That’s all it was.

Why did you shoot me, sweetness? wondered passed-out Orion. Did I displease you?

It’s too late. Too late.

Holly was shaking now. She filled her lungs but was not satisfied with the foul air. The pod walls became suddenly concave, bending in to crush her.

‘It’s not happening,’ she called, breaking her vow of silence.

She checked the coms again. Some signal now. There were definitely words among the static.

Enough to transmit?

One way to find out.

Holly tapped through her options on the dashboard readout and selected TRANSMIT only to be informed that the external antenna was not available. The computer advised her to check the connection. Holly pressed her face to the starboard porthole and saw that the connection was pretty well defunct as the entire thing had been knocked out of its housing by one impact or another.

Why doesn’t this tug-bucket, stone-age piece of junk have an internal antenna? Even glooping phones have internal antennae.

Phones! Of course.

Holly punched the harness-release button on her chest and dropped to her knees.
 She slid along the deck, moving towards Foaly.

It smells bad down here. Stale air.

For a second one of the handrails grew a snake’s head and hissed at her.

Your time is running out, it said. Your odds are short, Short.

Don’t listen to the snake, said Foaly, without moving his lips. He’s just bitter because his soul is stuck in a handrail because of some stuff that happened in a previous life.

I still love you, said sleeping Orion, breathing slow and steady, using hardly any oxygen.

I am really going insane this time, thought Holly.

Holly pulled herself along Foaly’s frame, reaching into his shirt pocket for his phone. The centaur never went anywhere without his precious phone and was proud of its modified clunkiness.

I love that phone, said Foaly proudly.
 Over five hundred mi-p’s. All my own design. I did a nice one called Offspring. Say you find the love of your life, all you need to do is take a photo of you and your beloved, and Offspring will show you what your potential kids will look like.

Fascinating. I hope we get to talk about it for real sometime.

The phone was switched on, so there was no need for a password, although knowing Foaly as she did Holly supposed that his password would be some version of his own name. His screen was a crazy jumble of mi-p’s that probably made sense if you were a centaur.

The problem with all these applications is that sometimes a person just wants to make a quick call. Where’s the phone icon?

Then the icons started waving at her.

‘Pick me,’ they chorused. ‘Over here.’

That’s not a hallucination, said passed-out Foaly proudly. Those little guys are animated.

‘Phone,’ Holly shouted into the communicator’s microphone, hoping for voice control. To her relief a blurry old-fashioned cone phone icon expanded to fill the screen.

It’s not actually blurry. My eyesight’s fading.

‘Call Police Plaza,’ she ordered the icon.

The phone ticked for a minute then asked, ‘Do you wish to call Phil’s Pizza?’

‘No. Call Police Plaza.’

The water rushing by was definitely more azure now, shot through with bubbles and bending streaks of light.

‘Do you wish to call Police Plaza?’

‘Yes,’ gasped Holly. ‘Yes, I do.’

There was more jostling as the pod passed through the surface disturbance and was flipped by the waves.

‘Connecting you with Police Plaza.’

The phone hummed gently as it tried to connect, then said in a comically sad voice: ‘Boo hoo. You don’t have a strong enough signal. Would you like to record a message for me to send just as soon as the signal is strong enough?’

‘Yes,’ croaked Holly.

‘Did you say yikes? Because yikes is not an appropriate response in this situation.’

Holly composed herself. ‘Yes. I would like to compose a message.’

‘Great,’ said the phone brightly. ‘Start recording after the bell, and remember good manners don’t cost anything, so always introduce yourself and say goodbye.’

Say goodbye, thought Holly. Funny.

Holly recorded a concise message containing as few coughs and splutters as possible, identifying herself as the phone had suggested and also identifying the threat heading towards Atlantis. Almost as soon as she had finished, Holly collapsed on her back, flopping weakly like a stranded fish. There were spots before her eyes, which grew larger and became pale circles, crowding together, obscuring her vision.

She did not see the colours outside the porthole change from blue to green to the dull, pearlescent white of a northern sky.

She did not hear the pressure vents pop or feel cool air flooding the cabin, and Captain Holly Short did not know that fifteen minutes after the pod surfaced her message to Police Plaza would finally be transmitted and be acted upon almost immediately.

It would have been acted upon immediately had not the sprite on the switchboard, a certain Chix Verbil, initially believed that the message was a prank call from his poker buddy, Crooz, made to make fun of his nasally voice. Chix only decided to pass the message on to Commander Trouble Kelp when it occurred to him that there could be a career downside to ignoring the warning that could have saved Atlantis.

Trouble Kelp held an emergency video conference with the People’s Council and an evacuation was immediately approved.

The Deeps, Atlantis, now

Turnball Root was busy pretending to be busy working on his model of the Nostremius aquanaut, so that he would appear all the more innocent when they came to get him, which he was certain they would very shortly.

Pretending to be busy takes more energy than simply being busy, Turnball realized, and this cheered him tremendously, as it was a witty observation and just the kind of thing that his eventual biographers would pick up on. But witty observations must now take a back seat to the plan. After all, witty observations would be far more enjoyable when he had someone else besides Vishby to listen to them. Leonor adored his little comments and often wrote them in her diary. Turnball’s eyes lost their focus and his hands froze in space as he remembered their first summer together on that beautiful island in the Pacific. She, boyish in her vest and jodhpurs, he handsome and rakish in his LEP dress jacket.

‘This can never work, Captain. How can it possibly work? I am human after all and you are most certainly not.’

And quick as a flash he had taken her hands in his and said: ‘Love can break down any barriers. Love and magic.’

That was when he had made her love him.

Leonor had jumped a little but not removed her hands.

‘I felt a spark, Turnball,’ she had said.

He joked, ‘I felt it too,’ then explained, ‘Static electricity, that always happens to me.’

Leonor believed it and fell for her captain.

She would have loved me soon enough, anyway, thought Turnball crossly. I simply hurried the process.

But he knew in his heart that he had bolstered Leonor’s emotions with magic, and now that she was so far beyond her natural end his hold on her was slipping.

Without magic, will she love me as I love her? he wondered a thousand times a day, and knew that he was terrified to find out.

To keep his vital signs steady, Turnball turned his thoughts once more to his thrall, Mister Vishby.

Vishby was undeniably a repulsive dolt, and yet Turnball Root had a soft spot for the lad and would perhaps even decide to let him live when this was all over, or at least kill him quickly.

Of all the great schemes and impossible heists that Turnball had been involved in as a crooked cop, fugitive or inmate, the simple-sounding act of turning Vishby had been the most ambitious. It had required perfect timing, audacity and months of grooming. Turnball often thought of this plan which he had set into motion almost four years previously …

It wasn’t as if Vishby were a human with an already treacherous and self-serving nature. Vishby was a fairy and most fairies, with the exception of goblins, were just not inclined towards the criminal life. Common lawbreakers, like that Diggums character, were common enough, but intelligent, foresighted criminals were rare.

Vishby’s downfall was that he was a moaner, and as the months had rolled by he’d gradually let down his guard with Turnball Root and told him all about his demotion following Mulch Diggums’s escape. He also expressed a bitterness towards the LEP for the reprimand and wished he could do something to get back at them.

Turnball saw his chance – his first real chance of escape since his arrest. He’d formulated a plan to recruit Vishby.

The first stage was to feign sympathy for the water elf, whereas in reality, had he been in charge, he would have flushed him out of an airlock for his performance in the Diggums episode.

I so enjoy our chats, he had said. How I wish we could talk more freely.

Vishby had clammed up immediately, remembering that every word was on tape.

On his next visit, Vishby had entered with a smug tilt to his fishy head and Turnball knew his plan would succeed.

I switched off your mike, the prison warder had said. Now we can talk about whatever we like.

And then Turnball knew that he had him. All it would take was a little Turnball Root magic to make Vishby his slave.

Except that Turnball Root didn’t have magic. That was the one irrevocable price that criminals paid: loss of magic, forever. This was one forfeit that there was no coming back from, and exiled criminals had been trying for centuries. They bought potions, tried spells, chanted in the moonlight, slept upside down, bathed in centaur dung. Nothing worked.
 Once you had broken the fairy rules, your magic was gone. It was partly a psychological thing, but mostly it was the result of age-old warlock hexes that successive administrations did not feel like unlocking.

This denial of his basic fairy rights had always irked Turnball, and during his years as a fugitive he had spent a fortune on dozens of witchdoctors and quacks who all claimed they could have him running hot, brimful of magic, if only he would take this potion or recite that spell backwards in the dead of night while holding a grumpy frog. Nothing worked. Nothing until, a century ago, Turnball found an exiled sprite living in Ho Chi Min City who had somehow managed to maintain a tiny spark of power, just enough to remove the occasional wart. For a huge price, which Turnball would have paid a million times over, she revealed her secret:

Mandrake root and rice wine. It won’t bring the sweet magic back, Captain, but each time you partake of these two, they’ll give you a spark. One hot spark at a time and that is all. Use this little trick wisely, my Captain, or the spark won’t be there when you most need it.

This pearl from an alcoholic sprite.

It was a trick he’d used in the past, but not since his arrest. Until now. And so for his birthday that year Turnball had requested a dinner of puffer fish with fo-fo berries and mandrake shavings, followed by a carafe of rice wine and sim-coffee. This request was accompanied by the revelation of the whereabouts of a notorious group of arms smugglers, which would be quite a feather in the warden’s cap. Tarpon Vinyáya agreed to the request. When Vishby arrived with the meal, Turnball invited him to stay and talk. And while they chatted, Turnball picked at his meal, eating only the mandrake shavings and drinking only the wine, all the time subtly reinforcing Vishby’s opinion of the LEP.

Yes, my dear Vishby, they are unfeeling louts. I mean, what were you to do? That thug Diggums left you no option but to flee.

And when the moment was right, when Turnball felt a single spark of magic coalesce in his gut, he rested his hand lightly on Vishby’s shoulder, allowing his little finger to touch the water elf’s bare neck.

Usually neck touching is no big deal. Wars have rarely been fought over a neck touch, but this touch was malicious. For on the pad of his finger, Turnball had painted, in his own blood, a black-magic thrall rune. Turnball was a great believer in runes. Ideally, for maximum effectiveness, the person having the spell cast on them would be spread-eagled on a granite plinth, doused in oil fermented from the tears of unicorns and tattooed from head to foot with symbols, and then given at least three minutes of magic full in the face, but you make do with what you have and hope for the best.

So Turnball touched Vishby on the neck and transferred his single spark of magic through the contact.

Vishby slapped his neck as if stung. ‘Ow! Hey, what was that? I felt a spark, Turnball.’

Turnball quickly withdrew his hand. ‘Static electricity. That always happens around me. My mother was afraid to kiss me. Here, Vishby, have some of this wine, to make up for the shock.’

Vishby eyed the contents of the carafe greedily. Alcoholic beverages were not usually allowed in the prison, as with prolonged use it causes the magical receptors to atrophy. But some fairies, much like humans, cannot resist what is bad for them.

‘I’m your fairy,’ he said, eagerly accepting a cup.

Yes, Turnball thought. Yes, you are now.

Turnball knew it would work. It had before, on stronger minds than Vishby’s.

*

And so Vishby found that he could never say no to Turnball Root.
 It started out with simple harmless requests: an extra blanket, some reading material not in the prison system. But soon Vishby found himself inextricably bound up in Turnball’s escape plans, and, what was more, he didn’t seem to mind being involved. It seemed the sensible thing to do.

Over the following four years Vishby had gone from guard to accomplice. He had made contact with several inmates who were still loyal to Turnball and prepared them for the great escape. He made several raids on what was then Koboi Laboratories and used his security code to access their sensitive recycling plant, where he found among other things the scrambler wafer and the infinitely more valuable control orb for the Mars probe. Somewhere in the back of his mind Vishby knew that eventually someone would find out about these thefts, but he couldn’t seem to make himself care.

Most of what he had found at Koboi Labs was of absolutely no use or was too far gone to be fixed, but the control orb needed only a slight descaling and the insertion of a new omni-sensor. These were such simple tasks that Turnball had Vishby do them at home, with a little web-cam supervision, naturally.

Once he had a working original control orb in his possession, it was a relatively simple matter for Turnball to sync with the Mars probe before take-off and begin the arduous task of reprogramming its mission parameters. This was not a task he could complete before the spacecraft actually left the Earth, but off the top of his head he could think of a dozen ways a rogue spaceship might prove useful. But not on Mars.

Mars? Oh no, no, Leonor. That’s too far away and of no use to me. Let’s wait until it takes off on its mission and then turn this big fellow round.

His original plan for the probe had been simplicity itself: use it as a very big and very loud distraction on its return from Mars. But, as Leonor’s communications became terser and somehow colder, Turnball realized that he would have to accelerate his schedule and refine his plot. It was vital that he escape, but it was even more important that he strengthen his hold over Leonor before her humanity completely reasserted itself. Her ageing was now so rapid that it would take some very special magic to reverse it. And there was only one place to get such magic. If Julius had been alive, Turnball would have worried about his little brother tumbling to his deception, but even with Julius gone there was still the entire LEP to worry about. He needed to damage the force, cut off the head of the snake and maybe its tail too.

And so Turnball monitored Warden Vinyáya’s communications, using the password Vishby had stolen for him. He was especially interested in the calls to the warden’s sister, Commander Raine Vinyáya of the LEP.

The snake’s head.

Commander Vinyáya was a hard fairy to kill, especially if your weapon was a blunt instrument in space, and the commander seemed reluctant to go topside where she was vulnerable.

And then, only last month, she had made a video call to her brother informing him, in giddy tones that she would never allow anyone else to hear, of her trip to Iceland to meet the Mud Whelp Artemis Fowl. Apparently the boy was planning to save the world.

The infamous Artemis Fowl, Commander Vinyáya and Holly Short too, together in one place. Perfect.

Turnball activated his control orb and fed an entirely new set of mission parameters to the Mars probe, parameters which the probe never even questioned because they came from its own orb. To paraphrase: come back to Earth and crush the commander and as many of her elite team as possible. Crush them, then burn them, then electrocute the cinders.

What fun.

Then there was Artemis Fowl. He had heard of the boy and by all accounts this particular human was a little brighter than most. Better to study up a little just in case the human had a little treachery planned himself. Turnball used the warden’s code to access the LEP surveillance feed from more than two hundred camera bugs planted in Fowl Manor and found to his utter delight that Artemis Fowl seemed to be developing Atlantis Complex.

Atlantis is the magic word for this mission, he thought.

Turnball was equally concerned about the Mud Boy’s gigantic bodyguard, who seemed just the kind of person to hunt down and kill his master’s murderer.

The famous Butler. The man who took down a troll.

Luckily Artemis himself took Butler out of play when his paranoia flared up and he invented a reason to send the bodyguard to Mexico.

Even though it complicated his plans a little, Turnball decided to have a little fun with the Butlers, just to cut off any vengeful loose ends.

I know you would not approve of all these deaths, Leonor, Turnball thought as he sat at his computer, sending instructions through to Vishby’s terminal. But they are necessary if we are to be together forever.
 Those people are unimportant compared to our eternal love. And you will never know the price of our happiness. All you will know is that we are reunited.

But in truth Turnball knew that he enjoyed all the machinations tremendously and was almost sorry to send the kill orders. Almost but not quite. Even better than scheming would be all the time to be spent with Leonor and it had been too long since he had seen his wife’s beautiful face.

So he’d sent the kill orders to the probe and loaded up on mandrake and rice wine.

Luckily it only took the barest spark of magic to mesmerize humans.

Because they are weak-willed and stupid. But funny, like monkeys.

*

When Vishby arrived on that final day in prison, Turnball was sitting on his hands, trying hard to contain his excitement.

‘Ah, Mister Vishby,’ he said when the door dissolved. ‘You’re early. Is there some irregularity I should be concerned about?’

Vishby’s impassive fish face was a little more emotional than usual. ‘The warden’s sister is dead. Commander Vinyáya and a whole shuttle of LEP blown apart. Did we do that?’

Turnball licked the blood rune on his finger. ‘Whether we did or not is unimportant. You shouldn’t be concerned.’

Vishby absently fingered his neck, where a faint outline of the rune still glowed.
 ‘I’m not concerned. Why should I be? It was nothing to do with us.’

‘Good. Fabulous. I imagine we have bigger fish to fry.’

Vishby flinched at the fish reference.

‘Oh. Oops, sorry, Mister Vishby. I should be more sensitive. Come now, tell me, what news?’

Vishby flapped his gills for a moment, getting the sentences together in his head.
 Captain Root did not like stammering.

‘There’s a space probe heading directly for Atlantis, so we have to evacuate the city. It’s likely that the craft won’t actually penetrate the dome, but the Council can’t take the chance. I’ve been called up to pilot a shuttle and you’re one of my … eh … p-passengers.’

Turnball sighed, disappointed. ‘Oh … p-passengers? Really?’

Vishby rolled his eyes. ‘Sorry, Captain. Passengers, of course, one of my passengers.’

‘It’s so unprofessional, the stammering.’

‘I know,’ said Vishby. ‘I’m working on it. I bought one of those … eh … au-audio books. I’m nervous now.’

Turnball decided to go easy on Vishby; there would be plenty of time for discipline later when he was killing the water elf. The ultimate punishment.

‘It’s only natural,’ he said magnanimously. ‘First day back in the pilot’s chair.
 Then there’s this mysterious probe, plus you have to transport all of us dangerous prisoners.’

Vishby seemed even more nervous. ‘Exactly. Well, the thing is … I don’t want to do this, Turnball, but …’

‘But you have to cuff me,’ completed Turnball. ‘Of course. I understand completely.’ He thrust out his hands with wrists upturned. ‘It’s not as if you have to fasten the cuffs, is it.’

Vishby blinked and touched his neck. ‘No. Why would I fasten them? That would be barbaric.’

The water elf laid a set of standard ultra-light plastic polymer cuffs across Turnball’s wrists.

‘Comfy?’ he asked.

Again, Turnball was feeling generous. ‘I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me. You concentrate on the shuttle.’

‘Thanks, Captain. This is a big day for me.’

As Vishby dissolved the door, Turnball was struck by how the guard’s subconscious dealt with betraying all that he believed in. Vishby simply pretended that everything was as it should be, until the moment when it was not. The water elf somehow managed to keep two lives running simultaneously side by side.

Amazing what a person will do to avoid guilt, thought Turnball, following Vishby through the doorway and taking his first breath of free recycled air in years.

*

Atlantis was small by human standards. With barely ten thousand residents, it wouldn’t even qualify as a city to the Mud Men, but to the fairies it was their second centre of government and culture, the first being the capital, Haven City. There was a growing lobby to demolish Atlantis altogether as the upkeep cost a fortune in taxpayers’ money and it was only a matter of time before the humans sank one of their submarine drones in the right spot and got a shot of the dome. But the budget for such a massive relocation and demolition project was so huge that continued maintenance always seemed the more attractive option to the politicians. It was more expensive in the long term, but the politicians reasoned that by the time the long term came round somebody else would be in office.

Vishby led Turnball Root along a corridor tube with perspex walling through which he could see dozens of craft queuing at the various dome pressure-lock toll gates, waiting to swipe their credit chips for exit. There didn’t seem to be any panic. And why would there be? The Atlanteans had been preparing for a dome breach ever since the last one, more than eight thousand years ago, when an asteroid had superheated a two-mile-long tube of ocean before spending its last gasp of energy knocking a crunchball-sized chunk out of the dome, which in those days had not been shatterproof. In less than an hour the entire city had been submerged with more than five thousand casualties. It had taken a hundred years or so to build the new Atlantis on top of the foundations supplied by the ruins of the old Atlantis and this time an evacuation strategy had featured large in the city blueprints. All of which meant that in case of emergency every male, female and child fairy could be out of the city in less than an hour. Drills were held every week and in nursery school the first rhyme every student learned was:



The blue dome

Protects our home;

If it should crack,

Prepare for evac.




Turnball Root recalled this ditty as he followed Vishby along the corridor.

Crack, evac? What kind of rhyme was that? Evac wasn’t even a real word, just a military contraction. Exactly the kind of word Julius might have used.

I am so glad Leonor never had to endure meeting my boorish brother. If she had, no amount of magical persuasion could have enticed her to marry me.

A part of Turnball knew that he kept Leonor away from the People in general because a ten-minute conversation with any fairy under the world would have shown Leonor that her husband was not quite the noble revolutionary that he pretended to be.
 Luckily this was a part of himself that Turnball had become quite adept at ignoring.

Other prisoners were shambling from their cells across narrow bridges on to the main walkway. Each was shackled and dressed in a lime-green Deeps prison jumpsuit. Most were laying on the bravado, rolling swaggers and obvious sneers, but Turnball knew from experience that it was the ones with the placid gazes you had to worry about. Those ones were beyond caring.

‘Come on now, convicts,’ called a particularly Cro-Magnon-looking jumbo pixie, a breed that sometimes popped up in Atlantis due to the pressurized environment. ‘Keep moving there. Don’t make me buzz you.’

At least I am wearing my full dress uniform, thought Turnball, ignoring the guard, but he did not feel much consoled. Uniform or no, he was being paraded down this walkway like a common prisoner. He soothed himself with the decision that he would definitely kill Vishby as soon as possible and maybe send an e-mail to Leeta, congratulating Vishby’s sweetheart on her new single status. She would probably be delighted.

Vishby raised a fist, bringing the procession to a halt at an intersection. The prisoners were forced to wait like cattle while a large metal cube, secured with titanium bands, was floated past them on a hover trolley.

‘Opal Koboi,’ explained Vishby. ‘She’s so dangerous they’re not even letting her out of her cell.’

Turnball bristled. Opal Koboi. People down here spent their days gossiping about Opal Koboi. The current rumour was that there was another Opal Koboi around somewhere who had come out of the past to rescue herself in the present. People might get more done if they stopped obsessing over Opal blooming Koboi. If anyone should be concerned about Koboi, it was him. After all she had murdered his little brother. Then again better not – dwelling on the past could cause his ulcer to return.

It took the cube an age to float by and Turnball counted three doors on the side.

Three doors. My cell has a single door. Why does Koboi need a cell so big that it has three doors?

It didn’t matter. He would be out of here soon enough and then he could treat himself like royalty.

Leonor and I shall return to the island where we first met so dramatically.

As soon as the intersection was clear, Vishby led them on towards their shuttle bay. Through the clear plastic, Turnball noticed crowds of civilians walking briskly but without apparent panic towards their own rescue pods. On the upper levels, groups of Atlantis’s more affluent citizens strolled to private evacuation shuttles that probably cost more than Turnball could steal in a week.

Ruffles are back in, Turnball noted with some pleasure. I knew it.

The corridor opened out into a loading bay where groups of prisoners were waiting impatiently by airlocks which opened directly on to the sea.

‘This is all so unnecessary,’ said Vishby. ‘The water cannons are going to blast this probe thing to smithereens. We’ll all be back here in a few minutes.’

Not all of us, thought Turnball, not bothering to conceal a smile. Some of us are never coming back.

And he knew in that instant that it was true. Even if his plan failed, he was never coming back here. One way or another, Turnball Root would be free.

Vishby beeped the shuttle door with his keys and the manacled prisoners filed inside. Once they were seated, Vishby activated carnival-ride-style safety bars, which also acted as very effective restraints. The convicts were pinned to their seats and still cuffed. Totally helpless.

‘You got ’em, Fishby?’ asked the Cro-Magnon pixie.

‘Yes, I got ’em. And the name’s Vishby!’

Turnball smirked. Office bullying, another reason he had been able to turn Vishby so easily.

‘That’s what I said, Frisbee. Now, why don’t you pilot this bucket out of here and let me keep watch on these scary convicts?’

Vishby bristled. ‘Just you wait a minute …’

Turnball Root did not have time for a showdown. ‘That’s an excellent idea, Mister Vishby. You put that pilot’s licence to good use and let your colleague here watch over us scary convicts.’

Vishby touched his neck. ‘Sure. Why not? I should get us out of here like I’m supposed to.’

‘Exactly. You know it makes sense.’

‘Go on, Fishboy,’ scoffed the big guard, whose name tag had been altered to read
 K-MAX. ‘Do what the convict tells you.’

Vishby sat at the controls and ran a brisk pre-launch, whistling softly through his gills to shut out K-Max’s jibes.

This K-Max fellow doesn’t realize how much trouble he’s in, thought Turnball, the idea pleasing him tremendously. He felt empowered.

‘Excuse me, Mister K-Max, is it?’

K-Max squinted in what he thought was a threatening fashion, but the actual effect was to make him seem short-sighted and perhaps constipated. ‘That’s right, prisoner. K to the Max. The king of maximum security.’

‘Oh, I see. A sobriquet. How romantic of you.’

K-Max twirled his buzz baton. ‘There ain’t nothing romantic about me, Root. You ask my three ex-wives. I am here to cause discomfort and that is all.’

‘Oops,’ said Turnball playfully. ‘Sorry I spoke.’

This little exchange gave Vishby a chance to get the shuttle out of the dock and one of the shuttle’s other occupants a moment to orientate himself and realize that his old leader was about to make his move. In fact, of the twelve rough and ready specimens locked down behind the shuttle’s security bars, ten had served under Turnball at one time or another and most had done very nicely by it, until their capture. Once Vishby had been reactivated, he had easily ensured that these prisoners were allocated seats.

It will be nice for the Captain to have friends around him in a time of crisis, he reasoned.

The most important friend was the sprite Unix B’lob who sat directly across the vulcanized walkway from Turnball. Unix was a grounded sprite with cauterized nubs where his wings should be. Turnball had dragged Unix out of a troll pit, and the sprite had served as his right-hand fairy ever since. He was the best kind of lieutenant as he never questioned orders. Unix did not justify or prioritize; he was equally prepared to die fetching Turnball a coffee as he was stealing a nuclear warhead.

Turnball winked at his subordinate to let him know that today was the day. Unix did not react, but then he rarely did, icy indifference being his attitude towards pretty much everything.

Cheer up, Unix, old man, Turnball longed to call. Death and mayhem will shortly follow.

But he had to content himself with the wink for the moment.

Vishby was nervous and it showed. The shuttle sputtered forward in lurchy hops, scraping a fender along the docking jetty.

‘Nice going, Vishby,’ snarled K-Max. ‘Are you trying to crush us before the probe does it?’

Vishby flushed, and gripped the rudder stick so tightly his knuckles glowed green.

‘It’s OK. I’ve got it now. No problems.’

The shuttle edged from the shelter of the massive curved fins that funnelled the worst of the underwater currents away from the dome and Turnball enjoyed the receding view of new Atlantis. The cityscape was a murky jumble of traditional spires and minarets alongside more modern glass and steel pyramids. Hundreds of slatted filter pods sat at the corners of the giant polymer pentagons that slotted together to form the protective dome over Atlantis.

If the probe hit a filter pod, the dome could go, thought Turnball, and then: Oh, look, they used schoolchildren’s designs to decorate the fins. How fun.

Out they went, past the water cannons, which were erect in their cradles, just waiting for co-ordinates.

Farewell, my probe, thought Turnball. You have served me well and I shall miss you.

A flotilla fled the threatened city: pleasure craft and city shuttles, troop carriers and prisoner transporters, all flitting towards the ten-mile marker where the brainiacs assured them the shockwave would dissipate to the merest ripple. And though the flight seemed chaotic it was not. Each and every craft had a marker to dock with at the ten-mile circle.

Vishby was growing in confidence and quickly navigated the gloomy depths towards their marker only to find a giant squid had latched on to the pulsing buoy, pecking at its glowing beacon.

The water elf turned the shuttle’s exhaust on the creature and it scooted off in a flurry of rippling tentacles. Vishby let the auto-dock take over, lowering the shuttle on to its magnetic docking buoy.

K-Max laughed scornfully. ‘You shouldn’t shoot at your cousins, Fishboy. You won’t get invited to family functions.’

Vishby pounded the dash. ‘I have had enough of you!’

‘Me too,’ said Turnball, and reached out, casually pinching K-Max’s buzz baton from his belt. He could have shocked the jumbo pixie immediately, but he wanted him to realize what was going on. It took a while.

‘Hey,’ said K-Max. ‘What are you –? You just took my …’ And then the light-bulb moment. ‘You aren’t cuffed.’

‘What a bright boy,’ said Turnball, and thrust the buzz baton into K-Max’s gut, sending 10,000 volts crackling through the pixie’s body. The guard jittered on point like a possessed classical dancer, then collapsed in a boneless-looking heap.

‘You shocked my fellow officer,’ said Vishby dully, ‘which should upset me, but I am OK with it, more than OK actually, even though you can’t tell by my tone of voice.’

Turnball shot Unix another wink that said, Watch your genius boss at work.

‘You don’t need to feel anything, Mr Vishby. All you need to do is release bars three and six.’

‘Just three and six? Don’t you want to release all your friends? You have been lonely for so long, Turnball.’

Bars three and six popped up and Turnball rose, luxuriously stretching his legs, as though he had been seated for an age.

‘Not just yet, Mister Vishby. Some of my friends may have forgotten me.’

Unix was also freed and went immediately to work, stripping K-Max of his boots and belt. He shrugged off the top half of his own jumpsuit and tied it off at his waist, so the scar tissue of his wing nubs could get a little air.

Turnball felt a twinge of unease. Unix was a disturbing fellow, loyal unto death, but strange beyond strange. He could have had those wing nubs carved down by a plasti-doc but he preferred to wear them like trophies.

If he ever shows the smallest sign of disloyalty, I will have to put him down like a dog. No hesitation.

‘Everything all right, Unix?’

The pale sprite nodded curtly, then continued to frisk K-Max’s person.

‘Very well,’ said Turnball, taking centre stage for his big speech. ‘Gentlemen, we are on the brink of what the press often refers to as an audacious prison break. Some of us will survive and unfortunately some won’t. The good news is that the choice is yours.’

‘I choose to survive,’ said Ching Mayle, a gruff goblin with bite marks on his skull and muscles up to his ears.

‘Not so fast, Mayle. A leap of faith is involved.’

‘You can count on me, Captain.’

This from Bobb Ragby, a dwarf fitted with an extra restraint in the form of a mouth ring. He had fought at Turnball’s behest in many a skirmish, including the fateful one on the Tern Islands where Julius Root and Holly Short had finally arrested Turnball.

Turnball flicked Bobb’s mouth ring, making it ping.

‘Can I, Mister Ragby, or has prison made you soft? Do you still have the gumption?’

‘Just take this ring off and find out. I will swallow that guard whole.’

‘Which guard?’ asked Vishby, nervous in spite of the thrall rune that pulsed at his throat.

‘Not you, Vishby,’ said Turnball soothingly. ‘Mister Ragby didn’t mean you, did you, Mister Ragby?’

‘I did actually.’

Turnball’s fingers flew to his mouth. ‘How troubling. I am conflicted, Mister Vishby. You have done me no little service, but Bobb Ragby there wants to eat you and that would be entertaining, plus he gets grumpy if we don’t feed him.’

Vishby wanted to be terrified, to take some radical action, but the rune on his neck forbade any emotion stronger than mild anxiety. ‘Please, Turnball, Captain. I thought we were friends.’

Turnball Root considered this. ‘You are a traitor to your people, Vishby. How can I take a traitor for a friend?’

Even a magic-doped Vishby could see the irony in this. After all, had not Turnball Root betrayed his kind on numerous occasions, even sacrificing members of the criminal fraternity for creature comforts in his cell?

‘But your model parts,’ he objected weakly. ‘And the computer. You gave the names of –’

Turnball did not like how this conversation was going and so took two quick steps and buzzed Vishby in the gills. The water elf fell sideways on the pilot seat and hung in his harness, arms dangling, gills rippling.

‘Jabber jabber jabber,’ said Turnball brightly. ‘All these guards are the same.
 Always sticking it to the cons, eh, my boyos?’

Unix spun Vishby’s chair round and began a thorough search, taking anything of potential use, even a small pack of indigestion tablets, because you never knew.

‘Here’s the choice, gentlemen,’ said Turnball to his captive audience. ‘Step outside with me now, or stay and wait for an assault charge to be added to your sentence.’

‘Just step outside?’ said Bobb Ragby, half chuckling.

Turnball smiled easily, charming as a devil. ‘That’s it, lads. We step outside into the water.’

‘I read something about there being pressure underwater.’

‘I heard that too,’ said Ching Mayle, licking an eyeball. ‘Won’t we be crushed?’

Turnball shrugged, milking his moment. ‘Trust me, lads. It’s all about trust. If you don’t trust me, stay here and rot. I need men with me I can rely on, especially with what I’ve got planned. Think of this as a test.’

There were several groans. Captain Root had always had a thing for tests. It wasn’t enough to be a murderous marauder – a person had to pass all these tests. Once he had made the entire group eat raw stinkworms just to prove that they were prepared to obey any order, however ludicrous. The hide-away’s plumbing had taken quite a battering that weekend.

Ching Mayle scratched the bite marks on his crown. ‘Those are our choices? Stay here or step outside?’

‘Succinctly put, Mister Mayle. Sometimes a limited vocabulary can be an advantage.’

‘Can we think about it?’

‘Of course, take all the time you need,’ said Turnball magnanimously. ‘So long as your cogitations do not take more than two minutes.’

Ching frowned. ‘My cogitations can take hours, especially if I have red meat.’

Most fairies found animal flesh disgusting, but every enclave had its omnivorous faction.

‘Two minutes? Seriously, Captain?’

‘No.’

Bobb Ragby would have wiped his brow if he could have reached it. ‘Thank goodness.’

‘It’s one hundred seconds now. Come on, gents. Tick tock.’

Unix rose from his search and stood wordlessly at Turnball’s side.

‘That’s one. Who else is willing to place their lives in my hands?’

Ching nodded. ‘I reckon, yes. You did good by me, Captain. I never even smelled fresh air till I cast my lot with you.’

‘Count me in,’ said Bobb Ragby, rattling his bar. ‘I’m scared, Captain. I won’t deny it, but I would rather die a pirate than go back to the Deeps.’

Turnball raised an eyebrow. ‘And?’

Ragby’s voice was guttural with fear. ‘And what, Captain? I said I’d step outside.’

‘It’s your motivation, Mister Ragby. I need more than a reluctance to go back to prison.’

Ragby banged his head on the restraining bar. ‘More? I want to go with you, Captain. Honest I do. I swear it. I never met a leader like you.’

‘Really? I don’t know. You seem reluctant.’

Ragby was not the sharpest spine on the hedgehog, but his gut told him that going with the captain was a lot safer than staying here. Turnball Root was famous for dealing with evidence and witnesses in a severe fashion. There was a legend going around the fairy fugitive bars that the captain had once burned down an entire shopping complex just to get rid of a thumbprint that he may have left behind in a booth at Falafel Fabulosity.

‘I ain’t reluctant, Captain. Take me, please. I’m your faithful Ragby. Who was it that shot that fairy on Tern Mór? It were me. Good old Bobb.’

Turnball wiped an imaginary tear from one eye. ‘Your pathetic pleadings move me, dear Bobby. Very well, Unix, release Misters Ragby and Ching.’

The mutilated sprite did so, then popped Vishby’s harness and hoisted him upright.

‘The turncoat?’ said Unix.

Turnball started at the sound of Unix’s reptilian voice. He realized that in all their time together he probably hadn’t heard the sprite speak more than a hundred words.

‘No. Leave him. Rice wine turns my stomach.’

Other lieutenants might have requested an explanation on this point, but not Unix who never wanted to know stuff he didn’t need to know and even that information was ejected from his brain as soon as it outlived its usefulness. The sprite simply nodded then tossed Vishby aside like a sack of refuse.

Ragby and Ching stood quickly, as though repulsed by their seats.

‘I feel funny,’ said the goblin, worming his little finger into one of the tooth marks on his bald skull. ‘Good cos I’m free, but a little bad too cos I might be about to die.’

‘You never did have much of a filter between your brain and mouth, Mister Mayle,’
 moaned Turnball. ‘Never mind, I’m the one paid to think.’ He faced the remaining prisoners. ‘Anybody else? Twenty seconds left.’

Four hands went up. Two belonging to the same person, who was desperate not to be left behind.

‘Too late,’ said Turnball, and gestured for his three chosen acolytes to stand by him. ‘Come closer, we need a group hug.’

Hugging was not a habit anyone who knew Turnball Root would ever associate with him. The captain had once shot an elf for suggesting a high five, and so it was an effort for Bobb and Ching to keep the shock from their faces. Even Unix raised a jagged eyebrow.

‘Oh, come now, gentlemen, am I as scary as all that?’

Yes, Bobb wanted to scream. You are scarier than a dwarf mum with a long-handled spoon. But instead he twisted his mouth into something approximating a smile and stepped into Turnball’s embrace. Unix drew close too, as did Ching.

‘Aren’t we the strange bunch?’ said Turnball cheerily.
 ‘Honestly, Unix. It’s like hugging a plank. And you, Mister Ragby, you really smell very bad. Has anyone ever told you that?’

Ragby mumbled an admission. ‘A few. Me dad, all those who were my mates.’

‘I’m not the first, then, thank goodness. I don’t mind confirming bad news but I hate to break it.’

Bobb Ragby wanted to cry; for some reason this inane chatter was terrifying.

A rumble rolled through the metal skin of the shuttle. The noise grew rapidly louder until it filled the small space. From nothing to everything in five seconds.

‘Two minutes are up,’ shouted Turnball. ‘Time for the faithful to go outside.’

The hull above the small group’s heads glowed red suddenly as something melted it from the outside. Several alarms pulsed into life on the viewscreen’s heads-up display.

‘Wow,’ shouted Turnball. ‘Total chaos all of a sudden. What could be going on?’

The section overhead was molten now and it should have dripped down on the group, searing their flesh, but somehow it was siphoned off. Blob by white-hot blob a large circle of the roof was sucked away until there was nothing holding the sea out except some kind of gel.

‘Should we hold our breath?’ asked Bobb Ragby, trying not to sob.

‘Not much point really,’ answered Turnball, who loved toying with people.

It’s nice to know more than everybody else, he thought, then four amorphobots, who had merged into one large gelatinous blob, dropped a fat tentacle into the shuttle’s interior and sucked up Captain Root and his gang, clean as a dwarf sucking a snail from its shell. One second they were there, and the next nothing remained but a slight smear on the deck and the echo of slobbering slurp.

‘I am so glad I stayed where I am,’ said one of the remaining prisoners who had never served with Turnball. He had, in fact, earned his six-year sentence for making clever copies of collectable cartoon-character spoons. ‘That blobby thing looked creepy.’

None of the others spoke as they had immediately realized what catastrophe would result from the blobby thing breaking its seal round the large hole in the hull.

As it happened, the expected catastrophe never got a chance to occur, because as soon as the amorphobots vacated the space the hole was filled by the rogue probe, which had deviated suddenly from its course to plough through the shuttle, bearing it deep into the bedrock of the ocean floor, mashing it completely. As for the people inside the shuttle, they were mostly liquefied. It would be months before any remains were found and even longer before those remains could be identified. The impact crater was more than fifteen metres deep and at least the same across. The whiplash shock rippled across the seabed, decimating the local ecology and stacking half a dozen rescue craft on top of each other like building blocks.

The giant amorpho-blob bore Turnball and his cohorts swiftly from the impact site, perfectly mimicking the motion of a giant squid, even sprouting gel-tacles, which funnelled the water in a tight cone behind it. Inside the main body of gel, two fairies were perfectly calm: Turnball could fairly be called serene and Unix was as unperturbed by this latest marvel as he was by anything that he had seen in his long life. Bobb Ragby on the other hand could in truth be called terrified out of his tiny mind. While Turnball had summoned the amorphobots and had a fair idea of what to expect, as far as Ragby was concerned they had been swallowed by a jelly monster and were being carried off to its lair to be consumed during the long cold winter. All Ching Mayle could think was one sentence over and over again: I’m sorry I stole the candy cane, which more than likely referred to an incident that was significant to him and to whomever he’d stolen the candy cane from.

Turnball reached into the jumble of electronics in the amorphobots’ belly and pulled out a small cordless mask, which he slipped over his face. It was possible to speak through the gel, but the mask made it infinitely easier.

‘Well, my brave lads,’ he said. ‘We are now officially dead and free to take a shot at stealing the LEP’s most powerful natural resource. Something truly magical. ’

Ching snapped out of his candy-cane loop. He opened his mouth to speak, but realized quickly that while the gel somehow fed oxygen to his lungs it didn’t support speech so well without a mask.

He gargled for a moment, then decided to pose his question later.

‘I can guess what you were about to say, Mister Mayle,’ said Turnball. ‘Why in heavens would we want to tangle with the LEP? Surely we should stay as far away from the police as possible.’ An amber light in the belly of the bot cast sinister shadows across the captain’s face. ‘I say no. I say we attack now and steal what we need from right under their noses, and while we’re about it spread a little destruction and mayhem to cover our tracks.
 You have seen what I can do from a prison cell – imagine what might be possible from the freedom of the wide world.’

It was difficult to argue with this point, especially when the fairy making the point controlled the gel robot thing that was keeping everyone alive and no one else knew if they could speak or not. Turnball Root always knew how to pick his moment.

The amorphobot dropped quickly behind a jagged reef, escaping the worst of the shockwave. Slivers of rock and lumps of coral tumbled down through the murky water but were rejected by the gel. A squid ventured too close and was treated to a lick with an electrified gel-tacle. And as the walls of a towering undersea cliff flashed by in stripes of grey and green, Turnball sighed into his mask, the sound amplified and distorted.

I am coming, my love, he thought. Soon we will be together.

He decided against saying this aloud, as even Unix might think it a little melodramatic.

Turnball realized with a jolt that he was completely happy, and the cost of that happiness bothered him not a jot.








Chapter 8

Randomosity

Artemis Fowl’s brain, seconds before Holly Short shoots him for the second time
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ARTEMIS observed and considered from the confines of his own brain, watching through the booby-trapped wall in his imagined office. The scenario was interesting, fascinating, in fact, and almost distracted him from his own problems. Someone had decided to hijack Foaly’s Mars probe and aim it directly at Atlantis. And it could not be coincidence that the probe had stopped off in Iceland to take care of Commander Vinyáya and her finest troops, not to mention the fairy People’s wiliest, and only, human ally: Artemis Fowl.

There is an elaborate plan being played out in front of us, not just a series of coincidences.

It wasn’t that Artemis didn’t believe in coincidences – he just found a series of them hard to swallow.

There was one main question as far as Artemis could see: who benefits?

Who benefits if Vinyáya dies and Atlantis is threatened?

Vinyáya was well known for her zero-tolerance approach to crime – so many criminals would be delighted to have her out of the way – but why Atlantis?

Of course, the prison! It must be Opal Koboi; this was her bid for freedom. The probe triggers an evacuation that gets her outside the dome.

Opal Koboi, public enemy number one. The pixie who had incited the goblins to revolution and murdered Julius Root.

It must be Opal.

Artemis corrected himself: It is probably Opal. Don’t leap to conclusions.

It was infuriating to be stuck inside his own brain when there was so much going on in the world. His nano-wafer prototype, the Ice Cube, had been destroyed and, more urgently, there was a probe headed for Atlantis that could potentially destroy the city or at the very least allow a homicidal pixie to effect her escape.

‘Let me out, won’t you?’ Artemis shouted at the mind-screen, and the shimmering fours marshalled themselves into squares and sent a lattice of glittering wire flashing across the screen.

Artemis had his answer.

I was put in here by electricity and now it’s barring my way.

Artemis knew that there were many reputable institutes around the world that still used electro-shock therapy to deal with various psychotic illnesses. He realized that when Holly had blasted him with her Neutrino the charge had boosted the Orion personality, making it the dominant one.

It’s a pity Holly wouldn’t shoot me again.

*

Holly shot him again.

Artemis imagined two jagged forks of white lightning skittering through the air and turning the screen white.

I shouldn’t feel any pain, reasoned Artemis hopefully, as technically I am not conscious at the moment.

Conscious or not, Artemis felt just as much agony as Orion.

Typical of the way my day has been going, he thought as his virtual legs collapsed underneath him.

The North Atlantic Ocean, now

Artemis woke some time later with the smell of singed flesh in his nostrils. He knew he was back in the real world because of the harness digging into his shoulders and the choppy motion of the sea, which was making him nauseous.

He opened his eyes and found himself looking at Foaly’s rump. The centaur’s back leg was kicking spasmodically as he battled sleep demons. There was music playing somewhere. Familiar music. Artemis closed his eyes and thought, That music is familiar because I composed it. ‘Siren Song’ from my unfinished Third Symphony.

And why was it important?

It is important because I set it as my ring-tone for Mother. She is calling me.

Artemis did not pat his pockets searching for his phone, because he always kept his phone in the same pocket. Indeed, he always had his tailors sew a leather-flapped zip into his right breast pocket so that his phone could not be mislaid. For if Artemis Fowl mislaid his modified phone it would be a little more serious than if Johnny Highschool happened to lose the latest touch-screen model, unless Johnny Highschool’s phone happened to have enough tech inside it to easily hack any government site, a nice little laser pointer that could be focused to burn through metal and the first draft of Artemis Fowl’s memoirs, which did a little more than kiss and tell.

Artemis’s fingers were cold and numb, but after a few attempts he managed to paw the zip open and fumble out his phone. On screen the phone was playing a photo slideshow of his mother while the opening bars of ‘Siren Song’ soared through the tiny speakers.

‘Phone,’ he said clearly, holding in a button on the casing to activate voice control.

‘Yes, Artemis,’ said the phone in Lily Frond’s voice, a voice which Artemis had picked simply to annoy Holly.

‘Accept the call.’

‘Of course, Artemis.’

A moment later the connection was made. The signal was weak but that did not matter as Artemis’s phone had speech auto-fill software which was ninety-five per cent accurate.

‘Hello, Mother. How are you?’

‘Arty, can you hear me? I’ve got an echo.’

‘No. No echo on this end. I can hear you perfectly.’

‘I can’t get the video to work, Artemis. You promised we would be able to see each other.’

The video-call option was available, but Artemis rejected it as he did not think his mother would be heartened by the view of her dishevelled son hanging from a harness in a crippled escape pod.

Dishevelled? Who am I kidding? I must look like a refugee from a war zone, which is what I am.

‘There’s no video network in Iceland. I should have checked.’

‘Hmm,’ said his mother, and Artemis knew that syllable well. It meant that she suspected him of something, but didn’t know what exactly.

‘So you are in Iceland?’

Artemis was glad there was no video feed as it was more difficult to lie face to face.

‘Of course I am. Why do you ask?’

‘I ask because the GPS puts you in the North Atlantic Ocean.’

Artemis frowned. His mother had insisted on a GPS function on the phone if she were to allow him to go off alone.

‘That’s probably just a bug in the program,’ said Artemis as he quickly tapped into the GPS application and manually set his location to Reykjavik. ‘Sometimes the locater is a little off. Give it another try.’

Silence for a moment, but for the tapping of keys, then another hmmm.

‘I suppose it’s redundant to ask whether or not you’re up to something? Artemis Fowl is always up to something.’

‘That’s not fair, Mother,’ protested Artemis. ‘You know what I’m trying to achieve.’

‘I do know. My goodness, Arty, it’s all you can talk about. THE PROJECT.’

‘It is important.’

‘I know that, but people are important too. How’s Holly?’

Artemis glanced at Holly who was curled around the leg of a bench snoring quietly.
 Her uniform looked very battered and there was blood leaking from one ear.

‘She’s … em … fine. A little tired from the journey, but totally in control of the situation. I admire her, Mother, really I do. The way she handles whatever life throws at her and never gives up.’

Angeline Fowl drew a surprised breath. ‘Well, Artemis Fowl the Second, that is about the longest non-scientific speech I have ever heard you make. Holly Short is lucky to have a friend like you.’

‘No, she isn’t,’ said Artemis miserably. ‘No one is lucky to know me. I can’t help anyone. I can’t even help myself.’

‘That’s not true, Arty,’ said Angeline strictly. ‘Who saved Haven from the goblins?’

‘A few people. I suppose I had a part in it.’

‘And who found his father in the Arctic when everyone else had given him up for dead?’

‘That was me.’

‘Well, then, never say you can’t help anyone. You’ve spent most of your life helping. Yes, you’ve made a few mistakes, but your heart is in the right place.’

‘Thank you, Mother. I feel better now.’

Angeline cleared her throat, a little nervously Artemis thought.

‘Is everything all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes, of course. There’s just something I need to tell you.’

Artemis felt suddenly nervous. ‘What is it, Mother?’

A dozen possible revelations ran through his head. Had his mother found out about some of his shadier operations? She knew all about his various fairy-related schemes, but there was plenty of human stuff he hadn’t confessed to.

That’s the problem with being a semi-reformed criminal:
 you are never free from guilt. Exposure is always just a phone call away.

‘It’s about your birthday.’

Artemis’s shoulders drooped with relief. ‘My birthday. Is that all?’

‘I got you something … different, but I want you to have them. It would make me happy.’

‘If they make you happy, I am sure they will make me happy.’

‘So, Arty, you have to promise me you’ll use them.’

Artemis’s nature made it hard for him to promise anything. ‘What are they?’

‘Promise me, honey.’

Artemis glanced out of the porthole. He was stuck in a burnt-out escape pod in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Either they would sink or some Scandinavian navy would mistake them for aliens and blow the tub out of the water.

‘Very well, I promise. So, what did you get for me?’

Angeline paused for a beat. ‘Jeans.’

‘What?’ croaked Artemis.

‘And a T-shirt.’

Artemis knew that he shouldn’t really be upset, in the circumstances, but he couldn’t help himself. ‘Mother, you tricked me.’

‘Now, I know you don’t really do casual.’

‘That’s hardly fair. Last month at that cake sale I rolled up both sleeves.’

‘People are afraid of you, Arty. Girls are terrified of you. You’re a fifteen-year-old in a bespoke suit, and nobody died.’

Artemis took several breaths. ‘Does the T-shirt have any writing on it?’

A rustling of paper crackled through the phone’s speakers. ‘Yes. It’s so cool.
 There’s a picture of a boy who for some reason has no neck and only three fingers on each hand, and behind him in a sort of graffiti style is the word RANDOMOSITY. I don’t know what that means, but it sounds really current.’

Randomosity, thought Artemis, and he felt like weeping. ‘Mother, I …’

‘You promised, Arty. That’s what you did.’

‘Yes. I did promise, Mother.’

‘And I want you to call me Mum.’

‘Mother! You’re being unreasonable. I am who I am. T-shirts and jeans are not me.’

Angeline Fowl played her trump card. ‘Well, you know, Arty dear, sometimes people are not who they think they are.’

This was a none-too-subtle dig at Artemis for mesmerizing his own parents, something Angeline had only become aware of when Opal Koboi had occupied her body and all the secrets of the fairy world had become known to her.

‘That’s hardly fair.’

‘Fair? Wait, let me call the gentlemen of the press. Artemis Fowl just used the word fair.’

Artemis realized that his mother was not quite over the mesmerizing thing yet.

‘Very well. I consent to wearing the jeans and T-shirt.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Very well. I will wear the jeans and T-shirt … Mum.’

‘I am so happy. Tell Butler to put by two days a week. Jeans and Mums. Get used to it.’

What’s next? Artemis wondered. Baseball hats worn back to front?

‘Butler is taking good care of you, I trust?’

Artemis coloured. More lies. ‘Yes. You should see his face at this meeting. He is bored out of his mind with all the science.’

Angeline’s voice changed, became warmer, more emotional.

‘I know it’s important, Arty, what you’re doing. Important for the planet, I mean.
 And I believe in you, son. Which is why I am keeping your secret and letting you gallivant across the globe with fairy folk, but you have to promise me that you’re safe.’

Artemis had heard the expression to feel like a real heel but now he actually understood it.

‘I am the safest human in the world,’ he said jauntily. ‘I have more protection than a president. I’m better armed too.’

Yet another hmmm. ‘This is the last solo mission, Arty. You promised me. I just have to save the world, you said, then I can spend more time with the twins.’

‘I remember,’ said Artemis, which wasn’t really agreeing.

‘See you tomorrow morning, then. The dawn of a new day.’

‘See you tomorrow morning, Mum.’

Angeline hung up and her picture disappeared from Artemis’s screen. He was sorry to see it go.

On the deck, Foaly suddenly flipped on his back.

‘Not the stripy ones,’ he blurted. ‘They’re just little babies.’ Then he opened his eyes and saw Artemis watching him.

‘Did I say that out loud?’

Artemis nodded. ‘Yes. Something about the stripy ones being babies.’

‘Childhood memory. I’m pretty much over it now.’

Artemis stretched out a hand to help the centaur to his hooves.

‘No help from you,’ Foaly moaned, slapping at the hand as though it were a wasp. ‘I have had enough of you. If you even think the phrase goodly beast, I am going to kick you straight in the teeth.’

Artemis slapped the buckle on his chest, opening the harness, stretching his hand out further.

‘I am sorry about all of that, Foaly. But I’m fine now. It’s me, Artemis.’

Now Foaly accepted the steadying hand. ‘Oh, thank the gods. That other guy was really getting on my nerves.’

‘Not so fast,’ said Holly, appearing fully conscious between the two.

‘Whoa,’ said Foaly, rearing. ‘Don’t you moan and groan a bit when you regain consciousness?’

‘Nope,’ said Holly. ‘LEP ninja training. And this guy isn’t Artemis. He said
 Mum. I heard him. Artemis Fowl doesn’t say Mum, Mummy, Mom or Momsy. This is Orion trying to pull a fast one.’

‘I realize how it sounded,’ said Artemis. ‘But you have to believe me. My mother extorted that term of endearment from me.’

Foaly tapped his long chin. ‘Extorted? Endearment? It’s Artemis all right.’

‘Thanks for shooting me, the second time,’ said Artemis, touching the burn marks on his neck. ‘The charge set me free from the fours for the time being. And I’m sorry about all that rubbish Orion was spouting. I have no idea where that came from.’

‘We need to talk about that at great length,’ said Holly, brushing past him to the dashboard. ‘But later. First let’s see if I can raise Haven.’

Foaly tapped a button on his phone’s screen. ‘Already on it, Captain.’

After all the drama of the previous few hours, it seemed impossible that they could simply phone Haven and get a connection just like that, but that’s exactly what happened.

Commander Trouble Kelp picked up on the first ring and Foaly put the video-call on speaker.

‘Holly? Is that you?’

‘Yes, Commander. I have Foaly with me, and Artemis Fowl.’

Trouble grunted. ‘Artemis Fowl. Why am I not surprised? We should have sucked that Mud Whelp’s brain out through his ear when we had the chance.’

Trouble Kelp was famous for his gung-ho attitude, that and the fact that he had chosen Trouble as his graduation name. There was an honest-to-gods true story going around the Academy that, as a lowly street cop, young Officer Kelp drove his riot scooter down an alley in Boolatown during the solstice and PAed to a dozen or so scrapping goblins the immortal line: If you’re looking for trouble, you’ve come to the right place. After the goblins had finished laughing, they gave Trouble a hiding he would not soon forget. The scars made him a little more cautious, but not much.

Trouble sat at his desk in Police Plaza, ramrod straight in his blue commander’s jumpsuit, acorn cluster glittering on his chest. His dark hair was close cropped over impressive pointed ears, and deep purple eyes glared out from under brows that jinked like lightning bolts as he spoke.

‘Hello, Commander,’ said Artemis. ‘Nice to be appreciated.’

‘I appreciate armpit lice more than I’m ever likely to appreciate you, Fowl. Get over it.’

Artemis could think of half a dozen withering responses to this comment off the top of his head, but he kept these put-downs to himself for the greater good.

I am fifteen now, time to behave maturely.

Holly cut through the male posturing. ‘Commander, is Atlantis safe?’

‘Most of it,’ said Trouble. ‘Half a dozen evac ships took a pasting. One shuttle suffered a direct hit, buried deeper than hell itself. It’s going to take months to put the pieces together.’

Holly’s shoulders drooped. ‘Casualties?’

‘Definitely. We don’t know how many yet, but dozens.’ Trouble’s brow was heavy with the weight of command. ‘It’s a dark day for the People, Captain. First Vinyáya and her troops, now this.’

‘What happened?’

Trouble’s gaze shifted to a point off screen as his fingers tapped a v-board. ‘One of Foaly’s brainers did a simulation. I’m sending it to you now.’

Seconds later a message icon pulsed on the screen of Foaly’s phone. Holly selected it and a simple 2D video played, depicting an outlined probe entering the Earth’s atmosphere over Iceland.

‘Can you see that, Captain?’

‘Yes, it’s up.’

‘Good. Let me talk you through it. So, Foaly’s Martian probe shows up just below the Arctic Circle. We’re taking your word for this since we didn’t detect it thanks to our own cloaking technology. Shields, stealth ore, all turned against us. I don’t have to tell you what happened next.’

On screen the probe sent a laser burst into a small target on the surface, then jettisoned a few bots to deal with survivors. The craft barely slowed down before ploughing through the ice, taking a south-westerly course towards the Atlantic.

‘Again, this part of the simulation was done without computer data. We took what you told us and also extrapolated backwards from our own readings.’

Artemis interrupted. ‘You had readings? At what point did you start to get readings?’

‘It was the strangest thing,’ said Trouble, frowning. ‘We heeded Captain Short’s warning and ran a scan. Nothing. Then, five minutes later, up the probe pops on our screens. No shields, nothing. In fact, she was blowing heat out the vents, so we couldn’t miss her. She even blew her engine plates off. The thing was shining brighter than the North Star. And, just in case we missed it, we got a tip-off from a bar in Miami of all places. We had time enough to evacuate.’

‘But not enough to reach her,’ mused Artemis.

‘Exactly,’ said Trouble Kelp, who wouldn’t have agreed if it had occurred to him that he was agreeing with arch-criminal Artemis Fowl. ‘All we could do was pump up the water cannons, empty the city and wait until the probe came into range.’

‘And then?’ prompted Artemis.

‘Then I authorized a few practice shots along the trajectory before the probe was really in range. There shouldn’t have been enough power in them to cause any damage – the water shells dissipate over distance – but one must have held on to a bit of punch because the probe spun off course and nose-dived straight into the seabed, taking a shuttle down with it.’

‘Opal Koboi was on that shuttle, wasn’t she?’ said Artemis urgently. ‘This is all her doing. This reeks of Opal.’

‘No, Fowl, if it reeks of anyone, it reeks of you. This all started with your conference in Iceland and now some of our best people are dead and we have an underwater rescue mission on our hands.’

Artemis’s face was red. ‘Forget how you feel about me. Was Opal on the shuttle?’

‘She was not,’ thundered Trouble, and the pod’s speakers vibrated. ‘But you were in Iceland, and now you’re here.’

Holly stepped in to defend her friend. ‘Artemis had nothing to do with this, Commander.’

‘That may be but there are too many coincidences here, Holly. I need you to detain the Mud Boy until I can get a rescue bird up to you. It could be a few hours so take on some ballast in the tanks and drop your buoyancy a little. You shouldn’t be spotted below the surface.’

Holly was not happy with this course of action. ‘Sir, Commander, we know what happened. But Artemis is right – we need to think about who made it happen.’

‘We can talk about that in Police Plaza.
 For now my priority is to keep people alive, simple as that. There are fairies still trapped in Atlantis. Everything watertight we have is headed there right now. We can discuss the Mud Boy’s theories tomorrow.’

‘Maybe we can construct a bivouac while we’re at it,’ muttered Holly.

Trouble Kelp was not one to swallow insubordination. He leaned close to the camera, his forehead stretching wide in the pinhole lens.

‘Did you say something, Captain?’

‘Whoever did this is not finished,’ said Holly, doing a little leaning in herself.
 ‘This is part of a bigger plan, and detaining Artemis is the worst possible thing you could do.’

‘Oh, really,’ said Trouble, chuckling unexpectedly. ‘Odd you should say that, because in the message you sent earlier, you commented that Artemis Fowl had lost it. Your exact words were –’

Holly glanced guiltily at Artemis. ‘No need for the exact words, sir.’

‘Sir now, is it? Your exact words were, and I quote – obviously since they are your exact words – you said that Artemis Fowl was crazier than a saltwater-drinking troll with ring-worm.’

Artemis shot Holly a recriminating look that said: Ringworm? Really?

Holly brushed the comment aside with a hand. ‘That was earlier. I have shot Artemis twice since then and he’s fine now.’

Trouble grinned. ‘You shot him twice. That’s more like it.’

‘The point is,’ Holly persisted, ‘we need Artemis to help figure this out.’

‘Like he figured out Julius Root and Commander Raine Vinyáya.’

‘That is not fair, Trouble.’

Kelp was unrepentant. ‘You can call me Trouble
 in the officers’ club on the weekend. Until then it’s Commander. And I order you, no, I command you to detain the human Artemis Fowl. We’re not arresting him – I just want him down here for a little chat. What I certainly do not want is for us to act on any of his notions. Understood?’

Holly’s face was wooden and her voice dull. ‘Understood, Commander.’

‘Your pod has enough juice to power the locator, no more, so don’t even think about making for the shore. You look a shade paler than death, Captain, so I’m guessing you don’t have any spare magic for shielding.’

‘Paler than death? Thanks, Trubs.’

‘Trubs, Captain? Trubs?’

‘I meant Trouble.’

‘That’s better. So all I want you to do is sit on the Mud Boy. Got it?’

Holly’s words were so honeyed that they could have charmed a bear. ‘I’ve got it good, Trouble. Captain Holly Short, babysitter extraordinaire, at your service.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Trouble, in a tone that Angeline Fowl’s son understood very well.

‘Hmmm, indeed,’ said Holly.

‘I’m glad we understand each other,’ said Trouble, with a flicker of one eyelid that could be interpreted as a wink. ‘I, as your superior, am telling you to stay put and not make any attempt to get to the bottom of what’s really going on here, especially not with the help of a human, especially especially not that particular human. Do you read me?’

‘I read you loud and clear, Trouble,’ said Holly, and Artemis understood that Trouble Kelp was not forbidding Holly to investigate further – he was actually covering himself on video in case Holly’s actions resulted in a tribunal, which they often did.

‘I read you loud and clear too, Commander,’ said Artemis. ‘If that makes any difference.’

Trouble snorted. ‘Remember those armpit lice, Fowl? Their opinions make more difference to me than yours.’

And he was gone before Artemis could trot out one of his pre-prepared retorts. And in years to come when Professor J. Argon published the bestselling Artemis Fowl biography, Fowl and Fairy, this particular exchange would be deemed significant as one of the few times anyone got the last word over Artemis Fowl II.

Holly made a sound that was a little like a shriek but not as girly and with more frustration.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Foaly. ‘I thought that went pretty well. It seemed to me that Commander Trouble Kelp, aka your boyfriend, gave us the green light to investigate.’

Holly turned her mismatched eyes on him. ‘First of all, he’s not my boyfriend – we went on one date and I told you that in confidence because I thought you were a friend who wouldn’t trot it out at the first opportunity.’

‘It’s not the first opportunity. I held it back the time when we had that lovely tea.’

‘Irrelevant!’ shouted Holly, through funnelled hands.

‘Don’t worry, Holly, it stays in this room,’ said Foaly, thinking it would be a bad time to mention that he had posted the gossip on his website www.horsesense.gnom.

‘And secondly,’ continued Holly, ‘maybe Trouble did give me the backhanded go-ahead, but what good is that to us in the middle of the Atlantic in a dead lump of metal?’

Artemis glanced skywards. ‘Ah, you see, I might be able to help you there. Any second now.’

Several seconds passed by without any significant change in their situation.

Holly raised her palms. ‘Any second? Really?’

Artemis couldn’t help being a little peeved. ‘Not literally. It might take a minute or so. Perhaps I should call him.’

Fifty-nine seconds later something bonged against the pod’s hatch.

‘Aha,’ said Artemis in a way that made Holly feel like punching him.

Over the Atlantic, two hours earlier

‘This is not a bad ship as it happens,’ said Mulch Diggums, pushing a couple of buttons on the stolen mercenaries’ ship just to see what they did. When one caused the contents of the sewage recycler to be dumped on an innocent Scottish deep-sea trawler below, the dwarf decided to stop pushing.

(One of the fishermen happened to be making a video of gulls for his university media course and caught the entire descending blob of waste matter on film. It seemed to anyone who saw the tape as though the ponging mass just appeared in the sky then dropped rapidly on to the unfortunate sailors. Sky News ran the video with the headline: Panic on the Poop Deck. The segment was largely dismissed as a student prank.)

‘I should have guessed that one,’ Mulch said without a trace of guilt. ‘There’s a little picture of a toilet on the button.’

Juliet sat hunched over on one of the passenger benches that ran along one side of the cargo bay, her head tipping the ceiling, and Butler lay flat on the other one as it was the most practical way for him to travel.

‘So Artemis has been shutting you out?’ she asked her brother.

‘Yes,’ replied Butler dejectedly. ‘I’d swear he doesn’t trust me any more. I’d swear he doesn’t even trust his own mother.’

‘Angeline? How could anyone not trust Mrs Fowl? That’s ridiculous.’

‘I know,’ said Butler. ‘And I’ll go one better. Artemis doesn’t trust the twins.’

Juliet started, bumping her head on the metal ceiling. ‘Oww. Madre de dios. Artemis doesn’t trust Myles and Beckett? That’s just ridiculous. What terrible acts of sabotage are three-year-olds supposed to commit?’

Butler grimaced. ‘Unfortunately, Myles contaminated one of Artemis’s Petri dishes when he wanted a sample for his own experiments.’

‘That’s hardly industrial espionage. What did Beckett do?’

‘He ate Artemis’s hamster.’

‘What?’

‘Well, he chewed on its leg for a bit.’ Butler shifted in the cramped space. Fairy crafts were not built to accommodate giant, shaven-headed, human bodyguards. Not that the shaved head made much difference.

‘Artemis was livid, claimed there was a conspiracy against him. He installed a combination lock on his lab door to keep his brothers out.’

Juliet grinned though she knew she shouldn’t. ‘Did that work?’

‘No. Myles stayed at the door for three days straight tapping away until he came across the correct combination. He used several rolls of toilet paper writing down the possibilities.’

Juliet was almost afraid to ask. ‘What did Beckett do?’

Butler grinned back at his sister. ‘Beckett dug a bear trap in the garden and when Myles fell in he swapped him a ladder for the code.’

Juliet nodded appreciatively. ‘That’s what I would have done.’

‘Me too,’ said Butler. ‘Maybe Beckett will end up as Myles’s bodyguard.’ The light moment didn’t last long. ‘Artemis isn’t taking my calls. Imagine that. I think he’s changed his SIM, so I can’t track him.’

‘But we are tracking him, right?’

Butler checked his touch-screen phone. ‘Oh yes. Artemis isn’t the only one with Foaly’s phone number.’

‘What did that sneaky centaur give you?’

‘An isotope spray. You just spray it on a surface then track it with one of Foaly’s mi-p’s.’

‘Meepees?’

‘Mini-programs. Foaly uses it to keep an eye on his kids.’

‘Where did you spray it?’

‘Artemis’s shoes.’

Juliet giggled. ‘He does like ’em shiny.’

‘Yes, he does.’

‘You’re starting to think like a Fowl, brother.’

Mulch Diggums called back from the cockpit. ‘Gods help us all. That’s what the world needs, more Fowls.’

They all shared a guilty laugh at that.

*

The mercenaries’ gyro tracked the Gulf Stream north to the coast of Ireland, moving at slightly more than twice the speed ever achieved by Concorde, then swung in a long north-westerly arc into the North Atlantic as its computer zeroed in on Artemis’s footwear.

‘Artemis’s shoes are walking us right to him,’ said Mulch, chortling at his own joke. The Butlers did not join in the mirth, not from any loyalty to their employer, who enjoyed the occasional joke, but because Mulch’s mouth was packed with the contents of the shuttle’s cooler box and they had no idea what he had just said.

‘Please yourselves,’ said Mulch, spattering the inside of the windscreen with chewed sweetcorn. ‘I make the effort to speak in humanese and you two joke snobs won’t even laugh at my efforts.’

The shuttle rocketed along, two metres above the wave tops, its anti-grav pulses burrowing periodic cylinders into the ocean’s surface. The engine noise was low and could have been mistaken for a whistling wind, and to any smart mammals below who could see through the shields the shuttle could be mistaken for a very fast humpback with an extra-wide tail and a loading bay.

‘We really lucked out with this bucket,’ commented Mulch, his mouth mercifully empty. ‘She’s more or less flying herself. I just put your phone into the dock, opened the mi-p and off she went.’

The craft behaved a little like a tracker dog, suddenly coming to a dead stop whenever it lost the scent, then casting its prow about furiously until the isotope showed up again. At one point it had plunged into the ocean, burrowing straight down until pressure cracked the fuselage plates and they lost a square metre of shielding.

‘Don’t worry, Mud Men,’ Mulch had reassured them. ‘All fairy craft have sea engines. When you live underground, it makes sense to build watertight ships.’

Juliet had not ceased to worry; from what she remembered, reassurance from Mulch Diggums was about as reliable as a cocktail from the Pittsburgh Poisoner.

Fortunately, the underwater jaunt hadn’t lasted too long and soon they were flitting across the wave tops once more without incident, except for the time when Mulch forgot his promise not to press mysterious buttons and almost crashed them into the sun-flecked seas by releasing the emergency-brake mini-parachute cluster.

‘It was calling me, that button,’ he offered as his excuse. ‘I couldn’t resist.’

The jolting stop had shunted Butler along the bench. He slid the entire length of the fuselage into the cockpit divider. Only his lightning reactions stopped him getting his head jammed in the railings.

Butler rubbed his crown, which he had clipped on a bar. ‘Take it easy, or there will be consequences. You said it yourself: we don’t need you to fly the ship.’

Mulch guffawed, giving a nasty view of his cavernous food pipe. ‘That’s true, Butler, my freakishly large friend. But you certainly need me to land it.’

Juliet’s laugh was high and sweet and seemed to ricochet off the curved metal walls.

‘You too, Juliet?’ said Butler reproachfully.

‘Come on, brother. That was funny. You’ll laugh too when Mulch plays back the video.’

‘There’s video?’ said Butler, which just set the other two laughing again.

*

All of this laughing did nothing to delay Butler’s reunion with his principal, Artemis Fowl. A principal who no longer trusted him and who had probably lied to him, sending Butler to another continent and using Juliet to ensure that he would travel.

I believed that my own baby sister was in danger. Artemis, how could you?

There would be tough questions asked when he finally caught up with Artemis. And the answers had better be good or, for the first time in the history of their families’ centuries-long relationship, a Butler might just walk away from his duties.

Artemis is ill, Butler rationalized. He’s not responsible.

Maybe Artemis was not responsible. But he soon would be.

*

The mercenaries’ shuttle finally jerked to a halt over a spot of open ocean just above the sixtieth parallel. It was a spot that seemed no different from the square-grey miles that stretched away on all sides, until the anti-grav pillar ploughed through two metres of water below, revealing the arrowhead escape pod.

‘I love this ship,’ Mulch crowed. ‘It makes me look smarterer than I am.’

The surrounding waters churned and boiled as the invisible pulses tested the surface and compacted the waves enough to keep the ship hovering in place. Down below, the pulses would sound like bell clappers on the pod’s skin.

‘Hello,’ called Mulch. ‘We’re up here.’

Butler stuck his head and shoulders into the cockpit, which was about all of him that could fit.

‘Can’t we radio them?’

‘Radio?’ said the dwarf. ‘You don’t know much about being a fugitive, do you? The first thing you do when you steal an LEP ship is strip out anything that could carry a signal to Police Plaza. Every wire, every fuse, every lens. All gone. I’ve known guys who got caught because they left the sound system in. That’s an old Foaly trick. He knows bad boys love their loud music, so he installs a set of speakers to kill for in every LEP bird, each one loaded with tracer gel. There’s hardly any tech left in here.’

‘So?’

‘So what?’ said Mulch, as if he had no idea what they were talking about.

‘So how do we communicate with that ship down there?’

‘You have a phone, don’t you?’

Butler’s eyes dropped to the floor. ‘Artemis is not taking my calls. He’s not himself.’

‘That’s terrible,’ said Mulch. ‘But do you think they have food? Some of those escape pods have emergency rations. A little chewy, but OK with a nice bottle of beer.’

Butler was wondering whether this change of subject warranted a clip on the ear when his phone rang.

‘It’s Artemis,’ he said, seeming a little more shocked than when he’d been surrounded by luchador zombies.

‘Butler?’ said Artemis’s voice in his ear.

‘Yes, Artemis.’

‘We need to talk.’

‘You’d better make it good,’ said Butler, and severed the connection.

*

It took mere moments to winch down a bucket seat to the pod below and another few minutes for the pod’s occupants to clamber into the mercenaries’ shuttle. Holly was the last up as she pulled the scuttle cord and opened the escape pod’s ballast tanks wide before she left, sinking the craft.

As soon as her elbow crabbed over the doorway’s lip, Holly began giving orders.

‘Monitor LEP channels on the radio,’ she barked. ‘We need to find out how the investigation is proceeding.’

Mulch grinned from the pilot’s chair. ‘Aha, you see that might be a problem, this being a stolen ship and all. Not much in the way of communications. And hello, by the way. I’m fine, still alive and all that. Happy to be able to save your life. Also, what investigation are we talking about?’

Holly pulled herself all the way inside, glancing regretfully down at the sinking pod with its – until recently – functional communications array.

‘Ah well,’ she sighed. ‘You work with whatever limited resources you have.’

‘Thanks a bunch,’ said Mulch, miffed. ‘Did you bring any food? I haven’t eaten for, wow, it must be minutes.’

‘No, no food,’ said Holly. She hugged Mulch tightly, one of perhaps four people in the world who would voluntarily touch the dwarf, then pushed him out of the pilot’s chair, taking his place. ‘That will have to do for niceties. I’ll buy you an entire barbecue hamper later.’

‘With real meat?’

Holly shuddered. ‘Of course not. Don’t be disgusting.’

Butler sat up and spared a moment to nod at Holly, then turned his full attention on Artemis, who carried himself like the Artemis of old but without the customary cockiness.

‘Well?’ said Butler, the single syllable laden with implication. If I do not like what I hear, it could be the end of the road for us.

Artemis knew that the situation merited at least a hug, and some day in the future after years of meditation he might feel comfortable spontaneously hugging people, but at this moment it was all he could do to lay a hand on Juliet’s shoulder and another on Butler’s forearm.

‘I am so sorry, my friends, to have lied to you.’

Juliet covered the hand with her own, for that was her nature, but Butler raised his as though he were being arrested.

‘Juliet could have died, Artemis. We were forced to fight off a horde of mesmerized wrestling fans and a shipload of dwarf mercenaries. We were both in grave danger.’

Artemis pulled away, the moment of emotion past. ‘Real danger? Then someone has been spying on me. Someone who knew our movements. Possibly the same someone who sent the probe to kill Vinyáya and target Atlantis.’

Over the next few minutes, while Holly ran a systems check and plotted a course for the crash site, Artemis brought Butler and Juliet up to speed, saving the diagnosis of his own illness for last.

‘I have a disorder which the fairies call an Atlantis Complex. It is similar to obsessive compulsive disorder but also manifests as delusional dementia and even multiple personality.’

Butler nodded slowly. ‘I see. So when you sent me away, you were in the grips of this Atlantis Complex.’

‘Exactly. I was in stage one, which involves a large dose of paranoia as one of its symptoms. You missed stage two.’

‘Lucky for you,’ Holly called back from the cockpit. ‘That Orion guy was a little too friendly.’

‘My subconscious built the Orion personality as my alter ego. Artemis, I’m sure you remember, was the goddess of the hunt, and legend has it that Orion was Artemis’s mortal enemy so she sent a scorpion to kill him. In my mind Orion was free from the guilt I harboured from my various schemes, especially the guilt of mesmerizing my parents, kidnapping Holly and, crucially, seeing my mother possessed by Opal. Perhaps had I not dabbled in magic I might have developed a slight personality disorder, maybe even Child Genius Syndrome, but with my neural pathways coated with stolen magic I know now that it was inevitable I would succumb to Atlantis.’ Artemis dropped his eyes. ‘What I did was shameful. I was weak and I will carry regret for the rest of my life.’

Butler’s face softened. ‘Are you well now? Did the electrocution do the trick?’

Foaly was getting a little tired of Artemis doing all the lecturing so he cleared his throat and volunteered some information. ‘According to my phone’s mi-p almanac, shock treatment is an archaic treatment and rarely permanent. Atlantis Complex can be cured, but only through extended therapy and the careful use of psychoactive drugs. Soon, Artemis’s compulsions will return and he will feel an irresistible urge to complete his mission, to number things and to avoid the number four, which I believe sounds like the Chinese word for death.’

‘So, Artemis is not cured?’

Artemis was suddenly glad that there were five other people in the shuttle. A good omen for success.

‘No. I am not cured yet.’

Omens? It begins again.

Artemis actually wrung his hands, a physical sign of his determination.

I will not be beaten by this so soon.

And, to prove it, he deliberately composed a sentence with four words.

‘I will be fine.’

‘Oooh,’ said Mulch, who always had trouble grasping the gravity of situations.
 ‘Four. Scary.’

*

The first thing was to get them down to the crash site as it seemed obvious to everyone except Mulch that the space probe did not navigate its way through the atmosphere with pinpoint accuracy just to accidentally crash into a prison shuttle. With Holly at the controls, the stolen ship was soon slicing through the Atlantic depths, trailing intertwining streams of air bubbles.

‘There’s something afoot here,’ mused Artemis, gripping the fingers of his left hand tightly to stop them shaking. ‘Vinyáya was taken out to hobble the LEP, then the probe gives up its own position, and someone phones in a tip allowing the Atlantis authorities just enough time to evacuate, and then the probe lands on a shuttle. Bad luck for the occupants?’

‘Is that one of those rhetorical questions?’ wondered Mulch. ‘I can never get the hang of those. Also, while we’re on the subject, what’s the difference between a metaphor and a simile?’

Holly snapped her fingers. ‘Somebody wanted everybody in the shuttle dead.’

‘Somebody wanted us to think that everyone in the shuttle was dead,’ corrected Artemis. ‘What a way to fake your own death. It will be months before the LEP can put the pieces together, if ever. That’s a nice head start for a fugitive.’

Holly turned to Foaly. ‘I need to know who was on that prison shuttle. Do you have an inside guy in Police Plaza?’

Butler was surprised. ‘Inside guy? I thought you guys were the inside guys?’

‘We’re a little on the outside at the moment,’ admitted Holly. ‘I’m supposed to be detaining Artemis.’

Juliet clapped her hands. ‘Have you ever actually obeyed an order?’

‘It was kind of a non-order and anyway I only obey orders when they are sound. In this case, it would be ridiculous to sit around for an hour in a burnt-out pod while our enemy, whoever it is, gets on with phase two.’

‘I agree,’ said Artemis, keeping his voice level.

‘How can we be sure there is a phase two?’ wondered Butler.

Artemis smiled grimly. ‘Of course there is a phase two. Our opponent is fiendish and clever – there will never be a better time to drive home his advantage. It’s what I would have done, a few years ago.’ His normal calm shattered for a moment and he snapped at Foaly. ‘I need that list, Foaly. Who was on that prison shuttle?’

‘OK, OK, Mud Boy. I’m working on it. I need to go the long way round so my enquiries don’t land on Trouble’s desk. This is technical, complicated stuff.’

What the centaur would never admit was that he was actually asking his gifted nephew, Mayne, to hack into the police live site and text him the list in return for an extra-large ice-cream cone when he returned home.

‘OK. I have it, from my … eh … source.’

‘Just tell me, Foaly.’

Foaly projected a screen from his phone to the wall. Beside each name there was a link to a data charge that would tell you everything about the prisoner right down to the colour of his underpants, if that’s what you really wanted to know, and fairy psychologists were becoming more and more convinced that undergarment colouring was a vital part of a person’s development.

Mulch spotted a name he knew, and it wasn’t a criminal.

‘Hey, look. Old Vishby was piloting. They must have given him his licence back.’

‘Do you know him, Mulch?’ asked Holly sharply.

For such a hardened ex-criminal, Mulch had a soft centre. ‘Hey, why so crabby? I’m trying to help out here. Of course I know him. It would be pretty weird me saying Hey, look, old Vishby, they gave him his licence back
 if I didn’t know him.’

Holly took a breath, reminding herself how Mulch had to be handled. ‘You’re right, of course. So how do you know Old Vishby?’

‘Funny story really,’ replied Mulch, smacking his lips, wishing he had a chicken leg to go along with the story. ‘I escaped from him a few years ago when you were in the frame for murdering Julius. He never got over it. He still hates me, hates the LEP too for taking his licence.
 Sends me abusive mails occasionally. I send him back little vid boxes of myself laughing. Drives him crazy.’

‘Someone with a grudge,’ said Artemis. ‘Interesting. The perfect inside man. But who’s running him?’

Holly turned to study the projected list.

‘This sprite, Unix. I took him in. He’s one of Turnball Root’s boys. A cold-blooded killer.’ Holly paled. ‘Bobb Ragby is on here too. And Turnball himself. All these guys are Turnball’s. How in the name of the gods did he get his entire gang on one shuttle? This would have raised a dozen flags on the computer.’

‘Unless …’ said Artemis, scrolling down the list on Foaly’s screen. He tapped the data charge beside Bobb Ragby. His picture and file opened on a separate window and Artemis quickly scanned it. ‘Look, there’s no mention of Turnball Root. According to this, Ragby was arrested for mail fraud and has no known affiliations or accomplices.’ He tapped another link and read aloud. ‘File updated by … Mister Vishby.’

Holly was in shock. ‘It’s Turnball Root. He set this up.’

Holly herself had been responsible for the capture of Julius’s brother during her Recon initiation exercise. It was a story she had told Foaly many times.

‘It would appear that Turnball is our adversary, which is not good news. But even taking his intellect and his hold over this Vishby person into account we still don’t know how he commandeered a space probe.’

‘It’s just not possible,’ said Foaly, adding an equine harrumph to lend weight to a statement that even he did not believe.

‘Possible or not, we’ll have to talk about it later,’ said Holly, levelling the craft to just off horizontal. ‘We’re at the crash site.’

Everyone was relieved that the stolen ship had made it down in one piece. The mercenaries had probably stripped out much of what they didn’t need to save weight, and they were more than likely a little reckless with the crowbars as they were about it. One loose rivet or cracked weld line would have been enough to allow a few atmospheres to squirt out and the ship would have been crushed like a soda can in the hand of a giant who was immensely strong and didn’t like soda cans.

But the ship held its integrity in spite of an ominous rippling along the fuselage, which appeared suddenly.

‘Who cares?’ said Mulch, as usual failing to see the big picture. ‘It’s not even our ship. What are those mercenaries going to do, sue?’ But even as he spoke, Mulch’s humour was tinged with loss.

I can never go back to the Sozzled Parrot again, he realized. And they served great curry. Real meat too.

*

Outside and below, Atlantis rescue ships buzzed around the distressed shuttles, working hard to build a pressure dome so the crews could get some magic to the injured. Sea workers in pressure exo-armour hammered through rocks and debris on the seabed to lay a foam seal to build the dome upon. Nobody was too concerned about the crash site itself for the time being. The living came first.

‘I should call in this Turnball Root theory,’ said Holly. ‘Commander Kelp will act on it.’

‘We have to act first,’ said Artemis. ‘Haven won’t have its ships here for at least an hour. By then it will be too late. We need to find evidence so that Trouble can make a case to the Council.’

Holly’s fingers hesitated over Foaly’s phone. There wasn’t time to get into a strategy discussion with the commander. She knew Trouble’s mind well; it didn’t take that long to get to know. If she called him now, he would suggest a strategy that involved them waiting until he arrived and possibly some form of bivouac.

So instead of making a vid-call, she sent a brief text highlighting Turnball Root’s name on the passenger list they weren’t supposed to have and switched off the phone.

‘He’s bound to call back,’ she explained. ‘I’ll switch it on again when we have something to tell him.’

Foaly glowered at her. ‘I’m going to miss my crunchball league updates,’ he said, then: ‘I know that sounds petty, but I pay a subscription.’

Artemis was concentrating on a problem to take his mind off the wall of sparkling fours that had followed him from his mind-screen and seemed to be hovering all around.

Not there, he told himself. Focus on the Houdini act.

‘How did Turnball get out of the ship alive?’ he wondered aloud. ‘Foaly, can we access local cctv?’

‘Not with this ship. This was once a beautiful emergency vehicle. I helped design the model. Talk about high spec – you could run an entire disaster-site clean-up from this beauty, once upon a time. Now there’s barely enough tech in here to stop us crashing into a wall.’

‘So there’s no way of telling if any ships rendezvoused with the prison shuttle?’

‘Not from here,’ said Foaly.

‘I need to know how Turnball escaped,’ shouted Artemis, losing his cool again.
 ‘How else am I supposed to find him? Doesn’t anyone else see this? Am I alone in the universe?’

Butler shifted until he sat hunched over Artemis, almost enfolding him with his bulk. ‘You’re the one who sees, Artemis. That’s your gift. We’re the ones who get there eventually.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Mulch. ‘I usually never get there. And when I do I never like it, especially when Artemis is involved.’

A bead of sweat lodged in the frown wrinkle between Artemis’s eyes. ‘I know, old friend. I just need to work – that is the only thing that can save me.’ He thought hard for a moment. ‘Can we run a scan to detect the ion trail of another ship?’

‘Of course,’ said Foaly. ‘Even this stripped-back tub can’t do without an omni-sensor.’ He opened a program on the screen and a dark blue filter dropped over their view. The ion trails of the rescue ships showed up as spectral beams following behind their engines like glow-worms.
 One such beam led to the impact site from the direction of Atlantis, and another far more substantial column of light had ploughed down from above.

‘There’s the prison shuttle and there’s the probe. Nothing else. How did he do it?’

‘Maybe he didn’t do it?’ suggested Juliet. ‘Maybe his plan went wrong. A lot of geniuses have been totally screwing up lately, if you see what I am trying to say, Artemis.’

Artemis half-smiled. ‘I see what you are trying to say, Juliet. Mainly because you are saying it clearly and bluntly with no attempt to spare my feelings.’

‘In fairness, Artemis,’ said Juliet, ‘we were almost crushed to death by mesmerized wrestling fans so I feel you can put up with a little ribbing. Also, I don’t work for you, so you can’t order me to shut up. You could dock Butler’s salary, I suppose, but I can live with that.’

Artemis nodded at Holly. ‘I don’t suppose you two could be related?’ Then he jumped to his feet, almost bashing his head on the ship’s low ceiling. ‘Foaly. I need to go down there.’

Holly tapped the depth gauge. ‘No problem. I can come around behind that ridge and keep us hidden from the rescue ships. Even if they do see us, they’ll assume we’ve been sent by Haven. Worst-case scenario, they order us to back away from the crime scene.’

‘I meant I need to go outside,’ clarified Artemis. ‘There’s a pressure suit in that cubby and I need to take Foaly’s phone and search for clues the old-fashioned way.’

‘The old-fashioned way,’ repeated Mulch. ‘With a futuristic pressure suit and a fairy phone.’

A raft of vocal objections followed:

‘You can’t go – it’s too dangerous.’

‘I shall go in your place.’

‘Why does it have to be my phone?’

Artemis waited until the clamour had died down then dealt with the protests in his usual terse, patronizing manner.

‘I must go because the next stage of Turnball’s plan obviously involves further loss of life and the lives of many are more important than the lives of the few.’

‘I saw that on Star Trek,’ said Mulch.

‘It must be me,’ continued Artemis. ‘Because there is only one suit and it appears to be approximately my size. And, if I’m not mistaken, and it would be highly unusual that I would be, a correct fit is vital where pressure suits are concerned unless you want your eyeballs popping out of their sockets.’

If someone else had said this, it might be considered a joke to lift the atmosphere, but from the mouth of Artemis Fowl it was simple statement of fact.

‘And finally, Foaly, it has to be your phone because, knowing your build standards as I do, it is made to withstand great pressures. Am I correct?’

‘You are,’ said Foaly, accepting the compliment with a nod of his long face.
 ‘About the fit of the suit too. These things won’t even seal properly if they don’t like your dimensions.’

Butler was not pleased, but in the end he was the employee, though Artemis did not play that card. ‘I must go, Butler,’ said Artemis firmly. ‘My mind is eating me alive. I think the guilt is the main problem. I must do whatever I can to atone.’

‘And?’ said Butler, unconvinced.

Artemis held his arms out so that Foaly could drape the suit sleeves over them.

‘And I will not be beaten by that jackass.’

‘Jackass?’ said Foaly, wounded. ‘My favourite uncle is a jackass.’

*

The pressure suit was actually two suits. The inner layer was a one-piece membrane threaded with life support and the outer shell was a body armour with a volatile surface that absorbed the water pressure and used it to power the servo mechanisms. Very clever, as you would expect from Koboi Laboratories.

‘Koboi,’ muttered Artemis, dismayed, when he saw the logo. Even a person not obsessed with omens would be a little put out by his nemesis’s signature etched into the suit that was supposed to save his life. ‘I am not buoyed by that.’

‘You are not supposed to be buoyed,’ said Foaly, lowering the transparent helmet bubble. ‘You are supposed to be equalized.’

‘I’m pretty sure that both of you just made really horrible jokes,’ said Mulch, who was chewing something he had found somewhere. ‘But I’m not sure because I think you broke my funny bone.’

At this point, Mulch’s comments were like background chatter and were almost soothingly constant.

Foaly fixed his phone to an omni-sensor at the front of the helmet. ‘It would take a swipe from a whale’s tail to knock this loose. It’s good for any depths or pressure you are likely to encounter and will even pick up the vibrations of your speech and convert them to soundwaves. But do try to enunciate.’

‘You stick close to the rock face,’ said Butler, cradling the helmet to make sure Artemis was paying attention. ‘And at the first sign of trouble, I’m
 making the call to reel you in, not you. Do you understand, Artemis?’

Artemis nodded. The suit was connected to a dock on the ship’s hull by a signature electromagnetic beam, which would zap it back to base in case of emergency.

‘Just have a quick look around the site with Foaly’s phone, and back you come. Ten minutes is all you get, then you’ll have to follow another lead. Got it?’

Another nod from Artemis, but it seemed more like he was shutting out something than actually listening to Butler’s words.

Butler snapped his fingers. ‘Focus, Artemis! Time enough for your Atlantis Complex later. We have the Atlantis Trench outside that door and six miles of water above it. If you want to stay alive, you need to stay alert.’ He turned to Holly. ‘This is ridiculous. I’m pulling the plug.’

Holly’s mouth was a tight line as she shook her head. ‘Navy rules, Butler. You’re on my boat, you follow my orders.’

‘As I remember, I brought the boat.’

‘Yes, thanks for bringing my boat.’

Artemis used this exchange to move closer to the rear airlock, a tight space where Butler could not follow.

‘Ten minutes, old friend,’ he said, his voice robotic through the helmet speaker.
 ‘Then you can reel me back in.’

Butler suddenly thought about how Angeline Fowl would react when she heard about this latest escapade.

‘Artemis, wait. There must be another way …’

But his objection bounced off a wall of perspex as the airlock dividing wall slid down with a noise like ball bearings rolling around the bottom of a can.

‘I don’t like that ball-bearing noise,’ said Mulch. ‘Doesn’t sound very watertight.’

No one argued. They knew what he meant.

*

On the other side of the divider, Artemis was having a few misgivings of his own. He had just noticed the mercenaries’ name for the ship, which was painted on the inside of the ocean door in what was supposed to look like blood but could not be or it would have long since washed off.

Probably some rubber-based solution, thought Artemis, but the base of the mercenaries’ paint was not what bothered him – it was the name itself, which was Plunderer, in Gnommish of course. The verb plunder
 was pronounced ffurfor and the er
 suffix that changes the verb to a noun has, in Gnommish, the sound fer, which would imply that one is derived from the other. Grammar lesson aside, the pronunciation of the word plunderer was more or less fourfourfour.

Four four four, thought Artemis, pale inside his helmet. Death death death.

At which point the hull door slid up with more ball-bearing noises and the ocean sucked him into its deep dark depths.

Take a moment, thought Artemis as the suit’s outer skin vibrated and activated the glow orbs at his temples, fingertips and knees. Don’t count, don’t organize, just do as Butler advised and focus.

He did not feel underwater though he knew he was. His body did not experience the expected resistance from the ocean, there was no dulling of the motor skills and he felt as though he could move with the same fluency as he always did, though Butler would argue whether his movements were ever fluid.

Which would have been great, had not the giant squid, whose territory he had just invaded, wrapped this glowing intruder in fat tentacles and whisked him off towards his lair.

Ah, the mythical giant squid. Genus Architeuthis, thought Artemis, strangely calm now that he was faced with a catastrophe worthy of all the worrying he’d been doing. Not so mythical any more.








Chapter 9

Forbidden Love
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TURNBALL Root met Leonor Carsby on the remote Hawaiian island of Lehua in the summer of 1938. Leonor was there because she had crash-landed her Lockheed Electra into the northern slope of the island’s volcanic ridge and freewheeled into the oddly shaped natural canal known as The Keyhole that cut through the island. Turnball was there because he maintained a winter residence on the otherwise uninhabited island where he liked to drink wine and listen to jazz recordings while he planned his next heist.

They were an unlikely couple but their first meeting took place in the kind of extreme circumstances which often cause hearts to beat faster and believe themselves in love.

Leonor Carsby was a human Manhattan heiress, but also a founder member of the Ninety-Nines, an organization of women in aviation first presided over by Amelia Earhart. When Earhart was lost in the Pacific, Leonor Carsby vowed that she herself would complete the journey which her friend and hero Amelia had begun.

In April 1938 she took off from California with a navigator and extra-large fuel tanks. Six weeks later Leonor Carsby arrived in The Keyhole with neither, having lost both to Lehua’s cruel crescent-shaped ridge. It was a miracle she herself survived, improbably protected only by the Lockheed’s bubble cockpit.

On his daily patrol Unix had come across the heiress spread-eagled on a flat rock at the water’s edge. She was not in good shape: dehydrated, one leg badly broken, delirious and on the edge of death.

The sprite called it in, expecting to be given the execution order, but something about the human woman’s face on his screen interested Turnball. He instructed Unix not to do anything, but to wait for his arrival.

Turnball took the trouble to shave, draw his hair back into a ponytail and put on a fresh ruffled shirt before taking the lift from the subterranean cave to the surface. There he found Unix squatting over the most gorgeous creature he had ever seen. Even twisted unnaturally and covered with blood and bruises, it was clear to Turnball that she was an exquisite beauty.

As he stood over Leonor, with the sun behind him, casting long shadows across his face, the aviatrix opened her eyes, took Turnball in and said two words:

‘My God.’ And then she was lost to delirium once more.

Turnball was intrigued. He felt a thaw round a heart that had been frozen for decades. Who was this woman who had fallen from the skies?

‘Bring her inside,’ he told Unix. ‘Use whatever magic we have to make her well.’

Unix did as he was told without comment, as was his way. Many other lieutenants might have questioned the wisdom of using the gang’s dwindling supply of magic on a human. There was a newbie in the group who still had half a tank in him. When that was gone, who knew how long it would be before they had power again?

But Unix did not complain, and neither did the others as they were all aware that Turnball Root did not handle moaning well, and moaners tended to find themselves stranded somewhere uncomfortable waiting for something extremely painful to happen to them.

So Leonor Carsby was taken into the subterranean cave and nursed back to health.
 Turnball did not involve himself too much during the early stages, preferring to show up when Leonor was on the point of waking up so he could pretend he had been there the whole time. Initially Leonor did nothing but heal and sleep, but after some weeks she began to speak, hesitantly at first but then questions tumbled out of her so quickly that Turnball could hardly keep up.

‘Who are you?’

‘What are you?’

‘How did you find me?’

‘Is Pierre, my navigator, alive?’

‘When will I be fit to travel?’

Generally, Turnball handled questions about as well as he handled moaning, but from Leonor Carsby every question caused him to smile indulgently and answer in detail.

Why is this? he wondered. Why do I tolerate this human instead of simply tossing her to the sharks in the normal fashion? I am spending time and magic on her in extravagant amounts.

Turnball began thinking about Leonor’s face when he wasn’t looking at it. Water chimes reminded him of her laugh. Sometimes he was sure he could hear her call to him, though he was on the far side of the island.

Grow up, you fool, he told himself. Yours is not the heart of a romantic.

But the heart cannot lie and Turnball Root found himself in love with Leonor Carsby.
 He cancelled two raids on federal bullion sites to be by her side and moved his office to her room, so he could work while she slept.

And, for her part, Leonor loved him too. She knew he was not human, but still she loved him. He told her about everything but the violence. Turnball styled himself as a revolutionary on the run from an unjust state, and she believed it. Why wouldn’t she? He was the dashing hero who had saved her and Turnball made sure none of his cronies shattered this illusion.

When Leonor was well enough, Turnball took her to Mount Everest in his shuttle and she cried tears of amazement. As they hovered there, shrouded by the cold white mist, Turnball asked the question he had been wanting to ask for two months.

‘That first moment, my dear, when your eyes met mine, you said, My God. Why did you say that?’

Leonor dried her eyes. ‘I was half dead, Turnball. You’ll laugh and think me silly.’

Root took her hand. ‘I could never think that. Never.’

‘Very well. I shall tell you. I said those words, Turnball, because I thought I had died and you were a fierce, handsome angel come to take me to heaven.’

Turnball did not laugh and he did not think it was silly. He knew at that moment that this gorgeous petite woman was the love of his life and he had to have her.

So when Leonor began talking of her return to New York and how Turnball would be the sensation of the city, he pricked the ball of his thumb with a quill, drew a thrall rune with the blood and prepared himself a supper of mandrake and rice wine.

 Venice, Italy, now

The giant amorphobot bore Turnball Root to his beloved who waited for him at the basement dock to their house in Venice. The house stood four storeys high and had been commissioned by Turnball himself in 1798 and built from the finest reconstituted Italian marble mixed with fairy polymers, which would absorb the gradual shift of the city without cracking. It took several hours to make the journey, during which time the amorphobot kept Turnball and his men alive by periodically surfacing to replenish its cells with oxygen and spiking their arms with saline drips for nourishment. As they travelled, Turnball logged on to the computer in the amorphobot’s belly to ensure that all was ready for the next stage of his plan.

Turnball found that he was very comfortable working in this sheltered environment with the world flashing by. He was insulated yet in control.

Safe.

From the corner of his eye, through the bleary mask of gel, Turnball was aware that Bobb Ragby and Ching Mayle now regarded him with something approaching worship following the spectacular nature of their escape. Worship. He liked that.

As they approached the Italian coast, Turnball felt his calm smugness desert him as a nervous serpent crawled into his stomach.

Leonor. How I have missed you.

Since Turnball had acquired a computer, there had been barely a day when they had not written to each other, but Leonor refused to participate in video-calls, and of course Turnball knew why.

You will always be beautiful to me, my darling.

The amorphobot thrummed the length of Venice’s Grand Canal, skirting the mounds of rubbish and corpses of murdered princes until it stopped in front of the only sub-aquatic gate with an omni-sensor. The bot winked at the sensor and the sensor winked back, and, now that everyone was all pally, the gate opened without blasting them with the recessed Neutrino lances on its pillars.

Turnball winked at his crew. ‘Thank goodness for that, eh? Sometimes that gate is a little unfriendly.’ It was difficult to talk with the slow surge of gel over one’s teeth, but Turnball felt the comment was worth it. Leonor would like that one.

Turnball’s crew did not answer; their accommodation inside the gel bot was a little more cramped than their captain’s. They were squished together like salted slugs in a cone.

The bot elongated itself to flow easily down the narrow channel to Turnball’s underground dock. Strip lights glowed in the gloom, drawing them underneath the house. Deeper and deeper they went until at last the bot expelled Turnball gently on to a sloping slipway. He straightened his coat, tightened his ponytail and walked slowly along the ramp towards the slight figure waiting in the shadows.

‘Put the others to sleep,’ he told the bot. ‘I need to talk to my wife.’

A plasma charge crackled through the bot, knocking out the fairies inside. Unix barely had time to roll his eyes before passing out.

Turnball took a halting step, nervous as a teenage elf about to take his first moon flight.

‘Leonor? Darling. I have come home to you. Come and kiss me.’

His wife hobbled forward from the blackness, leaning heavily on an ivory-topped cane. Her fingers were gnarled, with glowing rheumatoid knuckles, her body was angular and unnatural, with sharp bones stretching the heavy lace of her skirt. One eye drooped and the other was closed completely and the lines on her face were scored deep by time and black with shadows.

‘Turnball. As handsome as ever. It is so wonderful to see you free.’ Leonor’s voice was a mere rasp, laboured and painful.

‘Now that you are home,’ she said, taking an age, ‘I can allow myself to die.’

Turnball’s heart lurched. He had palpitations and a red band of heat tightened about his forehead. Everything he had ever done suddenly seemed all for nothing.

‘You cannot die,’ he said furiously, rubbing the pad of his thumb, heating the rune. ‘I love you, I need you.’

Leonor’s eyelids fluttered. ‘I cannot die,’ she repeated. ‘But why not, Turnball?
 I am too old for life. Only my longing to see you again has kept me alive, but my time has passed. I regret nothing, except that I never flew again. I wanted to, but I didn’t … Why was that?’

My hold is weakening. The old spell has died.

‘You chose a life with me, my darling,’ he said, rushing the last steps to her side. ‘But now that I have found the secret to eternal youth you can be young again and soon you will fly wherever you want to go.’

Turnball felt the tiniest pressure as her fragile hand squeezed his fingers. ‘I would like that, my dear.’

‘Of course you would,’ said Turnball, steering his wife to the basement lift. ‘And now you should rest. I have a lot to organize before we leave.’

Leonor allowed herself to be led, feeling, as always, powerless to resist her charismatic husband.

‘That’s my Turnball. Always coming to my rescue. One of these days I will rescue you.’

‘You do rescue me,’ said Turnball sincerely. ‘Every day.’

A barb of guilt pricked his heart as he knew he could never allow Leonor to fly again. For if she could fly then she might fly away.

*

Turnball was shocked and frightened by how feeble Leonor had become. Somehow the simple act of marrying a fairy had slowed down her ageing process, but now it seemed that he could delay her decline no longer. Turnball took his fear for his wife, turned it into rage and pointed it at his crew.

‘We have a historic opportunity here,’ he shouted at the small group, who were assembled in the second-storey library, ‘to strike a blow at the heart of our ancient enemy and also secure a supply of magic that will never run dry. If one of you useless jail rats fails in his task that I have spent long lonely months planning, there will be nowhere on this earth you can hide from me. I will hunt you down and peel the skin from your head. Do you understand?’

They understood. Historically, Turnball’s threats were usually vague and stylish –
 when he got down to specifics then the captain was close to the edge.

‘Good. Good.’ Turnball took a breath. ‘Is everything ready, Quartermaster?’

Quartermaster Ark Sool stepped forward. Sool was an unusually tall gnome who had until quite recently been an internal affairs officer for the LEP. Having been demoted to private following an investigation into the ethics of his own methods, Sool cashed in whatever years he had and decided that he would use the accumulated knowledge of decades of criminal investigation to make himself some of the gold that gnomes were almost hypnotically attracted to. He advertised his services at the Sozzled Parrot and had soon been picked up by Turnball, anonymously at first, but now they were meeting face to face.

‘Everything is ready, Captain,’ he said, tones clipped, back straight. ‘The shuttle we acquired from the LEP pound has been fitted out as an Atlantis ambulance. And I managed to trim the budget quite a bit and took the liberty of ordering a few new dress suits for you.’

‘Excellent work, Quartermaster,’ said Turnball. ‘Your share has just gone up three per cent. Initiative pays. Never forget that.’

He rubbed his hands. ‘How soon can we leave?’

‘As soon as you give the word, Captain. The ambulance is on the jetty and ready for push off.’

‘The laser?’

‘Modified as requested. Small enough to fit in your pocket.’

‘I find myself liking you quite a bit, Sool. Keep it up and soon you will be a full partner.’

Sool bowed slightly. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Any casualties while you were doing the shopping?’

‘Not on our side, sir,’ said Sool.

‘And who cares about the other side, eh?’

Turnball liked the idea of blood being spilled. It made the entire exercise seem worthwhile.

‘Now, we all know I am a selfish fairy – that’s what’s kept us alive and prospering apart from our recent stint at the Council’s pleasure. If I get what I want, then we all flourish. And what I want is a source of magic strong enough to make my wife young again. And if that source of magic can also make your dreams come true, so much the better. Until recently there was no everlasting source, but now the demons have returned from Limbo bringing a mighty warlock with them. A young demon who has taken the unusual name of Number One.’

‘A smarmy little upstart,’ said Sool. ‘Won’t salute or wear a uniform.’

‘I’m taking one per cent of your share back for interrupting,’ said Turnball gently. ‘Do it again and I’ll take an arm.’

Sool opened his mouth to apologize but on consideration decided that another little bow would suffice.

‘You’re new. You’ll learn. And if you don’t, at least Mister Ragby will have a nice meal. He loves limbs.’

Ragby made the point by gnashing his large teeth.

‘So, to continue, uninterrupted, there is now a demon warlock in Haven. If we can take him, then he shields us forever and he brings my Leonor back to me. Questions?’

Bobb Ragby raised a finger.

‘Yes, Mister Ragby?’

‘Won’t this Number One be hard to get to?’

‘Ah, excellent question, Mister Ragby. Not quite as stupid as you appear, after all. And you are right. Generally a person of this importance would be hidden away like the last stinkworm at a dwarf sludge pool party, but in the event of a disaster at sea, where the medical staff are stretched to their limits, such a powerful warlock will be pressed into service by the medical warlocks. So we will find him in the aquanaut Nostremius, the floating hospital.’

A broad smile spread across Ragby’s face. ‘And we have a fake ambulance.’

‘We do indeed, Bobb. You put things together quickly.’

Ching had a question too. ‘A person like that, with all this power, surely the LEP are going to come after a person like that?’

This was exactly the question Turnball wanted asked. He was delighted by how this presentation was going. ‘Let me answer your question with one of my own, just to get your mind working, because I have faith that you’re not just a stupid goblin. Do you know why I had the space probe crash into the prison shuttle?’

Ching’s reptilian face wrinkled in concentration and he absently licked his eyeballs as he thought. ‘I think you done that so the Leppers would ass-ume we were dead.’

‘Correct, Mister Mayle. I orchestrated a huge catastrophe so everyone would believe we had been killed.’ Turnball shrugged. ‘I don’t feel bad about that. We are at war with the Leppers as you call them. If you take sides in a war, then you can expect to be a target. I might feel a little bad about the next catastrophe. I’m a little sentimental about hospitals; I was born in one.’

Bobb raised the same finger again. ‘Uh, Captain, was that a joke?’

Root beamed a charming smile. ‘Why, yes it was, Mister Ragby.’

Bobb Ragby started to laugh.

The Atlantis Trench, now

Artemis Fowl felt the tentacles of the giant squid tighten round him. Saucer-sized spherical suckers latched on to his pressure suit, slobbering on the surface, searching for purchase. Each cup was lined with rings of razor-sharp chitin teeth, which gnashed viciously on Artemis’s protected limbs and torso.

Eight arms, if I remember correctly, thought Artemis. Which is two fours. Die! Die!

Artemis almost giggled. Even in the death grip of the biggest squid ever to be seen by a man he was persisting with his compulsive behaviour.

It won’t be long now before I am counting my words again.

When the squid’s biting suckers could not gain access to the tender meat inside, it held Artemis away from the giant mantle.

The next stage of the squid’s assault was to batter Artemis with one of its two longer tentacles, which it swung like a mace. Artemis felt the jarring blow, but his suit did not rupture.

‘One two three four five,’ shouted Artemis defiantly. ‘Wear the suit and stay alive.’

Number poetry. Back to square one.

Three times more the squid struck and then it drew Artemis close in circling bands of fat tentacle and took his entire head inside his gnashing beak. The noise was exactly what Artemis had always imagined it would sound like if a giant squid tried to crack his sea helmet.

If I get out of this, I will start thinking about girls like a normal fifteen-year-old.

After several heart-stopping minutes, the squid apparently gave up and dashed Artemis down in a nest of bones and sea junk that it had assembled on a high shelf at the side of an underwater cliff.

Artemis lay on his back and watched as the creature expanded its mantle cavity, filled it with hundreds of gallons of seawater, then contracted the mantle, shooting itself into the near pitch black of deep water.

Artemis felt that in the circumstances a slang word was justified.

‘Wow,’ he breathed. ‘Of all the things that have almost killed me, that was the most fearsome.’

After several minutes, Artemis’s heart rate slowed enough to extinguish the flashing heart readout on his suit and he felt that he could move without throwing up.

‘I’ve moved position,’ he said into his helmet, in case Foaly’s phone, which was stuck into the helmet over his forehead, was still actually functional. ‘I intend to try and take some bearings so you can come and rescue me.’

‘Moved position?’ said Foaly’s voice, which was transmitted faintly by vibration through the helmet’s polymer, so that it seemed to come from everywhere. ‘That’s an understatement.
 We’re going to try to catch up.’

‘Look for landmarks,’ said another voice, Butler. ‘We can use them to triangulate with Foaly’s phone to pinpoint your position.’

This was a hopeful plan at best, but Artemis felt that it was better to have something to do other than just wait for his air to run out.

‘Actually, how much air do I have?’

Foaly, of course, was the one to answer that technical question. ‘The suit has functioning gills that draw oxygen from the ocean, so it will keep breathing long after you’re dead, so to speak. Not that you’re going to die.’

Artemis turned over and raised himself on to all fours. Any difficulty he experienced was due to his body being in shock from the cephalopod attack and not the pressure suit, which was functioning perfectly and which would later go on to win an industry award for its performance that day.

Take five steps, Artemis urged himself.
 Just five. Whatever you do, don’t stop at … one less than five.

Artemis took five shuffling steps, feeling his way along the ledge, carefully avoiding shuffling off into the abyss. He could probably survive the drop, but he had no desire to have to climb back up again.

‘I’m on a long flat ledge, on the lip of the trench,’ he said softly, anxious not to disturb any vibration-sensitive creatures, sharks, for example.

He realized that the squid had dropped him into some kind of nest. Perhaps the creature did not actually sleep here, but it seemed to feed in the spot and collect things that interested it. There were several skeletons, including the gigantic ribbed remains of a sperm whale, which Artemis first mistook for a shipwreck. There were small boats, huge brass propellers, great chunks of gleaming quartz, phosphorescent rocks, various crates and even a mangled orange deep-sea submarine with grinning skeletons inside.

Artemis moved quickly away from the craft even though his intellect assured him that the skeletons could not harm him.

Pardon me if I don’t completely trust my intellect these days.

He noticed that in all this rubble there did not appear to be any fairy-made articles, even with Atlantis just over the crest.

Then Artemis saw that he was mistaken. There was, no more than ten metres from him, a small, slick metallic computer cube with unmistakable fairy markings that seemed to float just above the surface of the ledge.

No, wait, not floating. Suspended in gel.

Artemis poked the gel gingerly and when there was no reaction apart from a gentle fizzling spark he plunged his sheathed hand into the gel up to the shoulder, grasping the cube by a corner. With the aid of the suit’s servo motors, he easily pulled it free.

Wreckage from the probe, perhaps, he thought, then said aloud, ‘I have something. It could be pertinent. Are you seeing this, Foaly?’

There was no reply.

I need to get back to the ship, or into the crash crater.
 Somewhere away from the giant squid who wants to nibble my flesh and suck my marrow.

Artemis immediately regretted thinking the suck my marrow bit, as it was far too graphic and now he felt like throwing up again.

I don’t even know which way to go, Artemis realized. This entire venture was ill advised. What were the chances I would find a clue at the bottom of the ocean?

An ironic statement, as it would turn out, because he held a vital clue in his hands.

Artemis swung his head this way and that to see if whatever was caught in the beams of his helmet could spark off an idea. Nothing, just an almost transparent fish propelling its bloated body with stubby fins and filtering plankton through its circular nostrils.

I need something to happen, thought Artemis a little desperately. The idea had occurred to him that he was lost alone underneath six miles of crushing ocean with not much of an idea what to do next. Artemis had always performed well under pressure, but that was usually the intellectual pressure a person might experience at the end of a taxing chess match, not the kind of pressure that could splinter a person’s bones and squeeze every bubble of air from their lungs. Actual water pressure.

As it turned out, something did happen; the squid came back, and he bore in the grip of his larger tentacles what appeared to be the space probe’s nose cone.

I wonder what he wants that for? wondered Artemis. It’s almost as if he’s actually manipulating a tool.

But to what end? What nut would a giant squid wish to crack?

‘Me,’ Artemis blurted. ‘I’m the nut.’

Artemis could have sworn the squid winked at him, before bringing the five-tonne chunk of spacecraft swinging down towards the morsel of meat in its blue shell.

‘I’m the nut!’ Artemis shouted again, a little hysterically it must be said. He backpedalled along the ledge, the suit’s motors lending him a little speed. Just enough metres per second to feel the force of the swing but not the metal itself. The probe’s prow cut through the rock like a cleaver through soft meat and carved a v-shaped trench that ran between the soles of Artemis’s feet.

So much for being a genius, thought Artemis bitterly. One grand gesture and I’m fish food.

The squid yanked its weapon free from the rock and raised it high, pumping its mantle cavity full of water for the next effort. Artemis’s back was literally against the wall. He had nowhere to go and made an easy target.

‘Butler!’ called Artemis, purely out of habit. He had no real expectation that his bodyguard could miraculously materialize at his side, and even if he did it would just be to die there.

The squid closed one huge eye, taking careful aim.

These things are smarter than scientists think, thought Artemis. I do wish I had been able to write a paper.

The prow came hammering down, compressing water then pushing it aside. Metal filled Artemis’s vision and it occurred to him that this was the second time this particular prow had almost crushed him.

Except this time it’s not almost.

But it was to be almost. An orange circle pulsed in Artemis’s helmet readout and he prayed that it was a sign that an electromagnetic connection had been established between his suit and the ship.

It was. Artemis felt a gentle tug, then a fierce one that yanked him off the ledge straight up towards the hovering mercenary craft. In the light of his suit beams he could see a magnetic plate in the ship’s belly. Underneath him the squid abandoned its improvised mallet and bunched itself for pursuit.

I’ll probably slow down before I hit that plate, Artemis thought hopefully.

He didn’t, but the impact hurt a lot less than a blow from an armed giant squid.

Generally the diver would be taken inside immediately, but in this case Holly decided that it would be best to leave Artemis where he was and put a little distance between them and the squid, which Artemis would later agree was the correct decision even though at the time he was screaming.

Artemis craned his head round to see the massive dome of the squid’s head jetting after him, tentacles behind rippling like skipping ropes, skipping ropes with razor-lined suckers and enough power to crush an armoured vehicle, not to mention the ability to manipulate tools.

‘Holly!’ he shouted. ‘If you can hear me. Go faster!’

Apparently she could hear him.

*

Holly took the ship deep into the impact crater and when she was absolutely sure the squid was off their scopes she flipped the magnetic plate and Artemis was dumped into the airlock, still clutching the fairy box to his chest.

‘Hey, look,’ said Mulch, once the airlock had drained. ‘It’s the nut.’ He ran in small circles around the bay squealing: ‘I’m the nut. I’m the nut.’ The dwarf stopped for a laugh. ‘He cracks me up, really.’

Butler hurried to Artemis’s side. ‘Cut him some slack, Diggums. He just tangled with a giant squid.’

Mulch was not impressed. ‘I once ate one of those things. A big one, not a tiddler like that fellow.’

Butler helped Artemis with the helmet. ‘Anything broken? Can you move your fingers and toes? What is the capital of Pakistan?’

Artemis coughed and stretched his neck. ‘Nothing broken. Digits all mobile and the capital of Pakistan is Islamabad, which is noteworthy for being purpose built to be the capital.’

‘OK, Artemis,’ said Butler. ‘You’re fine. I won’t ask you to count to five.’

‘I would rather count in fives if you don’t mind. Foaly, congratulations on building such a sturdy phone with an excellent tracking program.’

Holly hit the water flaps to slow the ship’s forward motion. ‘Did you find anything?’

Artemis held out the hardware cube. ‘Wreckage from the probe. This was covered in some kind of gel. Interesting texture, loaded with crystals. Something of yours, Foaly?’

The centaur clopped over and took the small metal box. ‘It’s the heart from an amorphobot,’ he said fondly. ‘These little guys were the perfect foragers. They could absorb anything including each other.’

‘Maybe they absorbed this Turnball guy and his buddies,’ said Juliet, half joking.

Artemis was about to explain in patronizingly simple terms exactly why this wasn’t possible when it occurred to him that it was indeed possible – not only that, it was probable.

‘They weren’t programmed to act as rescue vehicles,’ said Foaly.

Holly scowled. ‘If you tell me one more time that those amorphobots weren’t programmed to do something, then I will have to shave your hindquarters while you sleep.’

Artemis crawled to the steel bench. ‘Are you saying that you people knew about these amorphobots all the time?’

‘Of course we did. They attacked us in Iceland. Remember?’

‘No. I was unconscious.’

‘That’s right. Seems like ages ago.’

‘So I endured trial by squid for nothing?’

‘Oh no. Not for nothing. It would have taken me minutes to make the connection and even then it would only have been a theory.’ Foaly typed a code into his phone, releasing it from the pressure suit’s helmet. ‘Whereas now we can check the programming.’

Foaly hooked his phone to the bot’s brain and was delighted to see its readout light up. He ran a few checks and was easily able to pinpoint the shadow program. ‘This is a little puzzling. The bot was sent new mission parameters by the control orb. Charmingly enough, it’s actually telling its gel to kill us all right now. That’s why we never detected any outside interference – there was none. It’s a simple little shadow program, a few lines of code, that’s all. Simple to kill.’ He did so with a few taps of the keyboard.

‘Where is this control orb?’ asked Artemis.

‘It’s in my lab, in Haven.’

‘Could it have been tampered with?’

Foaly didn’t have to think about this for long. ‘Impossible, and I’m not just being typical me and denying my equipment is responsible. I check that thing most days. I ran a systems check yesterday and there was nothing out of the ordinary in the orb’s history. Whoever set this up has been feeding the probe instructions for weeks, if not months.’

Artemis closed his eyes to blot out the shining fours that had appeared in his vision, floating around the craft’s interior, hissing malignantly.

I manage to survive a giant squid attack and now I’m worried by hissing fours. Great.

‘I need everyone to sit in a line, on the opposite bench, small to tall.’

‘That’s the Atlantis Complex talking, Mud Boy,’ said Holly. ‘Fight it.’

Artemis pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. ‘Please, Holly. For me.’

Mulch was delighted with this game. ‘Should we hold hands, or chant? How about:
 five keeps me alive, four makes my bottom sore?’

‘Number poetry?’ said Artemis sceptically. ‘That’s ridiculous. Please, sit where I ask.’

They did, reluctantly and grumbling, Foaly and Mulch arguing for a moment over who was smaller. There was no argument over who was tallest. Butler sat hunched at the end, chin almost between his knees. Beside him sat Juliet, then Foaly, then Mulch and finally Holly who had set the ship on neutral.

Five, thought Artemis. Five friends to keep me alive.

He sat, still clad in the pressure exo-skeleton suit, watching his friends and taking strength, letting his ideas build.

Finally he said, ‘Foaly, there must have been a second orb.’

Foaly nodded. ‘There was. We always grow a back-up. In this case we used the clone because the original was damaged. Only minor damage, true, but you can’t take chances with space travel.
 The first was sent off to be incinerated.’

‘Where?’

‘Atlantis. Koboi Labs got the contract.
 This was obviously before we realized how deranged Opal is.’

‘So, if we accept that Turnball Root got hold of the second orb and had it repaired by Vishby, or whoever else worked for him, then would the probe obey commands from that orb?’

‘Of course. No questions asked. They could be sent by any computer with a satellite link.’

Butler raised a finger. ‘Can I say something?’

‘Of course, old friend.’

‘Foaly. Your security sucks. When are you guys going to learn? A few years ago the goblins built a shuttle, and now you have convicts running your space program.’

Foaly stamped a hoof. ‘Hey, pal, less of the judgemental attitude. We’ve stayed hidden for thousands of years. That’s how good our security is.’

‘Five ten fifteen twenty,’ shouted Artemis. ‘Please. We need to work quickly.’

‘Can we tease you about this later?’ said Mulch. ‘I have some great material.’

‘Later,’ said Artemis. ‘For now, we need to work out where Turnball is going and what his final objective is.’

When there was no argument, he continued. ‘If we assume that Turnball used his orb to control the probe and used these amorphobots to carry him away, can we track the amorphobots?’

Foaly’s head movement was somewhere between a nod and a shake. ‘Possibly. But not for long.’

Artemis understood. ‘The gel dissipates in salt water.’

‘That’s right. The friction between the water and the bots wears down the gel, but as soon as it separates from the brain it begins to dissolve. No charge, no cohesion. I’d say with a melon-sized bubble, you might get a few hours.’

‘It’s already been a few hours. How much longer do we have?’

‘It may already be too late. If I was allowed out of my school desk, I might be able to tell you.’

‘Of course, please.’

Foaly swung his arms forward, lifting himself from his awkward seated position, and clopped into the cockpit where he quickly entered the gel’s chemical make-up into the gyro’s rudimentary computer and dropped a filter over the portholes.

‘Luckily for us the mercenaries decided to leave the scanners intact. Everyone pick a window. I’ve run a scan for a specific radiation and the gel trail should show up as a luminous green. Shout if you see something.’

They all took a porthole, except Holly, who sat in the pilot’s chair ready to take off in whichever direction the trail led.

‘I see it!’ said Mulch. ‘No, wait. It’s a really angry squid looking for his little nut. Sorry. I know that was inappropriate, but I’m hungry.’

‘There,’ called Juliet. ‘I see something, portside.’

Artemis switched to her porthole. Winding from the depths of the crater was a wispy stream of shining bubbles that disappeared as they watched it, the lower bubbles separating into smaller blobs then towards the end of the trail some were disappearing altogether.

‘Quickly, Holly,’ said Artemis urgently. ‘Follow those bubbles.’

Holly opened the throttle. ‘Now there’s an order I never thought I’d hear from you,’ she said.

*

They sped after the bubble trail in the mercenaries’ gyro, though Foaly did argue that technically they were not bubbles but globules, for which information he received a punch on the shoulder from Juliet.

‘Hey, don’t punch me,’ protested the centaur.

‘Technically that was a rap, not a punch,’ corrected Juliet. ‘Now this … this is a punch.’

The trail grew fainter before their eyes and Holly quickly programmed in a projected course whenever the globules changed direction just in case they disappeared altogether.

Artemis sat in the co-pilot’s chair with a hand over one eye and his other hand in front of his face.

‘The thumb is generally acknowledged to be a finger,’ he told Holly. ‘In which case we’re safe, because that makes five fingers. But some experts argue that the thumb is completely different and is one of the things that sets us apart from the animals and in that case we only have four fingers on each hand. And that’s bad.’

He’s getting worse, thought Holly anxiously.

Butler was stumped. If someone were threatening Artemis, the correct protective action was usually pretty obvious: Clobber the bad guy and confiscate his weapon. But now the bad guy was Artemis’s own mind, and it was turning him against everyone, including Butler.

How can I trust any order Artemis gives me? the bodyguard wondered. It could simply be a ruse to get me out of the way. Just like Mexico.

He squatted beside Artemis. ‘You do have faith in me now, don’t you, Artemis?’

Artemis tried to meet his eyes but couldn’t manage it. ‘I’m trying, old friend. I want to, but I know that soon I won’t have the strength. I need help, and soon.’

They both knew what Artemis wasn’t saying: I need help before I go out of my mind entirely.

*

They followed the gel trail eastwards through the Atlantic and round the tip of Gibraltar into the Med. In the early afternoon the trail died suddenly. The last green bubble popped and suddenly they were fifteen metres underwater, two miles outside the Golfo di Venezia with nothing but yachts and gondolas in the gyro’s scopes.

‘It has to be Venice,’ said Holly, bringing the ship to periscope depth, taking the opportunity to fill the air tanks and equalize. ‘It’s right in front of us.’

‘Venice is a big city,’ said Butler. ‘And not an easy place to search. How are we going to find these guys?’

The amorphobot brain in Foaly’s hand suddenly beeped as it established a link with its brethren. ‘I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. They’re close. Very close. Very, very close.’

Artemis was not happy with his melodramatic statement. ‘Very, very close? Really, Foaly? You’re a scientist. How close, exactly?’

Foaly pointed to the gyro’s hatch. ‘That close.’

The next minute or two were frantic and seemed to have an entire day’s worth of happenings compressed into a few moments. To Artemis and Foaly the whole thing was just flashes of colour and blurred movement. Butler, Holly and Juliet saw a little more, being trained soldiers. Butler even managed to get off the bench, which did him absolutely no good whatsoever.

The gyro’s hatch made a sound like a giant plastic bottle being stepped on by a giant foot, then simply disappeared. Rather, it appeared to disappear. It was actually torn backwards with great force then hurled into the sky. The hatch eventually lodged in the shaft of the bell tower of San Marco Piazza, which caused quite a bit of consternation in the city, especially for the painter whose rope was severed by the spinning hatch and who plummeted thirty metres to land on his brother’s back. The brothers were already fighting and this didn’t make things any better.

Back in the gyro, water immediately began flooding the ship’s interior, but most of the available space was filled by the rolling forms of six amorphobots, which flowed into the bay, chittering as they selected their targets. It was all over in less than a second. The bots pounced on their targets, quickly engulfing them in turgid gel, and spirited them into the azure blue of the Mediterranean.

As they were whisked towards the murky form of a fairy ship in the depths, each prisoner had his or her own thoughts about what had happened.

Artemis was stunned by how much this abduction reminded him of his time spent battling through the mindscreen in his own brain.

Holly wondered if her weapon would work inside the gunk, or if it had been disabled yet again.

Foaly couldn’t help feeling a little fondness for the amorphobot that held him prisoner; after all he had grown it in a lab beaker.

Juliet tried to keep Butler in sight. So long as she could see her brother, she felt reasonably safe.

Butler thrashed for a moment but quickly realized that his efforts were futile and so drew himself in like a newborn, conserving his energy for one explosive movement.

Mulch was also considering an explosive movement. Maybe he couldn’t escape but he could certainly make this blobby thing regret picking him up. The dwarf pulled his knees slowly to his chest and allowed the gas in his tubes to collect into long bubbles. Eventually he would have enough force to blast through or else he would be left floating in what would look like the world’s largest lava lamp.

*

Turnball Root was having a reasonably good time. He would have been having a wonderful time, but for the fact that his darling Leonor was not in the condition he would like her to be, and he was worried that if he was able to restore Leonor’s faculties, she would quickly tumble to the fact that he was not quite the principled revolutionary he had always pretended to be and he would lose her love.
 Leonor had a strong sense of morality and she would definitely kick up a fuss at the idea of him imprisoning a demon warlock to keep her forever young. Turnball glanced at the thrall rune on his thumb.
 The intricate set of spirals and characters that had kept Leonor on the hook, but the power of which was weakening all the time. Would she have left him without it? Maybe. Probably.

Turnball was possibly the world’s foremost expert on runes. They suited his situation as they only required a tiny spark of magic to kick-start them and thereafter operated on the power of the symbols themselves. Different people reacted differently to rune control. Some could be controlled for decades while others would reject the black magic and go instantly insane. Leonor had been the ideal thrall because a large part of her wanted to believe what Turnball told her.

With his modified laser, Turnball could enslave anyone he wished, for as long as he wished no matter how they felt about him, and without the need for a single spark of magic.

Like these new prisoners for example. A veritable treasure chest of talents at his disposal. One never knew when a teenage mastermind would come in handy, or a technical centaur, especially when it was well known that the little demon trusted them both. With those two and the warlock, he could start his own principality if he chose to.

Yes, I am having a reasonably good time, thought Turnball. But soon I will be having an excellent time. Just one more set of people to kill. Maybe two.

*

The amorphobots had entered the ambulance through the airlock and morphed into one in the ambulance’s only cell. Actually the bot holding Mulch Diggums was excluded from the morph as the other bots could not identify the chemical spectrum of the gas bubbles inside the dwarf’s body and did not frankly like the look of Mulch anyway and so, though he tried to meld with the others, the bot was repulsed and wobbled lonely in the corner.

Turnball Root descended the spiral staircase from the bridge and literally swaggered into the cell to gloat.

‘Look here,’ he said to Unix, who stood at his shoulder, grim as ever. ‘The finest fairy and human minds all gathered together in one cell.’

They hung before him suspended in smart gel, unable to do much besides take shallow breaths and move like sleepy swimmers.

‘Don’t even bother making the effort to call for help or shoot your way out,’
 Turnball continued. ‘I am jamming your phones and weapons.’ He leaned close to the bot’s shimmering surface. ‘Here’s one of Julius’s little pups. Didn’t we shoot her already, Unix?’

A leery smile tightened the sprite’s jaw, though it did not make him seem a nicer person.

‘And the great Foaly. Saviour of the People. Not any more, my little pony. Soon you will be my thrall and delighted to be so.’ Turnball wiggled his hand at the captives and they could see the red runes painted on his finger and thumb.

‘And what have we here?’ Turnball stopped in front of the Butlers. ‘Crazy Bear and the Jade Princess. I missed you once before but it won’t happen a second time.’

‘What about me?’ Mulch managed to say, and the bot translated the vibrations of his larynx into sound.

‘What about you?’

‘Don’t I get a description? I’m dangerous too.’

Turnball laughed, but softly so the noise would not awaken Leonor who slept in the berth upstairs. ‘I like you, dwarf. You have spirit, but nonetheless I shall kill you as you are of no use to me, unless you fancy a position as jester. A fat, smelly jester. Obviously I am assuming that you smell bad. You certainly look as though you might.’

Turnball moved on to Artemis. ‘And, of course, Artemis Fowl. Ex-criminal mastermind and current psychotic. How is the Complex going, Artemis? I bet you have a bad number. What is it, five? Four?’ Artemis must have flinched because Turnball knew he had guessed correctly. ‘Four, then. And how do I know you suffer from Atlantis? You should ask your friend Foaly. He’s the one who supplies me with pictures.’

Artemis was not at all surprised to find that some of his paranoia was actually justified.

Turnball paced along the line like a general delivering a pre-battle pep talk. ‘I am delighted that you are all here, genuinely delighted. Because you can be useful to me. You see, my wife is very old, and to save her life and bring her youth back I need a very powerful magician.’

Artemis’s eyes widened. He got it straight away. All of this to lure No1 out of Haven.

‘Your friend Number One will be helping out with the injured on the Nostremius and we were going to go in there, masquerading as patients, and bring him out with my super-duper modified lasers, but there was always going to be the niggly problem of the little fellow perhaps getting a magical bolt off before I enthralled him. But now, Holly Short, one of his best friends in the whole world, is going to fetch him for me.’

Turnball turned to Unix. ‘Tell the bot to spit out Captain Short.’

Unix consulted a computer rendering of the bot and its contents on a wall screen.
 With a flick of his finger, he dragged Holly from the gel. Almost instantaneously the bot did the same.
 Holly felt as though she were being vomited from the belly of a beast on to the cold metal floor. She lay there gasping as her lungs accustomed themselves to breathing pure air once more. She opened her eyes to see a grinning Turnball looming over her.

‘I’m remembering more and more about you as time goes by,’ he said, and kicked her hard in the ribs with one black boot. ‘And I remember that you put me in prison. But never mind, eh. Now you can make up for it by doing me a good turn.’

Holly spat a blob of gel on to the deck. ‘Not likely, Turnball.’

Turnball kicked her again. ‘You will address me by my rank.’

Holly spoke through gritted teeth. ‘I doubt it.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Turnball, and put his boot on her throat. From his pocket he pulled what looked like a pen light.

‘This looks like a pen light, doesn’t it?’

Holly could not speak, but she was guessing the slim cylinder was something more sinister than a light.

‘Yet it is quite a bit more than that. You may have guessed that black-magic runes are something of a hobby of mine. Illegal, yes, but almost everything I do is illegal, so why start worrying now? What this little laser does is burn the rune directly into the skin of the person I wish to enslave. No magic necessary. So long as I have the corresponding rune on my person, then you are my thrall forever.’

Turnball showed his finger to Holly, the one with Vishby’s rune still inscribed on the pad, the magic of which could be transferred to her now that Vishby was dead. ‘And guess what, my dear? A free slot just opened up in my organization.’

Root activated the laser and hummed for a moment until the tip turned red, then he jammed it into Holly’s neck, branding her with his binding rune.

Holly bucked and screamed in a black-magic fit.

‘Not so gentle as the touch,’ noted Turnball, stepping out of puke range just in case.

The fit lasted less than a minute, leaving Holly rigid on the floor, breathing abnormally fast, eyelids fluttering.

Turnball licked the blood rune on his own finger.

‘Now, Miss Short, what say we go and kidnap a warlock?’

Holly stood, arms stiff by her side, eyes unfocused.

‘Yes, Captain,’ she said.

Turnball clapped her on the back. ‘That’s more like it, Short. Isn’t it liberating not to have a choice? You just do what I say and nothing is your fault.’

‘Yes, Captain. Most liberating.’

Turnball handed her a Neutrino. ‘Feel free to kill anyone who gets in your way.’

Holly checked the battery level expertly. ‘Anyone who gets in my way, I kill them.’

‘I like these lasers,’ said Turnball, twiddling the rune pen. ‘Let’s do someone else. Tell the bot to pop young Fowl out of his bubble, Unix. It will be nice to have a pet genius.’

Unix dragged his finger across the touch-screen and Artemis flopped gasping to the floor like a fish out of water.

The Aquanaut Nostremius, Atlantis Trench

The young demon warlock who chose to call himself No1 was feeling extremely sad. He was a sensitive little fellow, though you would not think it to look at his grey armour-plated hide and the squat head that seemed to push its way out of his lumpy shoulders, but he felt others’ pain, and this trait, according to his master, was what made him such an excellent warlock.

There was a lot of pain in the fairy world today. The Martian probe disasters in Iceland and the Atlantis Trench were the worst fairy disasters to have occurred in recent times. To the humans, injury on this scale would probably not even make it on to the big news stations, but the fairy folk were small in number and cautious by nature so to have two probe-related disasters in one cycle was horrific. But at least a larger catastrophe had been averted by the efficient evacuation of Atlantis.

No1 had barely begun to grieve for the loss of his friends in Iceland, when the LEP had informed him that Holly, Foaly and Artemis had actually survived.
 Commander Trouble Kelp asked him to go to Atlantis on the Nostremius
 hospital ship to help heal those injured by the probe’s blast wave. The little demon had immediately agreed, hoping that he could distract himself for a short period at least by using his powers to help others. And now news had filtered through that Holly’s escape pod had gone down at sea and all hands were presumed lost. It was too much to process: dead, alive, then dead again. If Holly had had some magic in her system No1 might have been able to sense her out there somewhere, but he could feel nothing.

So for the past several hours No1 had worked himself ragged laying hands on the injured. He had knitted bones, sealed gashes, repaired ruptured organs, drawn salt water from lungs, draped veils of calm over hysteria and, in some extreme cases, wiped the entire pile-up from people’s memory. For the first time since he had blossomed as a warlock, No1 was actually feeling a little depleted. But he could not leave right now as word had just come over the aquanaut’s speakers that yet another ambulance had docked.

I need to sleep, he thought wearily. But not to dream. I would only dream of Holly. I cannot believe she’s gone.

And something made him look up at that moment and he saw Holly Short walking down the corridor towards the quarantine door. The sight was so unexpected that No1 was strangely unsurprised.

It’s Holly, but she’s moving weirdly. As though she’s underwater.

No1 finished the bone knit he was working on, then left the clean-up to a nurse. He shambled towards the security door, where Holly was having her retina scanned. The computer accepted her LEP credentials and popped open with a pneumatic hiss.

No1 skipped outside to prevent Holly entering.

‘We have to keep that area germ free,’ he said, sorry these had to be the first words he uttered to his resurrected friend, ‘and you look like you just escaped from toxic garbage.’
 Then he hugged her tightly. ‘You smell like a toxic dump too, but you’re alive. Thank goodness. Tell me, did Foaly survive? Please say he did. And Artemis? I couldn’t bear it when I heard you were all gone.’

Holly did not meet his eyes. ‘Artemis is sick. I need you to come.’

No1 was immediately desolate, his mood swinging rapidly like a small child’s. ‘Artemis is sick? Oh no. Bring him in and we can take care of him here.’

Holly turned back the way she had come. ‘No. He can’t be moved. You need to follow me.’

No1 jogged after his friend Holly without a moment’s hesitation. ‘Is it a broken bone, is that it? Artemis can’t be moved? Is Foaly OK? Where did you guys go?’

But there were no answers for the little demon, and all he could do was follow Holly’s square shoulders through the throngs of walking wounded, past the cots that had been erected in the hallways. The smell of disinfectant burned his nostrils and the cries of the injured seared his heart.

I’ll just fix Artemis quickly. Maybe lie down for a minute, then get back to work.

No1 was a good soul and it never for a moment occurred to him to probe Holly a little to make sure she was fully herself. It never crossed his mind that one of his closest friends could be leading him into a life of servitude.

*

Turnball sat by Leonor’s bed in the stolen shuttle ambulance, holding her hand while she slept. He felt a little giddy about changing his plan at the last minute. It was quite the cavalier move, and the rush of adrenalin reminded him of his younger days.

‘It was all seat-of-the-pants stuff before I went to prison,’ he confided to the sleeping Leonor. ‘I was a captain in the LEP and running the underworld at the same time. To be honest, there wasn’t much of an underworld before I came along. In the morning I would chair a meeting of the task force that was trying to apprehend me, and in the evening I would be doing black-market deals with the goblin gangs.’ Turnball smiled and shook his head. ‘Good days.’

Leonor did not react, as Turnball had thought it best to give her just a drop of sedative until the warlock had restored her youth. He knew from her talk of death that he was losing his grip on his wife and she was not strong enough to survive another thrall rune.

So, sleep, my darling. Sleep. Soon, all will be as it was.

As soon as Captain Short returned with the demon. And if she did not? Then he would board the Nostremius and take the warlock by force. Perhaps he would lose a crew member or two, but they should be glad to die for their captain’s wife.

*

One level down, in the brig, Bobb Ragby was on guard duty, a duty which he was enjoying immensely as he considered it payback for all the years he himself had been lorded over by guards. It didn’t matter to Bobb that his gel-bound prisoners weren’t actually the people who’d watched over him; that was just their bad luck. He was taking special pleasure in teasing Mulch Diggums whom he had long considered a competitor in the top criminal dwarf competition that he played in his head during the long hours spent on the toilet thanks to a diet of processed food.

Turnball had ordered him to split the amorphobots for safety and now one hung in each corner of the cell like a giant wobbling egg sac.

If any of them act up, then use the shocker feature at your own discretion, Turnball had said. And if they try to shoot their way out make sure we get that on video so we can have a good laugh later.

Ragby had decided he would definitely use the shocker at the first provocation, maybe before the first provocation.

‘Hey, Diggums, why don’t you try to eat some of the gel, so I have an excuse to electrocute you?’

Mulch did not waste his energy talking; he simply bared his enormous teeth.

‘Yeah?’ said Ragby. ‘They ain’t so big. The more I look at you, Diggums, the less I believe all that junk your little groupies spew back at the Sozzled Parrot. You don’t look like much of a burglar to me, Diggums. I think you’re a phoney. A fraud, a tale-spinning liar.’

Mulch brought a hand up to his face. Yawn.

Artemis had been returned to the grip of his amorphobot once the branding had been completed, and with nothing to do but think in its clammy folds he could feel whatever was left of his battered personality slipping away. The rune on his neck had taken hold of his willpower in a vice-like grip and, while he could think and speak at the moment, it took a lot of effort and he guessed that he only had those rudimentary functions because Turnball hadn’t given him any specific instructions yet.
 Once he had his orders, then he would be powerless to resist.

Turnball would be able to order me to do anything, he realized.

Through the distorting field of gel, Artemis could see Ragby taunting Mulch and thought that perhaps it would be a good idea if he joined the argument.

Speaking through the gel was a tricky affair that involved forming the words through clenched teeth, which kept the gel out but allowed it to pick up vibration in the throat.

‘Hello, Mister Ragby,’ he said. The amorphobot sprouted a gel speaker and translated the vibrations into words.

‘Hey, look,’ said Ragby. ‘The thrall speaks. What do you want, Mud Boy? A little shock, is that what you want?’

Artemis decided that highbrow intellectual argument was not the way to go with this person and decided to go straight for the personal insult.

‘I want you to have a bath, dwarf. You stink.’

Ragby was delighted to have a little diversion. ‘Wow. That’s like actual grown-up fighting talk. You do know that your bodyguard is out of action?’

If Butler had been equipped with laser eyeballs, Bobb Ragby would have had holes bored right through his skull.

What are you up to, Artemis? wondered Butler.
 This kind of insult is not your style.

‘I don’t need a bodyguard to dispose of you, Ragby,’ continued Artemis. ‘Just a bucket of water and a wire brush.’

‘Funny,’ said Ragby, though he sounded a little less amused than previously.

‘Perhaps some disinfectant, so your germs would not spread.’

‘I have a fungus,’ said Ragby. ‘It’s a real medical condition and it’s very hurtful of you to bring it up.’

‘Awww,’ said Artemis. ‘Is the big, tough dwarf in pain?’

Ragby had had enough. ‘Not as much pain as you,’ he said, and instructed the bot to pass a charge through its gel sac.

Artemis was attacked by shards of white lightning. He jittered for a moment like a marionette in the hands of a toddler, then relaxed, floating unconscious in the gel.

Ragby laughed. ‘Not so funny now, are you?’

Butler growled, which would have been menacing had not his bot speakers translated it as a robotic purr, then he began to push. It should have been impossible for him to make any impact without traction, but somehow he actually managed to distend the gel, causing the bot to chitter as though being tickled.

‘You guys are hilarious,’ said Ragby, and allowed Butler to wear himself out for a few minutes, before he grew bored and shocked the bodyguard. Not enough to knock the big human out, but certainly enough to calm him down a little.

‘Two down,’ he said cheerily. ‘Who’s next?’

‘Me,’ said Mulch. ‘I’m next.’

Bobb Ragby turned to find Mulch Diggums rolled into a ball, rear end pointed directly at Bobb himself. The rear end was not covered by material, or, in other words, it was a bare bottom and it meant business.

Ragby, as a dwarf himself and a subscriber to Where the Wind Blows monthly, knew exactly what was about to happen.

‘No way,’ he breathed. He should shock Diggums, he knew, but this was too much entertainment to pass up. If things got out of hand, he could press the button, until then no harm in watching. Just in time he remembered to press record on the security cameras in case the captain wanted a look later.

‘Go on, Diggums. If you actually break free, then I’ll present my own backside for a good kicking.’

Mulch did not reply; breathing was too difficult inside the gel to go wasting any precious energy trading insults with Bobb Ragby. Instead he wrapped his forearms round his shins and bore down on his colon, which was inflated like a very long balloon snake.

‘Go, Mulch!’ whooped Ragby. ‘Make your people proud. Just so as you know, this will be up on the Ethernet in about five minutes.’

The first bubble to emerge was cantaloupe sized. These big bubbles were known among dwarf tunnellers as corkers from back in the days when corks were used to cap bottles. Often a corker had to be cleared before the main flow could begin.

‘Good-sized corker,’ Bobb Ragby admitted.

Once the corker was out of his system, Mulch followed it with a flurry of smaller squibs that emerged into the gel with an initial speed that was quickly arrested by the bot’s gel.

‘Is that it?’ called Bobb, a little disappointed, truth be known. ‘Is that all you got?’

That was not all Mulch had got. A hundred more assorted squibs quickly followed, some spheres, some ellipsoids and Ragby swore he saw a cube.

‘Now you’re just showing off!’ he said.

The bubbles just kept on coming in various sizes and shapes. Some were transparent, some suspiciously opaque and a few had wisps of gas inside that crackled when they hit the gel.

The bot chittered nervously, the metal hardware heart flashing orange as its built-in spectrometer struggled to analyse the gas’s components.

‘Now that I have never seen,’ said Bobb, his finger hovering over the shocker button.

Still the bubbles flowed, inflating the amorphobot to twice its original size. Its chitterings climbed the octaves until eventually they shattered nearby medical beakers and climbed to ultrasonic wavelengths, too high for the humans and fairies to hear.

The shrieking has stopped, thought Bobb.
 That must mean the danger is past.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

Mulch was virtually invisible now behind the bubbles, his image twisted and refracted by their curved surfaces. More and more bubbles were produced. Mulch seemed to be the dwarf equivalent of a clown’s car that could hold more passengers than would seem to be allowed by the laws of physics. The amorphobot was stretched to its limits and its surface was dappled by the pressure. It began bouncing on the spot, venting bursts of the mysterious smoky gas.

‘Well, Mulch, it’s been fun,’ said Bobb Ragby, and reluctantly pressed the shocker button, which as it turned out was the wrong thing to do. Even the amorphobot tried to refuse the order, but Ragby insisted, jabbing the button again and again until the familiar crackling sparked from two nodes on its metallic heart.

Any first-day chemistry student could have told Ragby never to put sparks near a mystery gas.

Unfortunately Ragby had never met any first-day chemistry students and so it came as a total surprise to him when the gas passed by Mulch Diggums ignited, bubble after bubble, in a chain reaction of mini-explosions. The bot expanded and ruptured, gel jets erupting from its surface. It bounced from floor to ceiling then pinballed across the cell, running Ragby over like a giant tyre. It was a testament to Foaly’s design and standards that the amorphobot held its integrity even under such extreme circumstances. It transferred gel from unscorched sections and grafted them on to ruined areas.

Ragby lay stunned on the deck while the bot came to rest across the hatch, shuddering and heaving. In cases like this it had a deep-rooted self-preservation order that Turnball had not thought to override. In the event that a sample collected by one of the amorphobots proved dangerous to the bot’s systems, then that subject was to be immediately ejected. And this pungent dwarf was definitely dangerous, and so the damaged amorphobot hawked Mulch Diggums on to the blackened deck where he lay, smoking.

‘I should never have had all that vole curry,’ he mumbled, then passed out.

Bobb Ragby was the first dwarf to recover.

‘That was something,’ he said, then spat out a lump of charred gel. ‘You got out, darn it if you didn’t, so I suppose by rights I should present my behind for a kicking.’

Ragby lowered his wide bottom towards Mulch’s unconscious face, but got no reaction.

‘No takers?’ he said. ‘Well, you can’t say I didn’t offer.’

‘Here,’ said a voice behind him. ‘Let me kick that for you.’

He twisted his neck round just in time to see an enormous boot heading for his behind, and behind that boot there was an angry head, which in spite of being a little out of focus because of Bobb’s perspective, unmistakably belonged to the human Butler.

*

Mulch had never believed he would actually get out of the amorphobot’s belly, but he had hoped to distract Bobb Ragby for a few moments so that Foaly could come up with one of his genius techy plans.

And that was exactly what had happened. While Ragby had been occupied watching the gastrobatics of his fellow dwarf, Foaly had been busy syncing the bot core Artemis had picked up at the impact site with the core in his own amorphobot. In a laboratory it would have taken him about ten seconds to connect and send a string of code to shut out the instructions from the stolen control orb, but, suspended inside an amorphobot, it took the centaur at least half a minute. As soon as the readout flashed green, Foaly networked with the remaining bots and instructed them to dissolve.

Half a second later, Juliet and Foaly flopped to the floor, tears in their eyes, gel in their windpipes. Artemis lay unmoving, still unconscious from his electrocution.

Butler landed on his feet, spat and attacked.

*

Poor Bobb Ragby never had a chance, not that Butler did much to him. All it took was one kick, then the dwarf’s terror took hold and jetted him straight into the lip of a metal bunk. He collapsed with a surprisingly childlike moan.

Butler turned quickly to Artemis and checked his pulse.

‘How’s Artemis’s heart?’ asked Juliet, bending to check on Mulch.

‘It’s beating,’ replied her brother. ‘That’s about all I can tell you. We need to get him over to that hospital ship. Mulch too.’

The dwarf coughed then muttered something about beer and cheese pies.

‘Do you mean beer, and cheese pies? Or beer-and-cheese pies?’ Juliet glanced at her brother. ‘Mulch may be delirious – it’s hard to tell.’

Butler took Bobb Ragby’s gun from his belt then tossed him bodily on to Foaly’s broad back.

‘OK. Here’s the strategy. We take Artemis and Mulch across to the Nostremius’s sickbay then I retrieve Holly if necessary.’

Juliet’s head snapped back. ‘But Foaly can do –’

‘Get moving,’ thundered Butler. ‘Go immediately. I do not want to talk about it.’

‘OK. But if you’re not with us in five minutes I’m coming after you.’

‘I would appreciate that,’ said Butler, propping Mulch on Foaly’s back, then the unconscious Artemis. ‘And if you could bring any troops you find along the way that would be great.’

‘Troops on a hospital ship?’ said Foaly, trying his best not to smell what was on his back. ‘You’ll be lucky.’

Mulch’s tongue lolled out, resting on the centaur’s neck. ‘Mmm,’ he mumbled around his tongue. ‘Horse. Tasty.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Foaly nervously. ‘Let’s go right now.’

*

The ambulance was a small ship compared to the massive aquanaut which loomed over them. The little craft had two levels: a sickbay and cell downstairs and on top of the spiral staircase a bridge with a small trucker’s cabin, and apart from a couple of nooks for storage and recycling, and the room in which they’d been imprisoned, that was it. Luckily for Butler and the others the umbilical across to the Nostremius was on the bottom level.

Ching Mayle was peering across through the umbilical, obviously waiting for Holly’s return with the demon warlock.

‘Please,’ whispered Juliet, when they saw the goblin at the hatch, ‘allow me.’

Butler was holding both Artemis and Mulch steady on Foaly’s back. Bobb Ragby he was not so worried about. ‘Knock yourself out,’ he said. ‘Or, rather, knock the other guy out.’

Being a wrestler, Juliet could not simply run at Ching Mayle and knock him out –
 she had to add a little drama.

She ran down the corridor crying hysterically. ‘Help me, Mister Goblin. Save me.’

Ching removed his fingers from the bite marks on his skull he was forever scratching, which of course meant that they never healed properly.

‘Uh … Save you from what?’

Juliet sniffled. ‘There’s a big ugly goblin trying to stop us leaving the ship.’

Mayle reached for his gun. ‘There’s a what?’

‘A big ugly guy, with all these septic dents in his head.’

Ching licked his eyeballs. ‘Septic dents? Hey, wait a minute …’

‘Finally,’ said Juliet, and pirouetted like an ice-skater, whacking Ching Mayle with her signature jade ring. He tumbled into the umbilical passage, sliding down to the low point.
 Juliet caught his weapon before it hit the deck.

‘One more down,’ she said.

‘You couldn’t just punch him in the head,’ grumbled Butler, leading Foaly past her. ‘Boo hoo. Help me I’m a girl. What kind of modern woman are you?’

‘A smart one,’ said Juliet. ‘He never even got a shot off.’

Butler was not impressed. ‘He should never have got a hand to his gun. Next time, just hit the goblin. You’re lucky he didn’t blast you with a fireball.’

‘Oh no,’ said Foaly, pushing through a rope curtain that seemed to be coated with disinfectant, and into the umbilical passage. ‘No flame near the umbilical. This is a pressurized tube with an oxygen-helium mix, heavy on the oxygen because of the pressure. One spark in here and, first, we explode, then the tube ruptures and the ocean squashes us flat.’

One by one they stepped into the umbilical. It was an incredible construction. A double-skinned tube of transparent super-tough plastic, strengthened with a wrap of octagonal wire. Air pumps hummed loudly along its length and light orbs drew deep-sea creatures to it, including Artemis’s giant squid, which had wrapped itself around the umbilical’s central span and was gnawing the wire frame with its beak. Its chitin-lined suckers scraped the plastic, smearing long welts along the tube.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Foaly confidently. ‘That creature can’t get through. We’ve done a thousand stress tests.’

‘With actual giant squid?’ asked Juliet, understandably concerned.

‘No,’ admitted Foaly.

‘So just computer tests, then?’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Foaly, offended. ‘We used a normal squid and a tiny umbilical model. It worked quite well until one of my dwarf lab assistants fancied some calamari.’

Juliet shuddered. ‘It’s just that I have a thing about giant squid.’

‘Don’t we all?’ said Foaly, and clopped past her down the umbilical.

The passage was fifty metres long with a slight incline at either end. The walkway beneath their feet was coated with a slightly tacky substance to prevent any accidental sparking and there were fire-extinguishing scatter bombs at regular intervals that would automatically coat the tube with powder in the event of a fire breaking out.

Foaly pointed at one of the fire-extinguishing bombs. ‘In all honesty, those are for show. If so much as a spark gets loose in here, not even the squid is going to survive.’

They proceeded across to the aquanaut, feeling the cold of the ocean radiate through the walls, breathing the sharp oxygen-rich air. The Nostremius hospital ship loomed above, four storeys high, curved green walls dotted by a thousand glowing portholes, anchored to the seabed by a dozen bussized anchors. Umbilicals stretched from several ports and shadowy figures could be seen shuffling across from their ships to the Nostremius. It was a sombre, surreal image.

Foaly led, carrying Artemis, Mulch and a snoring Bobb Ragby and complaining every step of the way.

‘Passengers. Centaurs don’t carry passengers. Just because we have a horse’s torso doesn’t mean we have a horse’s temperament. This is demeaning, that’s what it is.’

Neither Juliet nor Butler took any notice. They were in a dangerous stretch right now and any confrontation had to be quickly contained or it could mean a watery grave for them all.

On Foaly’s back, Artemis moaned and stirred. Butler patted his shoulder.

‘You just stay asleep, young man. No need to wake up now.’

As much respect as Butler had for Artemis’s abilities, he couldn’t think how they could help in this situation, especially with that angry-looking rune burned into his neck.

They were two thirds of the way across when the hatch on the Nostremius end slid open, and Holly stepped through followed by No1.

There was no emotion in Holly’s eyes, but she calmly assessed the situation and drew the Neutrino from her holster, taking a quick bead on Butler’s forehead. From the look on her face, she could have been about to shoot a dart at a fairground target.

‘No, Captain Short,’ said Turnball’s voice from behind Butler. ‘No guns in here.’

Turnball stood at the entrance to the ambulance with Unix, as ever, at one shoulder and Ark Sool hovering at the other.

Juliet was on rear-guard duty. ‘It’s the jolly pirate,’ she called to her brother.
 ‘And his merry idiots. I think without guns that we’re in pretty good shape. Should I go over there and beat some respect for life into them?’

Butler held up two fingers. Wait.

This was a nightmare scenario for any bodyguard: stuck in the middle of a transparent tube, several miles underwater with a murdering band of fugitives at one end and an enthralled but still highly skilled police officer at the other.

Poor No1 had no idea what kind of drama he had stepped into.

‘Holly, what’s going on? Are we in the middle of one of your big adventures?
 Should I zap someone?’

Holly stood impassively waiting for instructions, but Butler heard what No1 had said. ‘No magic, Number One. One spark could blow up this entire platform.’

No1 sighed. ‘Can’t you people ever just go on a picnic or something? Do there always have to be explosions?’

Artemis moaned again, then slid from behind Mulch off Foaly’s back on to the walkway.

Standing in the doorway of the stolen shuttle ambulance, gazing down the umbilical towards Butler, Turnball realized he had a few marked cards in the deck. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘My little genius awakes. This should make our game interesting.’

Butler turned sideways to make himself a smaller target. There were to be no guns in this showdown, but there could be blades. ‘Go back inside,’ he called to No1. ‘Go in and shut the hatch.’

The demon warlock tapped Holly’s shoulder. ‘Should I go in, Holly? Would that be the best thing to do?’

Holly did not answer, but with that touch No1 felt the rune spell that squatted like a parasite on her mind. It seemed purple to him and malignant and somehow aware. In his imagination, the reptilian rune crouching on Holly’s brain snarled at him and nipped with venomous teeth.

‘Oh,’ said No1, withdrawing his finger sharply.

I could undo the spell, he thought. But it would be delicate work to avoid brain damage and there would definitely be sparks.

He took a slow step backwards, but Holly quickly walked round him and smashed the heel of her hand into the door mechanism, sealing it for as long as it took for maintenance to get a fairy down there. Which would be way too long.

‘No running away, young Master Demon,’ called Turnball. ‘I have need of your magic.’

My magic, thought No1. There must be something I can do. The
 mesmer doesn’t require any sparks.

‘Listen to me, Holly,’ said the demon warlock, his voice multilayered with magic.
 ‘Look into my eyes.’

Which was as far as he got before Holly brought the edge of her hand down in a chopping motion that hit No1 accurately in the gap between the armour plates on his chest and neck. Right in the windpipe. The demon collapsed to the ground gasping. It would be minutes before he could do as much as squeak.

Turnball laughed cruelly. ‘Rune trumps mesmer, I would say.’

Butler tried to ignore the more extreme circumstances, such as the explosive gas they were breathing and the giant squid giving him the evil eye from outside the umbilical tube, and treat the situation as a common alley brawl.

I have been in this situation a dozen times. Admittedly we are flanked, but Juliet and I could take these and a dozen more. Holly can fight, but she is mesmerized and that will slow her down. Why is Turnball so confident with only a gnome and a sprite by his side?

‘Ready, sister?’ he said.

‘Say the word.’

‘I’ll take Turnball and his friends. You contain Holly without doing any damage if you can manage it.’

‘OK, brother.’

‘What should I do?’ asked Foaly, trying to keep the whinny out of his voice.

‘Stand over Artemis and Mulch. Keep them safe.’

‘Very well, Butler,’ said the centaur, feeling utterly helpless as he always did in violent situations. ‘You can count on me.’

Butler and Juliet switched sides, touching hands briefly on the way past.

‘Be careful. Holly is quick.’

‘You too. I don’t trust that Turnball guy.’

Both of these statements would shortly prove themselves true. Unfortunately Butler had formulated their plan of action without two vital pieces of information. First of all Holly was not mesmerized, she was enthralled by a rune, and where the
 mesmer slowed the enchanted person down, runes certainly did not.
 In fact, they gave the victim access to more life force than they would normally have, which is why long-term thralls must not be allowed to get too excited for too long or they will literally burn themselves out. The second piece of information Butler did not have was the fact that Turnball had anticipated he might have to fight his way through an umbilical and so was armed accordingly.

The Butlers went down within seconds of each other. Juliet ran full tilt for Holly, no chatter or exaggerated wrestling moves – Holly was a serious opponent. The serious opponent stood listlessly, arms dangling until the last possible moment, then she ducked low, so quickly that it seemed a ghost image hung in the space where she had been, and swept Juliet’s legs from under her.
 Juliet banged her head hard on the walkway and by the time her vision cleared Holly was on her chest with her Neutrino levelled at Juliet’s head.

‘No sparks,’ panted Juliet. ‘No sparks.’

‘No sparks,’ repeated Holly dully, then stuffed the gun barrel down the front of Juliet’s Jade Princess leotard and pulled the trigger. Juliet spasmed once then collapsed. There were no sparks.

At the other end of the conduit, Butler had not rushed forward with quite so much gusto. If things were as they seemed, he could easily defeat Turnball and his little henchfairies. Perhaps a menacing approach would be enough to scare them into running away.

Turnball seemed a little irritated and not at all scared. ‘Mister Butler, as a manservant to a great strategist, didn’t it occur to you that another great strategist such as myself might have anticipated this moment, or one like it?’

Butler’s stomach sank. Turnball is armed.

Butler’s only option was to cover the remaining distance before Turnball managed to aim his weapon. He almost made it, but then almost in a fight is about as useful as rubber needles in a knitting contest.

Turnball unclipped the stumpy weapon on a lanyard behind his back and shot Butler eight times in the chest and head. The bodyguard’s eyes rolled back in his head but his momentum drove him forward, and Turnball had to skip smartly to one side to avoid being crushed. Ark Sool and Unix were not so lucky. Butler landed on them like a meteor, driving every last gasp of air from their bodies and breaking several ribs.

‘Olé!’ said Turnball, who had made a point of attending the bullfights whenever he was in Spain, not seeming too upset by the loss of his crew.

The vibrations set off one of the fire-extinguisher powder packs, which must have been on a hair trigger, and filled the umbilical with floating white powder.

‘Oh, the weather outside is frightful,’ sang Turnball, pointing his gun at Foaly, who was trying to at least look brave. ‘Do you like my weapon? It was developed for crowd control during the first goblin riots. Purely chemical. Shoots zolpidem tartrate knock-out pellets. Gas powered, with dissolvable shells. No sparks. Sometimes low-tech is the way to go.’

Artemis suddenly drew a lungful of air, as though he had just breached the ocean’s surface.

‘Ah, my genius surfaces. Stand up, Artemis. I command you.’

Artemis lurched to his feet, his head and clothes matted with white powder.

‘Choke that centaur for me, would you?’

There followed an uncomfortable minute while Artemis tried to find some purchase on Foaly’s broad neck, then squeezed with all the power in his fingers, which was not very much. Foaly was more embarrassed than hurt.

Turnball wiped a tear from his eye. ‘Oh, this is too much. But I indulge myself –
 Leonor is waiting. Come here, Artemis, and you too, Captain Short. Bring the demon. We must be gone from here before the ambulance generator blows.’

Artemis and Holly did as they were told with the emotion of automatons. Holly yanked poor, gasping No1 along by the collar of his tunic and Artemis stepped past Foaly without a glance. Outside the conduit, the fish and squid paid close attention to this fascinating diversion from the dreariness of everyday sub-aquatic life.

Suddenly, Turnball was impatient to be off.

‘Come now, my thralls. Where is the speed you are famous for?’

Artemis did speed up, showing a nimbleness that anyone who knew the boy would not associate with him.

‘That’s more like it,’ said Turnball. ‘I may keep you, Artemis.’

‘That’s nice,’ said the human boy. ‘I’ll tell him when I see him.’

‘Ehm,’ said Turnball, puzzled, then the boy who looked like Artemis Fowl jabbed Turnball in the gut with stiffened fingers.

‘Butler showed Artemis that one a thousand times,’ said the boy. ‘He didn’t listen, but I did.’

Turnball wanted to say something, but he was winded, and even if he hadn’t been he had no idea what he would have said.

‘For I am not Artemis Fowl, villainous elf,’ said Orion, twisting the gun from Turnball’s fingers. ‘I am the young romantic who always knew his day would come, so I listened to Butler and I am ready.’

Turnball got enough breath back for one word. ‘How?’

‘Artemis knew he had to escape the power of the rune, which controlled his mind but not mine, so he goaded your cretinous minion into shocking him, which released me.’

Turnball clasped his stomach. Of course. Atlantis stage two. He rested both elbows on his knees and rasped at Holly. ‘Kill him. Kill the boy.’

Orion pivoted and aimed the gun at Holly. ‘Please, sweet maiden. Do not force my hand for I will strike for the good of all.’

Holly threw No1 aside and ran full tilt, side to side.

‘Artemis could never shoot,’ she snarled.

Orion squared his shoulders, and extended his hands, supporting his right hand with his left. Both Artemis and Orion were ambidextrous but, unlike Artemis, Orion favoured his right hand. He remembered what Butler had said time and time again.

Sight along your arm. Breathe out and squeeze.

The first pellet caught Holly on the cheek, the second on the forehead and the third on the shoulder, which took a second to penetrate. Holly’s speed took her halfway up the curved wall before her body gave out and she slid back down on her face.

Orion turned to Turnball who was sneaking up on him.

‘Be still, foul demon.’

‘Hey,’ said No1, who was getting his breath back.

‘Apologies, gentle mage,’ said Orion. ‘I was referring to my piratical foe.’

‘Four,’ said Turnball, with some desperation. ‘Four four four.’

Orion laughed a haughty hero’s laugh. ‘No such luck, Turnball Root. Your evil plans have been thwarted. Accept your fate.’

Turnball’s face turned slowly purple, a family trait.

‘I need the demon,’ he bellowed, spittle spraying from his lips. ‘Turn him over or we all die.’

‘Too late for hollow threats, my friend. You have been outfoxed. Now sit still while my compadre, the noble steed, binds your hands.’

Turnball took a whooping breath and stood erect. ‘No. I have one card left to play. The ambulance is rigged to explode. The autopilot is smashed and the generator has been exposed – there is no turning back. Give me the demon and I will pilot the shuttle deep into the trench then escape in the belly of an amorphobot. There is room for one more besides Leonor. I can take you instead of Number One.’

Foaly sucked his lips. ‘Ah. OK. Little problem with that plan. I dissolved the bots.’

‘So that was your plot,’ said Orion fiercely, brandishing the gun like a cutlass.
 ‘You would take what you wanted and then bury the evidence in the explosion.’

Turnball shrugged, suddenly calm. He had always known a day like this would come.
 ‘It has worked for me before.’ He consulted a timer on his wrist computer. ‘In five minutes the shuttle explodes and we all die. If you will excuse me, I must go to my wife’s bedside.’

He turned to find his wife a little closer than expected. Leonor stood framed by the umbilical’s curtain, leaning heavily on her walking stick, face pale in the glow from the light orbs.

‘Turnball, what’s happening?’ she said, her breath laboured, but both eyes were open and they were clear. Clearer than they had been since they’d first met.

Turnball rushed to her side, supporting her with one arm.

‘Yes, my dear. You should lie down. Things will be better soon.’

Leonor snapped as she had not for a long time. ‘You just said the ship will explode.’

Turnball’s eyes were wide with surprise – his beloved wife had never snapped at him before – but he kept a gentle smile on his lips. ‘What does it matter, so long as we are together? Even death will not separate us.’

From somewhere, Leonor found the strength to stand straight. ‘I am ready for my long sleep, Turnball. But you are young, these people are young, and is that not a hospital ship we are moored to?’

‘Yes, yes it is. But these people are my enemies. They have persecuted me.’
 Turnball licked the rune on his thumb, but Leonor was beyond his power now.

‘I think that perhaps you were far from blameless, my dear, but I was blinded by love. I have always loved you, Turnball. I always will.’

Orion was getting anxious. The seconds were ticking away and he had no wish to see his beloved Holly at the heart of an explosion.

‘Step aside, madam,’ he said to Leonor. ‘I must pilot this ship deep into the trench.’

Leonor raised her stick shakily. ‘No. I will take this journey alone. I have outstayed my welcome on this earth and shut my eyes to what was happening around me. Now at last I will fly where I never thought possible.’ She stroked Turnball’s wet cheek and kissed him. ‘At last I can finally fly again, Turnball.’

Turnball clasped his wife’s shoulders tenderly. ‘You can fly, you will. But not now. This flight is death and I cannot be without you. Don’t you want what we had?’

‘Those times are gone,’ said Leonor simply. ‘Perhaps they should never have been. Now, you must let me go, or else you must try to stop me.’

This was an ultimatum that Turnball had been dreading since first applying the rune to Leonor’s neck. He was about to lose his wife and there was nothing he could do about it. His emotions played across his face, and a network of lines appeared around his eyes as though drawn by an invisible pen.

‘I must go, Turnball,’ said Leonor softly.

‘Fly, my love,’ said Turnball, and he seemed in that moment as old as his wife.

‘Let me do this for you, my love. Let me save you, as you saved me all those years ago?’ Leonor kissed him again and withdrew through the curtain.

Turnball stood for a moment, shoulders shuddering, chin down, then he pulled himself together.

He faced Orion and jerked a thumb towards the ambulance. ‘I should go. Leonor will never make it back up the steps on her own.’

And with such an ordinary statement he was gone, the hatch sealing behind him.

‘Understated but graceful,’ said Orion. ‘A nice exit.’

The Butlers were both unconscious, which would be a source of some ribbing and embarrassment later, so they did not see the stolen ambulance shuttle detach itself from the umbilical conduit and peel away from the Nostremius, Leonor and Turnball clearly visible at the cockpit controls. And they completely missed the shuttle diving deep into the Atlantis Trench in a long graceful arc.

‘That woman is quite a pilot,’ said Orion.
 ‘I imagine they are holding hands now and smiling bravely.’

Moments later a hellfire blossom grew from the depths of the trench, but the explosion was quickly extinguished by the millions of tonnes of water bearing down on it. The shock currents, however, raced along the raised ridge, dislodging centuries-old coral and rippling the untethered end of the umbilical conduit like a child would a skipping rope, sending the squid scurrying for safety.

The tube’s occupants were jumbled together, heroes and villains alike, and swept to the Nostremius’s door, which moments later was opened from the inside by a confused technical officer, a hardened sea gnome who, to his eternal shame, squealed like a baby sprite when he came face to face with a gigantic human covered in white dust.

‘Zombie,’ he shrieked, and, unfortunately for him, two of his shift buddies were in the airlock behind him and it cost him three weeks’ pudding rations to buy their silence.







Epilogue

ARTEMIS woke to find Holly and Foaly leaning over him. Holly seemed concerned whereas Foaly was scrutinizing him, as one would a lab experiment.

I am not in pain, thought Artemis. They must have given me something.

And then: I should lighten the mood.

‘Ah, my princess. Noble steed. How does the morning find you both?’

‘D’Arvit,’ said Holly. ‘It’s the knight in shining armour.’

‘Hmm,’ said Foaly. ‘That’s how Atlantis goes. As it progresses, you can never predict what will set it off. I thought the cocktail of drugs would bring back Artemis but at least Orion will tell us what Artemis is up to.’ He leaned in closer. ‘Orion, you noble youth. Do you happen to know the password for Artemis’s firewall?’

‘Of course I do,’ said Artemis. ‘It’s D-O-N-K-E-Y space B-O-Y.’

Foaly was halfway through writing this down when the penny dropped.

‘Oh, ha ha, Artemis. Most hilarious. I knew it was you all the time.’

Holly did not laugh. ‘That wasn’t funny, Artemis. Atlantis Complex is no joke.’

At the mere mention of the disease, Artemis felt the nest of malignant fours stir at the back of his head.

Not again, he thought.

‘It would really help if you two swapped places,’ he said, trying to sound calm and in control. ‘Also, could you close those two porthole blinds all the way? Or open all the way, but not in the middle like that. That makes no sense.’

Holly wanted to shake Artemis until he snapped out of it, but she had talked to Dr Argon of the Psych Brotherhood and he had told them to humour the human until they could get him checked into the clinic.

Opal Koboi’s old room is still free, the doctor had said brightly, and Holly suspected he was already thinking of titles for the inevitable book.

So she said, ‘OK, Artemis. I’ll get the blinds.’

As Holly tapped the little sun icon beside the blind, lightening the glass, she noticed the shoals of exotic fish basking in the pod light from the Nostremius’s stern fins.

We are all swimming towards the light, she realized, and then wondered when she’d become so philosophical. Too much thinking is one of the things that put Artemis where he is now.
 We need to deal with this problem.

‘Artemis,’ she said, forcing a note of positivity into her voice, ‘Doctor Argon wondered if you had any kind of record of …’

‘My descent into madness?’ completed Artemis.

‘Well, he actually said, the Complex’s progression. He said keeping a journal of some kind is common among sufferers. They feel a great need to be understood after …’

Again Artemis completed the sentence. ‘After we die. I know. I feel that compulsion still.’ He tugged off the ring from his middle finger. ‘It’s my fairy communicator, remember? I kept a video diary. Should make terrifying viewing.’

Foaly took the ring. ‘Let me zap that down to Argon. It will give him a little insight before he gets you strapped into the crazy chair.’ The centaur realized what he had said. ‘Sorry. Caballine is always saying how insensitive I am. There’s no crazy chair, it’s more like a couch or a futon.’

‘We get it, Foaly,’ said Holly. ‘Thanks so much.’

The centaur clopped to the hospital room’s automatic door. ‘OK. I’ll send this off.
 See you later and watch out for those evil fours.’

Artemis winced. Holly was right; the Atlantis Complex was not funny.

Holly sat on the chair beside his bed. It was a very high-tech bed with stabilizers and impact cushions, but unfortunately a little short.

‘You’re growing, Artemis,’ she said.

Artemis smiled weakly. ‘I know. Not fast enough in some ways.’

Holly took his hand. ‘You can try to upset yourself if you want but you won’t be able to. Foaly pumped enough sedative into you to put a horse to sleep.’

They both smiled at that for a moment, but Artemis was in a melancholy mood.

‘This adventure was different, Holly. Usually someone wins and we are better off at the end. But this time so many people died, innocents, and no one has benefited. And all for love. I can’t even think of Turnball as a villain – all he wanted was his wife back.’

Holly squeezed Artemis’s fingers. ‘Things would have been a lot worse without us around. Number One is alive, thanks to you, not to mention everyone on this hospital ship. And as soon as we have you back to your old self, we can get working on saving the world with your Ice Cube.’

‘Good. That’s still my priority, though I might want to renegotiate my terms a little.’

‘Hmm. I thought you might.’

Artemis took a sip of water from a cup on his locker. ‘I don’t want to go back to being me completely. My old self is what brought on Atlantis Complex in the first place.’

‘You did some bad things, Artemis. But you wouldn’t do them again. Let them go.’

‘Really? You can just let things go?’

‘It’s not that easy, but you can do it with our help, if it’s what you really want.’

Artemis rolled his eyes. ‘Potions and therapy, heaven help me.’

‘Doctor Argon is a bit of a fame hound but he’s good. The best. Also, I’m sure Number One can give you a magical detox, get the last of those sparks out of your system.’

‘That sounds painful.’

‘Maybe. But you’ll have friends around you. Good friends.’

Artemis sat up on the pillows. ‘I know. Where’s Mulch?’

‘Where do you think?’

‘I think he’s in the galley. Possibly inside one of the refrigerators.’

‘I think you’re probably right.’

‘How about Juliet?’

Holly’s sigh was both affectionate and frustrated. ‘She’s organized a wrestling match between herself and a jumbo pixie who passed a comment about her ponytail. I am currently pretending I don’t know anything about it. I should go and break it up soon.’

‘I pity the pixie,’ said Artemis. ‘And how about Butler? Do you think he can ever trust me again?’

‘I think he already does.’

‘I need to speak to him.’

Holly glanced towards the corridor. ‘You’d better give it a minute. He’s making a delicate phone call.’

Artemis could guess who he was calling. He would have to make a similar call himself soon.

‘So,’ he said, trying to sound more light-hearted than he actually felt with the Atlantis Complex bubbling at the base of his temporal lobe.

Arrange this, it said.

Count that.

Beware four. Four is death.

‘I hear that you were on a date with Trouble Kelp. Are you two planning on building a bivouac any time soon?’

*

Butler thought he might be developing claustrophobia. It definitely seemed as though the walls were closing in. It didn’t help that the corridor he was crouched in was built for people half his size. The only place he could stand up properly was the gymnasium, and that wasn’t really the place to make a private call as his baby sister was probably beating the stuffing out of a jumbo pixie in there at the moment, playing it up for the assembled crowd of patients and medics who would soon adore the Jade Princess.

Butler slid down the wall into a sitting position and held out Artemis’s phone.

Maybe there’s no network, he thought hopefully.

But there was. Four bars. Artemis had built his phone to access all available networks, including military and fairy. A person would have to be on the moon before Artemis’s phone would fail.

OK. Stop putting it off. Make the call.

Butler scrolled through the contacts and selected Angeline Fowl’s mobile phone. It took a few seconds to connect as the call had to go through Haven up to a satellite and back to Ireland, and when it did ring the tone was the fairy triple beep.

Maybe she’s asleep.

But Angeline picked up on the second ring.

‘Artemis? Where are you? Why haven’t you called?’

‘No, Mrs Fowl. It’s me, Butler.’

Angeline realized that Butler was calling her on Artemis’s phone and naturally jumped to the worst possible conclusion. ‘Oh my God! He’s dead, isn’t he? I should never have let him go.’

‘No, no. Artemis is fine,’ said Butler hurriedly. ‘Not a mark on him.’

Angeline was crying into the phone. ‘Thank goodness. I would blame myself. A fifteen-year-old, off to save the world, with fairies. What was I thinking? That’s it now. Finished. A normal life from now on.’

I can’t even remember normal, thought Butler.

‘Can I speak to him?’

Here we go.

‘Not at the moment. He’s … eh … sedated.’

‘Sedated! You said he wasn’t hurt, Butler. You just said there wasn’t a mark on him.’

Butler winced. ‘There isn’t a mark on him. Not on the outside.’

Butler swore he could hear Angeline Fowl fuming. ‘What is that supposed to mean? Are you turning metaphorical in your dotage, man? Is Artemis hurt or not?’

Butler would have much preferred to be facing down a SWAT team than delivering this news, so he chose his words carefully. ‘Artemis has developed a condition, a mental condition. It’s a little like OCD.’

‘Oh no,’ said Angeline, and for a moment Butler thought she had dropped the phone, then he heard her breathing, fast and shallow.

‘It can be controlled,’ he said. ‘We’re taking him to a clinic right now. The best clinic the fairies have. He is in absolutely no danger.’

‘I want to see him.’

‘You will. They’re sending someone for you.’ This wasn’t actually the case, but Butler vowed that it would be, seconds after he hung up the phone. ‘What about the twins?’

‘The nanny can sleep over. Artemis’s father is in São Paulo at a summit. I’ll have to tell him everything.’

‘No,’ said Butler quickly. ‘Don’t take that decision now. Talk to Artemis first.’

‘W-will he know me?’

‘Of course he will,’ Butler replied.

‘Very well, Butler. I’m going to pack a bag now. Tell the fairies to call when they’re ten minutes away.’

‘I will do.’

‘And, Butler?’

‘Yes, Mrs Fowl?’

‘Look after my boy until I get there. Family is everything, you know that.’

‘I do, Mrs Fowl. I will.’

The connection was severed and Angeline Fowl’s picture disappeared from the little screen.

Family is everything, thought Butler. If you’re lucky.

Mulch stuck his head round the door, beard dripping with some congealing liquid that seemed to have whole turnips trapped in it. His forehead was covered in bright blue burn gel.

‘Hey, bodyguard. You better get down to the gymnasium. This jumbo pixie guy is killing your sister.’

‘Really?’ said Butler, unconvinced.

‘Really. Juliet just does not seem to be herself. She can’t put two moves together.
 It’s pathetic really. Everyone is betting against her.’

‘I see,’ said Butler, straightening as much as he could in the cramped surroundings.

Mulch held the door. ‘It’s going to make things really interesting when you show up to help.’

Butler grinned. ‘I’m not coming to help. I just want to be there when she stops faking.’

‘Ah,’ said Mulch, comprehension dawning on his face. ‘So I should switch my bet to Juliet?’

‘You certainly should,’ said Butler and lumbered down the corridor, stepping around a pool of turnip soup.
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Prologue

THE Berserkers lay arranged in a spiral under the rune stone, looping down, down into the earth – boots out, heads in as the spell demanded. Of course, after ten thousand years underground, there were no physical boots or heads. There was just the plasma of black magic holding their consciousness intact and even that was dissipating, tainting the land, causing strange strains of plants to appear and infecting the animals with uncommon aggression.
 In perhaps a dozen full moons the Berserkers would be gone utterly and their last spark of power would flow into the earth.

We are not all disappeared yet, thought Oro of the Danu, captain of the Berserkers. We are ready to seize our glorious moment when it comes and to sow chaos among the humans.

He sent the thought into the spiral and was proud to feel his remaining fairy warriors echo the sentiment.

Their will is as keen as their blades once were, he thought. Though we are dead and buried, the spark of bloody purpose burns bright in our souls.

It was the hatred of humankind that kept the spark alive – that and the black magic of the warlock Bruin Fadda. More than half of their company of warriors had already expired and been drawn to the afterlife, but still five score remained to complete their duties should they be called upon.

Remember your orders, the elfin warlock had told them all those centuries ago even as the clay was falling on their flesh. Remember those who have died and the humans who murdered them.

Oro did remember and always would. Just as he could never forget the sensation of stones and earth rattling across his dying skin.

We will remember, he sent into the spiral. Remember and return.

The thought drifted down, then echoed up from the dead warriors, who were eager to be released from their tomb and see the sun once more.







Chapter 1

A Complex Situation
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	ARTEMIS Fowl, once self-proclaimed teenage criminal mastermind, now prefers the term
 juvenile genius. Apparently he has changed. (Note to self:
 harrumph.)

	For the past six months Artemis has been undergoing weekly therapy sessions at my clinic in Haven City in an attempt to overcome a severe case of Atlantis Complex, a psychological condition that he developed as a result of meddling in fairy magic. (Serves him right, silly Mud Boy.)

	Remember to submit outrageous bill to Lower Elements Police.

	Artemis appears to be cured, and in record time too. Is this likely? Or even possible?

	Discuss my theory of relativity with Artemis. Could
 make for a very interesting chapter in my v-book: Foiling Fowl: Outsmarting the Smarty-pants. (Publishers love the title:
 cha-ching!)

	Order more painkillers for my blasted hip.

	Issue clean bill of mental health for Artemis.
 Final session today.



DOCTOR ARGON’S OFFICE, HAVEN CITY, THE LOWER ELEMENTS

Artemis Fowl grew impatient. Doctor Argon was late. This final session was just as unnecessary as the past half dozen had been. He was completely cured, for heaven’s sake, and had been since week eighteen. His prodigious intellect had accelerated the process and he should not have to twiddle his thumbs at the behest of a gnome psychiatrist.

At first Artemis paced the office, refusing to be calmed by the waterwall with its gently pulsing mood lights, then he sat for a minute in the oxygen booth, which he found calmed him a little too much.

Oxygen booth indeed, he thought, quickly ducking out of the glass-walled chamber.

Finally the door hissed and slid aside on runners, admitting Doctor Jerbal Argon to his own office. The squat gnome limped directly to his chair. He dropped into the embrace of its many pads, slapping the armrest controls until the gel sac under his right hip glowed gently.

 ‘Aaaah,’ he sighed. ‘My hip is killing me. Nothing helps, honestly. People think they know pain, but they have no idea.’

‘You’re late,’ noted Artemis in fluent Gnommish, his voice devoid of sympathy.

Argon sighed blissfully again as the heated chair pad went to work on his hip. ‘Always in a hurry, eh, Mud Boy? Why didn’t you have a puff of oxygen or meditate by the waterwall? Hey-Hey Monks swear by those waterwalls.’

‘I am not a pixie priest, Doctor. What Hey-Hey Monks do after first gong is of little interest to me. Can we proceed with my rehabilitation? Or would you prefer to waste more of my time?’

Argon huffed a little, then swung his bulk forward, opening a sim-paper file on his desk. ‘Why is it that the saner you get the nastier you are?’

Artemis crossed his legs, his body language relaxed for the first time. ‘Such repressed anger, Doctor. Where does it all stem from?’

‘Let’s stick to your disposition, shall we, Artemis?’ Argon snagged a stack of cards from his file.
 ‘I am going to show you some ink blots and you tell me what the shapes suggest to you.’

Artemis’s moan was extended and theatrical. ‘Ink blots. Oh, please. My lifespan is considerably shorter than yours, Doctor. I prefer not to waste valuable time on worthless pseudo tests. We may as well read tea leaves or divine the future in turkey entrails.’

‘Ink blots are a reliable indication of mental health,’ Argon objected. ‘Tried and tested.’

 ‘Tested by psychiatrists for psychiatrists,’ snorted Artemis.

Argon slapped a card down on the table.
 ‘What do you see in this ink blot?’

‘I see an ink blot,’ said Artemis.

‘Yes, but what does the blot suggest to you?’

Artemis smirked in a supremely annoying fashion. ‘I see card five hundred and thirty-four.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘Card five hundred and thirty-four,’ repeated Artemis. ‘Of a series of six hundred standard ink-blot cards. I memorized them during our sessions. You don’t even shuffle.’

Argon checked the number on the back of the card: 534. Of course.

‘Knowing the number does not answer the question. What do you see?’

Artemis allowed his lip to wobble. ‘I see an axe dripping with blood. Also a scared child and an elf clothed in the skin of a troll.’

‘Really?’ Argon was interested now.

‘No. Not really. I see a secure building, perhaps a family home, with four windows. A trustworthy pet and a pathway leading from the door into the distance. I think, if you check your manual, you will find that these answers fall inside healthy parameters.’

Argon did not need to check. The Mud Boy was right, as usual. Perhaps he could blindside Artemis with his new theory. It was not part of the programme but might earn him a little respect.

 ‘Have you heard of the theory of relativity?’

Artemis blinked. ‘Is this a joke? I have travelled through time, Doctor. I think I know a little something about relativity.’

‘No. Not that theory; my theory of relativity proposes that all things magical are related and influenced by ancient spells or magical hotspots.’

Artemis rubbed his chin. ‘Interesting.
 But I think you’ll find that your postulation should be called the theory of
 relatedness.’

‘Whatever,’ said Argon, waving the quibble away. ‘I did a little research and it turns out that the Fowls have been a bother to fairy folk off and on for thousands of years. Dozens of your ancestors have tried for the crock of gold, though you are the only one to have succeeded.’

Artemis sat up straight; this was
 interesting. ‘And I never knew about this because you mind-wiped my forefathers.’

‘Exactly,’ said Argon, thrilled to have Artemis’s full attention. ‘When he was a lad, your own father actually managed to hog-tie a dwarf who was drawn to the estate. I imagine he still dreams of that moment.’

‘Good for him.’ A thought struck Artemis. ‘Why was the dwarf attracted to our estate?’

‘Because the residual magic there is off the scale. Something happened on the Fowl Estate once. Something huge, magically speaking.’

‘And this lingering power plants ideas in our heads and nudges the Fowls towards a belief in magic,’ Artemis murmured almost to himself.

 ‘Exactly. It’s a goblin-and-egg situation. Did you think about magic and then find magic? Or did the magic make you think about looking for magic?’

Artemis took a few notes on his smartphone.
 ‘And this huge magical event, can you be more specific?’

Argon shrugged. ‘Our records don’t go back that far. I’d say we’re talking about back when fairies lived on the surface, more than ten thousand years ago.’

Artemis rose and loomed over the squat gnome. He felt he owed the doctor something for the theory of relatedness, which would certainly bear some investigation.

‘Doctor Argon, did you have turned-in feet as a child?’

Argon was so surprised that he blurted an honest answer to a personal question, very unusual for a psychiatrist. ‘Yes. Yes, I did.’

‘And were you forced to wear remedial shoes with stacked soles?’

Argon was intrigued. He hadn’t thought about those horrible shoes in centuries; he had actually forgotten them until this moment.

‘Just one, on my right foot.’

Artemis nodded wisely, and Argon felt as though their roles had been reversed and he was the patient.

‘I would guess that your foot was pulled into its correct alignment, but your femur was twisted slightly in the process. A simple brace should solve your hip problem.’ Artemis pulled a folded napkin from his pocket. ‘I sketched a design while you kept me waiting these past few sessions. Foaly should be able to build the brace for you. I may have been a few millimetres off with my estimate of your dimensions, so best to get measured.’ He placed ten fingers flat on the desk. ‘May I leave now? Have I fulfilled my obligation?’

The doctor nodded glumly, thinking that he would possibly omit this session from his book. He watched Artemis stride across the office floor and duck through the doorway.

Argon studied the napkin drawing and knew instinctively that Artemis was right about his hip.

Either that boy is the sanest creature on Earth, he thought. Or he is so disturbed that our tests cannot even begin to scratch the surface.

Argon pulled a rubber stamp from his desk and on the cover of Artemis’s file stamped the word FUNCTIONAL in big red letters.

I hope so, he thought. I really hope so.

Artemis’s bodyguard, Butler, waited for his principal outside Doctor Argon’s office in the large chair that had been a gift from the centaur Foaly, technical consultant to the Lower Elements Police.

‘I can’t stand to look at you perched on a fairy stool,’ Foaly had told him. ‘It offends my eyes. You look like a monkey passing a coconut.’

‘Very well,’ Butler had said in his gravelly bass. ‘I accept the gift, if only to preserve your eyes.’

In truth he had been mightily glad to have a comfortable chair, being more than six and a half feet tall in a city built for three-footers.

The bodyguard stood and stretched, flattening his palms against the ceiling, which was double-height by fairy standards.
 Thank God Argon had a taste for the grandiose or Butler wouldn’t even have been able to stand up straight in the clinic. To his mind the building, with its vaulted ceilings, gold-flecked tapestries and retro sim-wood sliding doors, looked more like a monastery where the monks had taken a vow of wealth, rather than a medical facility.
 Only the wall-mounted laser hand-sanitizers and the occasional elfin nurse bustling past gave any hint that this place was actually a clinic.

I am so glad this detail is coming to an end, Butler had been thinking at least once every five minutes for the past fortnight. He had been in tight spots many times, but there was something about being confined in a city clamped to the underside of the Earth’s crust that made him feel claustrophobic for the first time in his life.

Artemis emerged from Argon’s office, his self-satisfied smirk even more pronounced than usual. When Butler saw this expression, he knew that his boss was back in control of his faculties and his Atlantis Complex was certified as cured.


No more counting words. No more irrational fear of the number four. No more paranoia and delusions. Thank goodness for that.

He asked anyway, just to be certain.
 ‘Well, Artemis, how are we?’

Artemis buttoned the jacket of his navy woollen suit.  ‘We are fine, Butler. That is to say that I, Artemis Fowl the Second, am one hundred per cent functional, which is about five times the functionality of an average person. Or to put it another way: one point five Mozarts. Or three quarters of a da Vinci.’

‘Only three quarters? You’re being modest.’

‘Correct,’ said Artemis, smiling. ‘I am.’

Butler’s shoulders sagged a little with relief. Inflated ego, supreme self-confidence. Artemis was most definitely his old self.

‘Very good. Let’s pick up our escort and be on our way then, shall we? I want to feel the sun on my face. The real sun, not the UV lamps they have down here.’

Artemis felt a pang of sympathy for his bodyguard, an emotion he had been experiencing more and more in recent months. It was difficult enough for Butler to be inconspicuous among humans; down here he could hardly attract more attention if he were wearing a clown suit and juggling fireballs.

‘Very well,’ agreed Artemis.
 ‘We will pick up our escort and depart. Where is Holly?’

Butler jerked a thumb down the hallway.
 ‘Where she generally is. With the clone.’

Captain Holly Short of the Lower Elements Police Recon division stared at the face of her arch-enemy and felt only pity. Of course, had she been gazing at the real Opal Koboi and not a cloned version, then pity might not have been the last emotion on her list, but it would certainly have ranked far below rage and intense dislike bordering on hatred. But this was a clone, grown in advance to provide the megalomaniacal pixie with a body double so that she could be spirited from protective custody in the J.
 Argon Clinic if the LEP ever managed to incarcerate her, which they had.

Holly pitied the clone because she was a pathetic, dumb creature who had never asked to be created. Cloning was a banned science for both religious reasons and the more obvious fact that, without a life force or soul to power their systems, clones were doomed to a short life of negligent brain activity and organ failure.

This particular clone had lived out most of its days in an incubator, struggling for each breath since it had been removed from the chrysalis in which it had been grown.

‘Not for much longer, little one,’ Holly whispered, touching the ersatz pixie’s forehead through the sterile gloves built into the incubator wall.

Holly could not have said for sure why she had begun to visit the clone. Perhaps it was because Argon had told her that no one else ever had.


She came from nowhere. She has no friends.

She had at least two friends now. Artemis had taken to joining Holly on her visits and would sit silently beside her, which was very unusual for him.

The clone’s official designation was Unauthorized Experiment 14, but one of the clinic’s wits had named her Nopal, which was a cruel play on the name Opal and the words no pal.
 Cruel or not, the name stuck and now even Holly used it, though with tenderness.

Argon assured her that Unauthorized Experiment 14 had no mental faculties, but Holly was sure that sometimes Nopal’s milky eyes reacted when she visited. Could the clone actually recognize her?

Holly gazed at Nopal’s delicate features and was inevitably reminded of her gene donor.

That pixie is poison, she thought bitterly. Whatever she touches withers and dies.

Artemis entered the room and stood beside Holly, resting a hand lightly on her shoulder.

‘They’re wrong about Nopal,’ said Holly. ‘She feels things. She understands.’

Artemis knelt down. ‘I know. I taught her something last week. Watch.’

He placed his hand on the glass, tapping his fingers in sequence slowly, building up a rhythm. ‘It is an exercise developed by Cuba’s Doctor Parnassus. He uses it to generate a response from infants, even chimpanzees.’

Artemis continued to tap and slowly Nopal responded, raising her hand laboriously to Artemis’s, slapping the glass clumsily in an attempt to copy his rhythm.

‘There, you see,’ said Artemis.
 ‘Intelligence.’

Holly bumped him gently, shoulder to shoulder, which was her version of a hug. ‘I knew your brains would eventually come in handy.’

The acorn cluster on the breast of Holly’s LEP jumpsuit vibrated and Holly touched her wi-tech earring, accepting the call. A quick glance at her wrist computer told her that the call was from LEP technical consultant Foaly, and that the centaur had labelled it
 urgent.

‘Foaly. What is it? I’m at the clinic, babysitting Artemis.’

The centaur’s voice was crystal clear over the Haven City wireless network.

‘I need you back at Police Plaza, right now. Bring the Mud Boy.’

The centaur sounded theatrical, but then Foaly would play the drama queen if his carrot soufflé collapsed.

‘That’s not how it works, Foaly.
 Consultants don’t give orders to captains.’

‘We have a Koboi sighting coming through on a satellite. It’s a live feed,’ countered the technical consultant.

‘We’re on our way,’ said Holly, severing the connection.

They picked up Butler in the corridor.
 Artemis, Holly and Butler, three allies who had weathered battlefields, rebellions and conspiracy together and had developed their own crisis shorthand.

Butler saw that Holly was wearing her business face.

‘Situation?’

Holly strode past, forcing the others to follow. ‘Opal,’ she said in English.

Butler’s face hardened. ‘Eyes on?’

‘Satellite link.’

‘Origin?’ asked the bodyguard.

 ‘Unknown.’

They hurried down the retro corridor towards the clinic’s courtyard. Butler outstripped the group and held open the old-fashioned hinged door with its stained-glass window depicting a thoughtful doctor comforting a weeping patient.

‘Are we taking the Stick?’ asked the bodyguard, his tone suggesting that he would rather not take the Stick.

Holly walked through the doorway.
 ‘Sorry, big man. Stick time.’

Artemis had never been one for public transport, human or fairy, and so asked, ‘What’s the stick?’

The Stick was the street name for a series of conveyor belts that ran in parallel strips along Haven City’s network of blocks. It was an ancient and reliable mode of transport from a less litigious time, which operated on a hop-on/hop-off basis similar to certain human airport-walkway systems. There were platforms throughout the city and all a person had to do was step on and grab hold of one of the carbon-fibre stalks that sprouted from the belt. Hence the name Stick.

Artemis and Butler had of course seen the Stick before, but Artemis had never planned to use such an undignified mode of transport and so had never even bothered to find out its name. Artemis knew that, with his famous lack of coordination, any attempt to hop casually on to the platform would result in a humiliating tumble. For Butler the problem was not one of coordination or lack of it. He knew that, with his bulk, it would be difficult just to keep his feet within the belt’s width.

 ‘Ah, yes,’ said Artemis.
 ‘The Stick. Surely a green cab would be faster?’

‘Nope,’ said Holly, hustling Artemis up the ramp on to the platform, then poking him in the kidneys at just the right time so that he stepped unconsciously on to the belt, his hand landing on a stick’s bulbous grip.

‘Hey,’ said Artemis, perhaps the third time in his life he had used a slang expletive. ‘I did it.’

‘Next stop, the Olympics,’ said Holly, who had mounted the platform behind him. ‘Come on, bodyguard,’ she called over her shoulder to Butler. ‘Your principal is heading towards a tunnel.’

Butler shot the elf a look that would cow a bull. Holly was a dear friend, but her teasing could be relentless. He tiptoed on to the belt, squeezing his enormous feet on to a single section and bending his knees to grasp the tiny stick. In silhouette he looked like the world’s bulkiest ballerina attempting to pluck a flower.

Holly might have grinned had Opal Koboi not been on her mind.

The Stick belt trundled its passengers from the Argon Clinic along the border of an Italian-style piazza towards a low tunnel, which had been laser-cut from solid rock. Fairies lunching al fresco froze with forkfuls of salad halfway to their mouths as the unlikely trio passed by.

The sight of a jumpsuit-clad LEP officer was common enough on a Stick belt, but a gangly human boy dressed like an undertaker and a troll-sized, buzz-cut man-mountain were quite unusual.

The tunnel was barely a metre high so Butler was forced to prostrate himself over three sections, flattening several handgrips in the process. His nose was no more than a metre from the tunnel wall, which he noticed was engraved with beautiful luminous pictograms depicting episodes from the People’s history.

So the young fairies can learn something about their own heritage each time they pass through. How wonderful, thought Butler, but he suppressed his admiration as he had long ago disciplined his brain to concentrate on bodyguard duties and not waste neurons being amazed while he was below ground.

Save it for retirement, he thought.
 Then you can cast your mind back and appreciate art.

Police Plaza was a cobbled crest into which the shape of the Lower Elements Police acorn insignia had been painstakingly paved by master craftsmen. It was a total waste of effort as far as the LEP officers were concerned, as they were not generally the type who were inclined to gaze out of the fourth-floor windows and marvel at how the sim-sunlight caught the rim of each gold-leafed cobble and set the whole arrangement a-twinkling.

On this particular day it seemed that everyone on the fourth floor had slid from their cubicles like pebbles on a tilted surface and gathered in a tight cluster by the situations room, which adjoined Foaly’s office/laboratory.

Holly made directly for the narrowest section of the throng and used sharp elbows to inch through the strangely silent crowd. Butler simply cleared his throat once and the crowd peeled apart as though magnetically repelled from the giant human. Artemis took this clear path into the situations room to find Commander Trouble Kelp and Foaly standing before a wall-sized screen, raptly following unfolding events.

Foaly noticed the gasps that followed Butler wherever he went in Haven and glanced round.

‘May the fours be with you,’ the centaur whispered to Artemis. His standard greeting/joke for the past six months.

‘I am cured as you well know,’
 said Artemis. ‘What is going on here?’

Holly cleared a space beside Trouble Kelp, who seemed to be morphing into her former boss, Commander Julius Root, as the years went on. Commander Kelp was so brimful of gung-ho attitude that he had taken the name Trouble upon graduation and had once tried to arrest a troll for littering, which accounted for the sim-skin patch on the tip of his nose that glowed yellow from a certain angle.

‘Haircut’s new, Skipper,’
 Holly said. ‘Beetroot had one just like it.’

Commander Kelp did not take his eyes from the screen. Holly was joshing because she was nervous and Trouble knew it. She was right to be nervous. In fact, outright fear would be more appropriate, given the situation that was being beamed in to them.

 ‘Watch the show, Captain,’ he said tightly. ‘It’s pretty self-explanatory.’

There were three figures on screen, a kneeling prisoner and two captors, but Holly did not place Opal Koboi straight away because she was searching for the pixie among the standing pair. She realized with a jolt that Opal was the prisoner.

‘This is a trick,’ she said.
 ‘It must be.’

Commander Kelp shrugged. Watch it and see.

Artemis stepped closer to the screen, scanning the picture for information. ‘You are sure this is live?’

‘It’s a live feed,’ said Foaly. ‘I suppose they could be sending us a pre-record.’

‘Where is it coming from?’

Foaly checked the tracer map on his own screen. The call line ran from a fairy satellite down to South Africa and from there to Miami and then on to a hundred other places like the scribble of an angry child.

‘They jacked a satellite and ran the line through a series of shells. Could be anywhere.’

‘The sun is high,’ Artemis mused aloud. ‘I would guess by the shadows that it is early noon. If it is actually a live feed.’

‘That narrows it down to a quarter of the planet,’ said Foaly caustically.

The hubbub in the room rose as, on screen, one of the two bulky gnomes standing behind Opal drew a human automatic handgun, the chrome weapon looking like a cannon in his fairy fingers.

It seemed as though the temperature had suddenly dropped in the situations room.

‘I need quiet,’ said Artemis.
 ‘Get these people out of here.’

On most days Trouble Kelp would argue that Artemis had no authority to clear a room and would possibly invite more people into the cramped office just to prove his point, but this was not most days.

‘Everybody out,’ he barked at the assembled officers. ‘Holly, Foaly and the Mud Boy, stay where you are.’

‘I think perhaps I’ll stay too,’ said Butler, shielding the top of his head from lamp burn with one hand.

Nobody objected.

Usually the LEP officers would shuffle with macho reluctance when ordered to move, but in this instance they rushed to the nearest monitor, eager not to miss a single frame of unfolding events.

Foaly shut the door behind them with a swing of his hoof, then darkened the window glass so there would be no distraction from outside. The remaining four stood in a ragged semicircle before the wall screen, watching what would appear to be the last minutes of Opal Koboi’s life. One of the Opal Kobois at any rate.


There were two gnomes on screen, both wearing full-face anti-UV party masks that could be programmed to resemble anyone. These had been modelled on Pip and Kip, two popular kitty-cat cartoon characters on PPTV, but the figures were still recognizable as gnomes because of their stocky barrel torsos and bloated forearms.
 They stood before a nondescript grey wall, looming over the tiny pixie who knelt in the mud tracks of some wheeled vehicle, waterline creeping along the legs of her designer tracksuit. Opal’s wrists were bound and her mouth taped, and she seemed genuinely terrified.


The gnome with the pistol spoke through a vox-box in the mask, disguising his voice as Pip the kitty-cat.


‘I can’t make it any plainer,’ he squeaked and somehow the cartoon voice made him seem more dangerous. ‘We got one Opal, you got the other. You let your Opal go and we don’t kill this one. You had twenty minutes, now you have fifteen.’


Pip the kitty-cat cocked his weapon.

Butler tapped Holly’s shoulder.

‘Did he just say –?’

‘Yeah. Fifteen minutes or Opal’s dead.’

Butler popped a translator bud into his ear.
 This was too important to trust to his dubious grasp of Gnommish.

Trouble Kelp was incredulous. ‘What kind of deal is that? Give us a terrorist or we kill a terrorist?’

‘We can’t just let someone be murdered before our eyes,’ said Holly.

‘Absolutely not,’ agreed Foaly.
 ‘We are not humans.’

Artemis cleared his throat.

‘Sorry, Artemis,’ said the centaur. ‘But you humans are a bloodthirsty bunch. Sure, we may produce the occasional power-crazed pixie, but by and large the People are peace-loving folk. Which is probably why we live down here in the first place.’

Trouble Kelp actually snarled, one of his leadership devices, which not many people could carry off, especially when they stood barely more than three feet high in what Artemis was sure were stacked boots, but Trouble’s snarl was convincing enough to stifle the bickering.

‘Focus, people,’ he said.
 ‘I need solutions here. Under no circumstances can we release Opal Koboi, but we can’t just stand by and allow her to be murdered either.’

The computer had picked up the references to Koboi on screen and had elected to run her file on a side screen, in case anyone needed their memory refreshed.


OPAL KOBOI. Certified genius pixie industrialist and inventor. Orchestrated the goblin coup and insurrection. Cloned herself to escape prison and attempted to lead the humans to Haven. Responsible for the murder of Commander Julius Root. Had human pituitary gland implanted to manufacture growth hormone (subsequently removed). Younger version of Opal followed Captain Short from the past and is currently at large in present timeline. It is assumed she will attempt to free her incarcerated self and return to her own time-stream. Opal is in the unprecedented position of occupying places one and two on the LEP Most Dangerous list. Categorized as highly intelligent, motivated and psychotic.



This is a bold move, Opal, thought Artemis. And with potentially catastrophic repercussions.

He felt rather than saw Holly at his elbow.

‘What do you think, Artemis?’

Artemis frowned. ‘My first impression is to call it a bluff. But Opal’s plans always take account of first impressions.’

‘It could be a ruse. Perhaps those goblins would simply shoot her with a blank?’

Artemis shook his head. ‘No. That would deliver no pay-off other than momentary horror on our part. Opal has planned this so that she wins whatever the eventuality. If you free her, then she’s free. If the younger Opal dies, then … Then what?’

Butler weighed in. ‘You can do all sorts of things with special effects these days. What if they computer graphic her head to explode?’

Artemis was disappointed in this theory, which he felt he had already discounted. ‘No, Butler. Think. Again, there’s nothing to gain.’

Foaly snorted. ‘At any rate, if they do kill her, we will know very soon whether this whole thing is real or not.’

Artemis half laughed. ‘True. We will certainly know.’

Butler groaned. This was one of those times when Artemis and Foaly were aware of something sciencey and assumed that everyone else in the room also had all the facts. Moments like this were guaranteed to drive Holly crazy.

‘What are you talking about?’
 shouted Holly. ‘What will we know? How will we know whatever it is?’

Artemis stared down at her as though waking from a dream. ‘Really, Holly? You have two versions of the same individual occupying a time-stream and you are unaware of the ramifications?’


On screen the gnomes stood like statues behind the shivering pixie. The armed one, Pip, occasionally checked a wristwatch by tugging his sleeve with his gun barrel, but otherwise they waited patiently. Opal pleaded with her eyes, staring at the camera lens, fat tears streaming down her cheeks, sparkling in the sunlight. Her hair seemed thinner than usual and unwashed. Her Juicy Couture tracksuit, purchased no doubt from the children’s section of some exclusive store, was torn in several places, the rips caked in blood. The picture was super-high-def and so clear that it was like looking through a window. If this was a spurious threat, then young Opal did not know it.

Trouble pounded the desk, an affectation of Julius Root’s that he had adopted.

‘What are the ramifications? Tell me!’

‘Just to be clear,’ said Artemis. ‘Do you wish to be told what the word ramifications means? Or to know what the ramifications are?’

Holly elbowed Artemis in the hip, speeding him along. ‘Artemis, we’re on a clock here.’

‘Very well, Holly. Here is the problem … ’

‘Come on,’ pleaded Foaly.
 ‘Let me explain. This is my kingdom and I will be simple and to the point, I promise.’

‘Go on then,’ said Trouble, who was known for his love of simple and to the point.

Holly laughed. A single harsh bark. She could not believe everyone continued to act like their everyday selves even though a life was at stake.


We have become desensitized like the humans.

Whatever Opal had done, she was still a person. There had been dark days when Holly had dreamed of hunting the pixie down and issuing a little Mud-Man justice, but those days were gone.

Foaly tugged at his outrageously coiffed forelock.

‘All beings are made of energy,’
 he began in the typical pompous imparting important info voice that he used at times like this. ‘When these beings die, their energy slowly dissipates and returns to the earth.’ He paused dramatically. ‘But what if a being’s entire existence is suddenly negated by a quantum anomaly?’

Trouble raised his arms. ‘Whoa! Simple and to the point, remember?’

Foaly rephrased. ‘OK. If young Opal dies, then old Opal cannot continue to exist.’

It took Trouble a second, but he got it.
 ‘So, will it be like the movies? She will fizzle out of existence and we will all look a bit puzzled for a moment then forget about her?’

Foaly snickered. ‘That’s one theory.’

‘What’s the other theory?’

The centaur paled suddenly and uncharacteristically yielded the floor to Artemis.

‘Why don’t you explain this bit?’ Foaly said. ‘I just flashed on what could actually happen and I need to start making calls.’

Artemis nodded curtly. ‘The
 other theory was first postulated by your own Professor Bahjee over five centuries ago. Bahjee believes that if the time-stream is polluted by the arrival of the younger version of a being and that younger version subsequently dies, then the present-tense version of the being will release all its energy spontaneously and violently. Not only that but anything that exists because of the younger Opal will also combust.’

Violently and combust were words that Commander Kelp understood well.

‘Release its energy? How violently?’

Artemis shrugged. ‘That depends on the object or being. Matter is changed instantaneously into energy. A huge explosive force will be released. We could even be talking about nuclear fission.’

Holly felt her heart speed up.
 ‘Fission? Nuclear fission?’

‘Basically,’ said Artemis.
 ‘For living beings. The objects should cause less damage.’

‘Anything Opal made or contributed to will explode?’

‘No. Just the things she influenced in the past five years of our timeline, between her two ages, though there will probably be some temporal ripples on either side.’

‘Are you talking about all her company’s weapons that are still in commission?’ asked Holly.

‘And the satellites,’ added Trouble. ‘Every second vehicle in the city.’

‘It is just a theory,’ said Artemis. ‘There is yet another theory that suggests nothing at all will happen other than one person dying. Physics trumps quantum physics and things go on as normal.’

Holly found herself red-faced with sudden fury.
 ‘You’re talking as though Opal is already dead.’

Artemis was not sure what to say. ‘We are staring into the abyss, Holly. In a short time many of us could be dead. I need to stay detached.’

Foaly looked up from his computer panel.
 ‘What do you think about the percentages, Mud Boy?’

‘Percentages?’

‘Theory-wise.’

‘Oh, I see. How likely are the explosions?’

‘Exactly.’

Artemis thought about it. ‘All things considered, I would say about ninety per cent. If I were a betting man and there were someone to take this kind of bet, I would put my last gold coin on it.’

Trouble paced the small office. ‘We need to release Opal. Let her go immediately.’

Now Holly was uncertain. ‘Let’s think about this, Trubs.’

The commander turned on her.
 ‘Didn’t you hear what the human said? Fission! We can’t have fission underground.’

‘I agree but it could still be a trick.’

‘The alternative is too terrible. We turn her loose and hunt her down. Get Atlantis on the line now. I need to speak to the warden at the Deeps. Is it still Vinyáya?’

Artemis spoke quietly but with the commanding tone that had made him a natural leader since the age of ten.

‘It’s too late to free Opal. All we can do is save her life. That’s what she planned for all along.’

 ‘Save her life?’ objected Trouble.
 ‘But we still have …’ Commander Kelp checked the countdown clock.
 ‘Ten minutes.’

Artemis patted Holly’s shoulder, then stepped away from her. ‘If fairy bureaucracy is anything like the human kind, you won’t be able to get Opal into a shuttle in that time. What you might be able to do is get her down to the reactor core.’

Kelp had not yet learned the hard way to shut up and let Artemis explain and so kept asking questions, slowing down the process, wasting valuable seconds.

‘Reactor core? What reactor core?’

Artemis raised a finger. ‘One more question, Commander, and I will be forced to have Butler restrain you.’

Kelp was a breath away from ejecting Artemis or charging him with something, but the situation was critical and if there was a chance that this human could in some way help …

He clenched his fists till his fingers creaked. ‘OK. Talk.’

‘The Deeps is powered by a natural fission reactor in a uranium ore layer set on a bed of granite similar to the one in Oklo, Gabon,’ said Artemis, tugging the facts from his memory. ‘The People Power Company harvest the energy in small pods set into the uranium. These pods are constructed with science and magic to withstand a moderate nuclear blast. This is taught in schools here. Every fairy in the room knows this, correct?’

Everyone nodded. Technically it was correct, as they did know it now.

‘If we can place Opal inside the pod before the deadline, then the blast will at least be contained and theoretically, if we pump in enough anti-rad foam, Opal might even retain her physical integrity. Though that is something I would not bet my last gold coin on. Opal, apparently, is prepared to take the risk.’

Trouble was tempted to poke Artemis in the chest but wisely resisted. ‘You’re saying that all of this is an elaborate escape plan?’

‘Of course,’ said Artemis.
 ‘And not all that elaborate. Opal is forcing you to release her from her cell. The alternative is the utter destruction of Atlantis and every soul in it, which is unthinkable to anyone except Opal herself.’

Foaly had already brought up the prison plans. ‘The reactor core is less than a hundred metres below Opal’s cell.
 I’m contacting the warden now.’

Holly knew that Artemis was a genius and there was no one more qualified to second-guess kidnappers, but they still had options.

She gazed at the figures on screen and was chilled by how casual the gnomes seemed in the light of what they were about to do. They slouched like adolescents, barely glancing at their captive, cocky in their abilities and not even a jot self-conscious about their cartoon-character smart-masks, which read their faces and displayed the appropriate emotions in exaggerated cartoon style.
 Smart-masks were very popular with the karaoke crowd who could look like their idols as well as trying to sound like them.

Perhaps they don’t know exactly what’s at stake here, Holly thought suddenly.
 Perhaps they are as clueless as I was ten seconds ago.

‘Can they hear us?’ she asked Foaly.

‘They can, but we haven’t responded yet. Just press the button.’

This was just an old figure of speech; there was of course no actual button, just a sensor on the touch screen.

‘Hold it, Captain!’ ordered Trouble.

‘I am a trained negotiator, sir,’ said Holly, hoping the respect in her tone would get her what she wanted.
 ‘And I was once …’ She glanced guiltily at Artemis, sorry that she had to play this card. ‘I was once a hostage myself, so I know how these things go.
 Let me talk to them.’

Artemis nodded encouragingly and Holly knew that he understood her tactics.

‘Captain Short is correct, Commander,’ he said. ‘Holly is a natural communicator. She even managed to get through to me.’

‘Do it,’ barked Trouble.
 ‘Foaly, you keep trying to reach Atlantis. And assemble the Council; we need to begin evacuating both cities now.’


Though you could not see their real faces, the gnomes’ cartoon expressions were bored now. It was in the slant of their heads and the bend of their knees.
 Perhaps this whole thing was not as exciting as they hoped it would be. After all, they could not see their audience and no one had responded to their threats. What had started out as a revolutionary action was now beginning to look like two big gnomes picking on a pixie.

Pip waggled his gun at Kip and the meaning was clear. Why don’t we just shoot her now?

Holly activated the microphone with a wave of her hand.

‘Hello, you there. This is Captain Holly Short of the LEP. Can you hear me?’

The gnomes perked up immediately and Pip even attempted a whistle, which came through the vox-box as a raspberry.

‘Hey, Captain Short. We heard of you.
 I’ve seen pictures. Not too shabby, Captain.’

Holly bit back a caustic retort. Never force a kidnapper to demonstrate his resolve.

‘Thank you, Pip. Should I call you Pip?’

‘You, Holly Short, can call me anything and any time you like,’ squeaked Pip and extended his free hand towards his partner for a knuckle bump.

Holly was incredulous. These two were about to totally incapacitate the entire fairy world and they were goofing about like two goblins at a fireball party.

‘OK, Pip,’ she continued evenly.
 ‘What can we do for you today?’

Pip shook his head sorrowfully at Kip.
 ‘Why are the pretty ones always stupid?’ He turned to the camera. ‘You know what you can do for us. We told you already. Release Opal Koboi or the younger model is gonna take a long sleep. And by that I mean get shot in the head.’

‘You need to give us some time to show good faith. Come on, Pip. One more hour? For me?’

Pip scratched his head with the gun barrel, pretending to consider it. ‘You are cute, Holly. But not that cute. If I give you another hour, you’ll track me down somehow and drop a time-stop on my head. No thanks, Cap. You have ten minutes. If I was you, I would get that cell open or call the undertaker.’

‘This kind of thing takes time, Pip,’ persisted Holly, repeating the name, forging a bond. ‘It takes three days to pay a parking fine.’

Pip shrugged. ‘Not my problem, babe.
 And you can call me Pip all day and it won’t make us BFFs. It ain’t my real name.’

Artemis deactivated the microphone.
 ‘This one is smart, Holly. Don’t play with him, just tell the truth.’

Holly nodded and switched on the mike.
 ‘OK, whatever your name is. Let me give it to you straight. There’s a good chance that if you shoot young Opal, then we’re going to have a series of very big explosions down here. A lot of innocent people will die.’

Pip waved his gun carelessly. ‘Oh yeah, the quantum laws. We know about that, don’t we, Kip?’

‘Quantum laws,’ said Kip.
 ‘Of course we know about that.’

‘And you don’t care that good fairies, gnomes that could be related to you, will die?’

Pip raised his eyebrows so that they jutted over the top of the mask. ‘You like any of your family, Kip?’

‘Ain’t got no family. I’m an orphan.’

‘Really? Me too.’

And, while they bantered, Opal shivered in the dirt, trying to speak through the tape. Foaly would get voice analysis on the muffled mumbles later, if there were a later, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out she was pleading for her life.

‘There must be something you need?’ said Holly.

‘There is one thing,’ replied Pip. ‘Could I get your com-code? I sure would love to hook up for a sim-latte when this is all over. Might be a while, of course, what with Haven City being in ruins.’

Foaly put a text box on the screen. It read:
 They’re moving Opal now.

Holly flickered her eyelids to show she understood, then continued with the negotiation. ‘Here’s the situation, Pip.
 We have nine minutes left. You can’t get someone out of Atlantis in nine minutes.
 It’s not possible. They need to suit up, pressurize maybe, go through the conduits to open sea. Nine minutes is not long enough.’

Pip’s theatrical responses were getting a little hard to take. ‘Well then, I guess a lot of people are going swimming. Fission can put a hell of a hole in the shield.’

Holly broke. ‘Don’t you care about anyone? What’s the going rate for genocide?’

Pip and Kip actually laughed.

‘It’s a horrible feeling, impotency, ain’t it?’ said Pip. ‘But there are worse feelings.
 Drowning, for example.’

‘And getting crushed by falling buildings,’ added Kip.

Holly banged her tiny fists on the console.


These two are so infuriating.

Pip stepped close to the camera so his mask filled the screen. ‘If I don’t get a call from Opal Koboi in the next few minutes, telling me she is in a shuttle on her way to the surface, then I will shoot this pixie. Believe it.’

Foaly rested his head in his hands. ‘I used to love Pip and Kip,’ he said.







Chapter 2

Killing the Past
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OPAL Koboi was making a futile attempt to levitate when the guards came for her. It was something she had been able to do as a child before her chosen life of crime had stripped the magic from her synapses, the tiny junctions between nerve cells where most experts agreed magic originated. Her power might have regenerated if it hadn’t been for the human pituitary gland she’d had briefly grafted to her hypothalamus. Levitation was a complicated art, especially for pixies with their limited powers, and usually only a state achieved by Hey-Hey Monks of the Third Balcony, but Opal had managed it while still in nappies, which was her parents’ first sign that their daughter was a little bit special.

Imagine it, she thought. I wished to be human. That was a mistake for which I will eventually find someone to blame. The centaur Foaly – he drove me to it. I do hope he is killed in the explosion.

Opal smirked in self-satisfaction. There had been a time when she’d whiled away the prison monotony by concocting ever more elaborate death traps for her centaur nemesis, but now she was content to let Foaly die with the rest in the imminent explosions. Granted she had cooked up a little surprise for his wife, but this was merely a side project and not something she had spent too much time on.

It is a measure of how far I have come, Opal thought. I have matured somewhat. The veil has lifted and I see my true purpose.

There had been a time when Opal had simply been a ruthless business fairy with daddy issues, but somewhere during the years of banned experimentation she had allowed black magic to fester in her soul and let it warp her heart’s desire until it was not enough to be lauded in her own city. She needed the world to bow down, and she was prepared to risk everything and sacrifice anyone to see her wish fulfilled.


This time it will be different for I will have fearsome warriors bound to my will.
 Ancient soldiers who will die for me.

Opal cleared her mind and sent out a probe searching for her other self. All that came back was the white noise of terror.

She knows, Opal realized. Poor thing.

This moment of sympathy for her younger self did not last long, as the imprisoned Opal had learned not to live in the past.

I am merely killing a memory, she thought. That is all.

Which was a convenient way of looking at it.

Her cell door phase-changed from solid to gas and Opal was unsurprised to see Warden Tarpon Vinyáya, a malleable pen-pusher who had never spent a night under the moon, fidgeting in her doorway, flanked by two jumbo pixie guards.

‘Warden,’ she said, abandoning her levitation attempt. ‘Has my pardon arrived?’

Tarpon had no time for pleasantries.
 ‘We’re moving you, Koboi. No discussion, just come along.’

He gestured to his guards. ‘Wrap her up, boys.’

The jumbo pixies strode rapidly into the room, wordlessly pinning Opal’s arms to her sides. Jumbo pixies were a breed peculiar to Atlantis where the particular blend of pressurized environment and algae-based filtration had caused them to pop up with increased regularity over the years. What the jumbo pixies gained in brawn they generally sacrificed in brain and so they made the ideal prison guards, having no respect for anyone smaller than them who did not sign their pay cheque.

Before Opal could open her mouth to voice an objection, the pixies had bundled her into a lined anti-radiation suit and clipped three bungee cords round her torso.

The warden sighed as if he had been expecting Opal to somehow disable his guards. Which he had.

‘Good. Good,’ he said, mopping his high brow with a hempen handkerchief. ‘Take her to the basement. Don’t touch any of the pipes and avoid breathing if possible.’

The pixies hefted their captive between them, like a rolled rug, and double-timed it from Opal’s cell, across the narrow bridge that linked her cell-pod to the main prison and into the service elevator.

Opal smiled behind the heavy lead gauze of her headpiece.


This certainly is the day for Opal Kobois to be manhandled by burly boys.

She beamed a thought to her younger self on the surface.


I feel for you, sister.

The elevator cube flashed downwards through a hundred metres of soft sandstone to a small chamber composed entirely of hyper-dense material harvested from the crust of a neutron star.

Opal guessed they had arrived at the chamber and giggled at the memory of a stupid gnome in her high school who had asked what neutron stars were made from.

‘Neutrons, boy,’
 Professor Leguminous had snapped. ‘Neutrons! The clue is in the name.’

This chamber held the record for being the most expensive room per square centimetre to construct anywhere on the planet, though it looked a little like a concrete furnace room. At one end was the elevator door, at the other were what looked like four missile tubes and in the middle was an extremely grumpy dwarf.

‘You are bleeping joking me?’ he said, belly thrust out belligerently.

The jumbo pixies dumped Opal on the grey floor.

‘Orders, pal,’ said one.
 ‘Put her in the tube.’

The dwarf shook his head stubbornly. ‘I ain’t putting no one in a tube. Them tubes is built for rods.’

‘I do believe,’ said the second pixie, very proud of himself for remembering the information he was about to deliver,
 ‘that one of them reactor sites is depleted so the tube do be empty.’

‘That sounded pretty good, Jumbo, except for the do be at the end,’ said the dwarf whose name was Kolin Ozkopy. ‘But, even so, I need to know how the consequences of not
 putting a person in a tube are worse than the consequences of putting them in one?’

A sentence of this length would take a jumbo pixie several minutes to digest; luckily they were spared the embarrassment of being pressed for an explanation when Kolin’s phone rang.

‘Just a sec,’ he said, checking caller ID. ‘It’s the warden.’

Kolin answered the phone with a flourish.
 ‘Y’ello. Engineer Ozkopy here.’

Ozkopy listened for a long moment, interjecting three uh-huhs and two D’Arvits before pocketing the phone.

‘Wow,’ he said, prodding the radiation suit with his toe. ‘I guess you’d better put her in the tube.’

POLICE PLAZA, HAVEN CITY, THE LOWER ELEMENTS

Pip waggled his phone at the camera.

‘You hear anything? Because I don’t. No one is calling this number and I’ve got five bars. One hundred per cent planetary coverage. Hell, I once took a call on a spaceship.’

Holly swiped the mike sensor.
 ‘We’re moving as fast as we can. Opal Koboi is in the shuttle bay right now.
 We just need ten more minutes.’

Pip adopted a sing-song voice.


‘Never tell a lie, just to get you by.

Never tell a tale, lest you go to jail.’



Foaly found himself humming along. It was the Pip and Kip theme song. Holly glared at him.

‘Sorry,’ he muttered.

Artemis grew impatient with the fruitless wrangling. ‘This is futile and frankly embarrassing. They have no intention of releasing Opal. We should evacuate now, at least to the shuttle bays. They are built to withstand magma flares.’

Foaly disagreed. ‘We’re secure here. The real danger is in Atlantis. That’s where the other Opal is. You said, and I concur, that the serious explosions, theoretical explosions, only occur with living beings.’

‘Theoretical explosions are only theoretical until the theory is proven,’ countered Artemis. ‘And with so many –’ He stopped mid-sentence, which was very unlike him as Artemis detested both bad grammar and poor manners. His skin tone faded from pale to porcelain and he actually rapped his own forehead.

‘Stupid. Stupid. Foaly, we are both imbeciles. I don’t expect lateral thinking from the LEP, but you …’

Holly recognized this tone. She had heard it during previous adventures, generally before things went catastrophically wrong.

‘What is it?’ she asked, afraid of the answer which must surely be terrible.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Foaly, who always had time to feel insulted. ‘Why am I an imbecile?’

Artemis pointed an index finger diagonally down and south-west in the approximate direction they had come from the J. Argon Clinic.

‘The oxygen booth has addled my senses,’ he said. ‘The clone. Nopal. She’s a living being. If she explodes, it could go nuclear.’

Foaly accessed the clone’s file on Argon’s website, navigating with blurred speed to the patient details.

‘No. I think we should be OK there.
 Opal harvested her own DNA before the timeline split.’

Artemis was angry with himself all the same for momentarily forgetting the clone.

‘We were minutes into this crisis before the clone’s relevance occurred to me,’ he said. ‘If Nopal had been created at a later date, my slow thinking could have cost lives.’

‘There are still plenty of lives at stake,’ said Foaly. ‘We need to save as many as we can.’

The centaur popped a plexiglass cover on the wall and pressed the red button underneath. Instantly a series of Evac sirens began to wail throughout the city. The eerie sound spread like the keening of mothers receiving the bad news of their nightmares.

Foaly chewed a nail. ‘There’s no time to wait for Council approval,’ he said to Trouble Kelp. ‘Most should make it to the shuttle bays. But we need to ready the emergency resuscitation teams.’

Butler was less than happy with the idea of losing Artemis. ‘Nobody’s death is impending.’

His principal didn’t seem overly concerned. ‘Well, technically, everybody’s death is impending.’

‘Shut up, Artemis!’ snapped Butler, which was a major breach of his own professional ethics. ‘I promised your mother that I would look after you, and yet again you have put me in a position where my brawn and skills count for nothing.’

‘That is hardly fair,’ said Artemis. ‘I hardly think that I can be blamed for Opal’s latest stunt.’

Butler’s face blazed a few shades redder than Artemis could remember having seen it. ‘I do think you can be blamed and I do blame you. We’re barely clear of the consequences of your last misadventure, and here we are neck-deep in another one.’

Artemis seemed more shocked by this outburst than the impending death situation.

‘Butler, I had no idea you were harbouring such frustration.’

The bodyguard rubbed his cropped head.

‘Neither had I,’ he admitted.
 ‘But for the past few years it’s been one thing after another. Goblins, time travel, demons. Now this place where everything is so … so … small.’ He took a deep shuddering breath. ‘OK. I said it, it’s out there. And I am fine now. So, let’s move on, shall we? What’s the plan?’

‘Keep evacuating,’ said Artemis.
 ‘No more empowering those hostage-taking nitwits; they have their instructions.
 Drop the blast doors which should help to absorb some of the shock waves.’

‘We have our strategies in place, human,’ said Trouble Kelp. ‘The entire population can be at their assembly points in five minutes.’

Artemis paced, thinking. ‘Tell your people to dump their weapons into the magma chutes. Leave anything that might have Koboi technology behind. Phones, games, everything.’

‘All Koboi weaponry has been retired,’ said Holly. ‘But some of the older Neutrinos might have a chip or two.’

Trouble Kelp had the grace to look guilty.
 ‘Some of the Koboi weaponry has been retired,’ he said.
 ‘Budget cuts, you know how it is.’

Pip interrupted their preparations by actually rapping on the camera lens.

‘Hey, LEP people. I’m getting old here. Somebody say something, anything. Tell us more lies, we don’t care.’

Artemis’s eyebrows furrowed and joined. He did not appreciate such flippant posturing when many lives were at stake. He pointed at the microphone.

‘May I?’

Trouble barely looked up from his emergency calls and made a vague gesture that was open to interpretation. Artemis chose to interpret it as an affirmative.

He approached the screen. ‘Listen to me, you low life. This is Artemis Fowl. You may have heard of me.’

Pip grinned and his mask echoed the expression. ‘Oooh, Artemis Fowl. Wonder boy. We’ve heard of you all right, haven’t we, Kip?’

Kip nodded, dancing a little jig.
 ‘Artemis Fowl, the Oirish boy who chased leprechauns. Sure and begorra everyone has heard of that smarty-pants.’

These two are stupid, thought Artemis. They are stupid and talk too much and I should be able to exploit those weaknesses.

He tried a ruse. ‘I thought I told you to read your demands and say nothing more.’

Pip’s face was literally a mask of confusion. ‘You told us?’

Artemis hardened his voice. ‘My instructions for you two idiots were to read the demands, wait until the time was up then shoot the pixie. I don’t recall saying anything about trading insults.’

Pip’s mask frowned. How did Artemis Fowl know their instructions?

‘Your instructions? We don’t take orders from you.’

‘Really? Explain to me then how I know your instructions to the letter.’

Pip’s mask software was not able to cope with his rapid expression change and froze momentarily.

‘I … ah … I don’t …’

‘And tell me how I knew the exact frequency to tap into.’

‘You’re not in Police Plaza?’

 ‘Of course not, you idiot. I’m at the rendezvous point waiting for Opal.’

Artemis felt his heart speed up, and waited a second for his conscious mind to catch up with his subconscious and tell him what he recognized on screen.

Something in the background.

Something familiar.

The wall behind Pip and Kip was nondescript grey. Rendered with roughly finished plaster. A common finish for farm walls worldwide.
 There were walls like this all over the Fowl Estate.

Ba-boom.

There went his heart again.

Artemis concentrated on the wall. Slate-grey except for a network of jagged cracks that sundered the plasterwork.

A memory presented itself of six-year-old Artemis and his father walking the estate. As they passed the barn wall on the upper pasture, young Artemis pointed to the wall and commented, ‘See, Father? The cracks form a map of Croatia, once part of the Roman, Ottoman and Austrian Habsburg empires.
 Were you aware that Croatia declared its independence from Yugoslavia in
 1991?’

There it was. On the wall behind Pip and Kip. A map of Croatia, though fifteen-year-old Artemis saw now that the Dalmatian coastline was truncated.

They are at the Fowl Estate, he realized.


Why?

Something Doctor Argon had said resurfaced.


Because the residual magic there is off the scale. Something happened on the Fowl Estate once. Something huge, magic-ally speaking.

Artemis decided to act on his hunch.
 ‘I’m at the Fowl Estate waiting for Opal,’ he said.

‘You’re at Fowl Manor too?’ blurted Kip, prompting Pip to turn rapidly and shoot his comrade in the heart. The gnome was punched backwards into the wall, knocking clouds of dust from the render. A narrow stream of blood oozed from the hole in his chest, pulsing gently down his breastplate, as undramatic as a paint drip running down a jar. His kitty-cat cartoon face seemed comically surprised and, when the heat from his face faded, the pixels powered down leaving a yellow question mark.

The sudden death shocked Artemis, but the preceding sentence had shocked him more.

He had been correct on both counts: not only was Opal behind this but the rendezvous point was Fowl Manor.


Why? What had happened there?

Pip shouted at the screen. ‘You see what you did, human? If you are human. If you are Artemis Fowl. It doesn’t matter what you know, it’s too late.’

Pip pressed the still-smoking barrel to Opal’s head and she jerked away as the metal burned her skin, pleading through the tape over her mouth. It was clear that Pip wished to pull the trigger but he could not.

He has his instructions, thought Artemis. He must wait until the allotted time has run out. Otherwise he cannot be certain that Opal is secure in the nuclear reactor.

Artemis deactivated the microphone and was moving towards the door when Holly caught his arm.

‘There’s no time,’ she said, correctly guessing that he was headed for home.

‘I must try to save my family from the next stage of Opal’s plan,’ said Artemis tersely. ‘There are five minutes left. If I can make it to a magma vent, we might be able to outrun the explosions to the surface.’

Commander Kelp quickly weighed his options.
 He could order Artemis to remain underground, but it would certainly be strategically advantageous to have someone to track Opal Koboi if she somehow escaped from Atlantis.

‘Go,’ he said. ‘Captain Short will pilot you and Butler to the surface. Stay in contact if …’

He did not finish the sentence but everyone in the room could guess what he had been about to say.


Stay in contact if … there is anything left to contact.







Chapter 3

Fire and Brimstone
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OPAL did not enjoy being forced into the depths of the tube by a flat-topped ramrod, but once she was down inside the neutron crust she felt quite snuggly, cushioned by a fluffy layer of anti-rad foam.

One is like a caterpillar in a chrysalis, she thought, only a little irked by the rough material of her anti-rad suit. I am about to transform into the godhead. I am about to arrive at my destiny. Bow down, creatures, or bear thine own blindness.

Then she thought, Bear thine own blindness? Is that too much?

There was a niggly doubt in the back of Opal’s head that she had actually made a horrific mistake by setting this plan in motion. It was her most radical manoeuvre ever and thousands of fairies and humans would die. Worse still, she herself might cease to exist or morph into some kind of time-mutant. But Opal dealt with these worries by simply refusing to engage with them. It was childish she knew, but Opal was ninety per cent convinced that she was cosmically ordained to be the first Quantum Being.

The alternative was too abhorrent to be entertained for long: she, Opal Koboi, would be forced to live out her days as a common prisoner in the Deeps, an object of ridicule and derision. The subject of morality tales and school projects. A chimp in a zoo for the Atlantis fairies to stare at with round eyes. To kill everyone or even die herself would be infinitely preferable. Not that she would die. The tube would contain her energy and with enough concentration she would become a nuclear version of herself.


One feels one’s destiny at hand. Any minute now.

HAVEN CITY

Artemis, Butler and Holly took the express elevator to Police Plaza’s own shuttle port, which was connected to a magma vent from the Earth’s core that supplied much of the city’s power through geothermal rods. Artemis did not speak to the others; he simply muttered to himself and rapped the steel wall of the elevator with his knuckles. Holly was relieved to find that there was no pattern in the rappings, unless of course the pattern was too complicated for her to perceive it. It wouldn’t be the first time Artemis’s thought process had been beyond her grasp.

The elevator was spacious by LEP standards and so allowed Butler enough headroom to stand up straight, though he still knocked his crown against the capsule wall whenever they hit a bump.

Finally Artemis spoke: ‘If we can get into the shuttle before the deadline, then we stand a real chance of making it to the magma chutes.’

Artemis used the word deadline, but his companions knew that he meant assassination. Pip would shoot Opal when the time was up; none of them doubted that now. Then the consequences of this murder would unfold, whatever they might be, and their best chance of survival lay on the inside of a titanium craft that was built to survive total immersion in a magma chimney.

The elevator hissed to a halt on pneumatic pistons and the doors opened to admit the assorted noises of utter bedlam. The shuttle port was jammed with frantic fairies fighting their way through the security checkpoints, ignoring the usual X-ray protocols and jumping over barriers and turnstiles. Sprites flew illegally low, their wings grazing the tube lighting. Gnomes huddled together in crunchball formations, attempting to barge their way through the line of LEP crowd-control officers in riot gear.

‘People are forgetting their drills,’ muttered Holly. ‘This panic is not going to help anyone.’

Artemis stared crestfallen at the melee. He had seen something like it once in JFK airport when a TV reality star had turned up in Arrivals. ‘We won’t make it through. Not without hurting people.’

Butler picked up his comrades and slung one across each shoulder. ‘The heck we won’t,’ he said, stepping determinedly into the multitude.

Pip’s attitude had changed since shooting his partner. No more chit-chat and posturing, now he was following his instructions to the letter: wait until his phone alarm beeped, then shoot the pixie.


That Fowl guy. That was bluff, right? He can’t do anything now. It probably wasn’t even Fowl.

Pip decided that he would never divulge what had happened here today. Silence was safety. Words would only bind themselves into strands and hang him.


She need never know.

But Pip knew that she would take one look in his eyes and know everything. For a second Pip thought about running, just disentangling himself from this entire convoluted master plan and being a plain old gnome again.


I cannot do it. She would find me. She would find me and do terrible things to me.
 And, for some reason, I do not wish to be free of her.

There was nothing for it but to follow the orders that he had not already disobeyed.


Perhaps, if I kill her, she will forgive me.

Pip cocked the hammer on his handgun and pressed it to the back of Opal’s head.

ATLANTIS

In the reactor, Opal’s head was buzzing with excitement. It must be soon. Very soon. She had been counting the seconds, but the bumpy elevator ride had disorientated her.

I am ready, she thought. Ready for the next step.

Pull it! she broadcast, knowing her younger self would hear the thought and panic. Pull the trigger.

POLICE PLAZA

Foaly felt his quiff droop under the weight of perspiration and tried to remember what his parting comment to Caballine had been that morning.


I think I told her that I loved her. I always do. But did I say it this morning? Did I?

It seemed very important to him.


Caballine is in the suburbs. She will be out of harm’s way. Fine.

The centaur did not believe his own thoughts. If Opal was behind this, there would be serpentine twists to this plan yet to be revealed.


Opal Koboi does not make plans; she writes operas.

For the first time in his life Foaly was horrified to catch himself thinking that someone else might just be a little smarter than he was.

POLICE PLAZA SHUTTLE PORT

Butler waded through the crowd, dropping his feet with care. His appearance in the shuttle port only served to heighten the level of panic, but that could not be helped now. Some temporary discomforts would have to be borne by certain fairies if it meant reaching their shuttle in time. Elves shoaled around his knees like cleaner fish, several poking him with buzz batons and a couple spraying him with pheromone repellent spray, which Butler found to his great annoyance instantly shrank his sinuses.

When they reached the security turnstile, the huge bodyguard simply stepped over it, leaving the majority of the frightened populace milling around on the other side. Butler had the presence of mind to dunk Holly in front of the retinal scanner so they could be beeped through without activating the terminal’s security measures.

Holly called to a sprite she recognized on the security desk.

‘Chix. Is our chute open?’

Chix Verbil had once been Holly’s pod-mate on a stakeout and was only alive because she had dragged his wounded frame out of harm’s way.

‘Uh … yeah. Commander Kelp told us to make a hole. Are you OK, Captain?’

Holly dismounted from Butler’s shelf-like shoulder, landing with sparks from her boot heels.

‘Fine.’

 ‘Unusual mode of transport,’
 commented Chix, nervously hovering half a metre from the floor, his reflection shimmering in the polished steel below like a sprite trapped in another dimension.

‘Don’t worry, Chix,’ said Holly, patting Butler’s thigh. ‘He’s tame. Unless he smells fear.’

Butler sniffed the air as though there were a faint scent of terror.

Chix rose a few centimetres, his wings a hummingbird blur. He tapped the v-board on his wrist computer with sweating digits.
 ‘OK. You are set to go. The ground crew checked all your life support. And we popped in a fresh plasma cube while we were in there so you’re good for a few decades. The blast doors are dropping in less than two minutes so I would get moving if I were you and take those two Mud Men … ah, humans … with you.’

Butler decided that it would be quicker to keep Artemis pinioned on his shoulder until they were in the shuttle, as he would probably trip over a dwarf in his haste. He set off at a quick lope down the metal tube linking the check-in desk to their berth.

Foaly had managed to get a remodelling order approved for the bay so that Butler could walk under the lintel with his chin tucked low. The shuttle itself was actually an off-road vehicle confiscated by the Criminal Assets Bureau from a tuna smuggler. The middle row of seats had been removed so that the bodyguard could stretch out in the back. Riding the off-roader was Butler’s favourite part of his underworld visits.

 ‘Off-roader!’ Foaly had snorted. ‘As if there is anywhere to go in Haven that doesn’t have roads. Plasma-guzzling status symbols, that’s all these clunkers are.’

Which hadn’t stopped him from gleefully ordering a refit so that the vehicle resembled an American Humvee and could accommodate two humans in the back. And, because Artemis was one of the humans, Foaly could not help but show off a little, stuffing more extras into the confined space than would be found in the average Mars probe: gel seats, thirty-two speakers, 3D HDTV; and, for Holly, oxy-boost and a single laser cutter in the hood ornament which was an imp blowing a long-stemmed horn. This was why the shuttle was referred to as the Silver Cupid. It was a little romantic-sounding for Artemis’s taste and so Holly referred to it by name as often as possible.

The off-roader detected Holly’s proximity and sent a message to her wrist computer enquiring whether it should pop the doors and start itself up. Holly confirmed without missing a step and the batwing doors swung smoothly upwards just in time for Butler to unload Artemis like a sack of kittens from his shoulder into the back seat. Holly slid into the single front seat in the nose of the blocky craft and locked on to the supply rail before the doors had sealed.

Artemis and Butler leaned back and allowed the safety cinches to drop over their shoulders, pulling comfortably close on tension-sensitive rollers.

Artemis’s fingers scrunched the material of his trousers at the knees. Their progress down the feeder rail seemed maddeningly slow. At the end of the metal-panel-clad rock tunnel they could see the vent itself, a glowing crescent yawning like the gate to hell.

‘Holly,’ he said without parting his teeth. ‘Please, a little acceleration.’

Holly lifted her gloved hands from the wheel. ‘We’re still on the feeder rail, Artemis. It’s all automatic.’

Foaly’s face appeared in a heads-up display on the windscreen. ‘I’m sorry, Artemis,’ he said. ‘I really am. We’ve run out of time.’

‘No!’ said Artemis, straining against his belt. ‘There are fifteen seconds left. Twelve at least.’

Foaly’s eyes dropped to the controls before him. ‘We have to close the doors to ensure everyone inside the blast tunnels survives. I really am sorry, Artemis.’

The off-roader jerked then halted as the power was cut to the rail.

‘We can make it,’ Artemis said, his voice close to a panic wheeze.

Up ahead the mouth to hell began to close as the giant dwarf-forged gears rolled the metre-thick slatted shutters down over the vent.

Artemis grasped Holly’s shoulder.
 ‘Holly? Please.’

Holly rolled her eyes and flicked the controls to manual. ‘D’Arvit,’ she said and pressed the accelerator to the floor.

The off-roader leaped forward, jerking free from its guide rail, setting off revolving lights and warning klaxons.

On screen, Foaly rubbed his eyelids with index fingers. ‘Yeah, yeah. Here we go. Captain Short goes rogue once more. Hands up who’s surprised. Anyone?’

Holly tried to ignore the centaur and concentrate on squeezing the shuttle through the shrinking gap.

Usually I pull this sort of stunt towards the end of an adventure, she thought. Third act climax. We’re starting early this time.

The shuttle grated along the tunnel floor, the friction sending up twin arcs of sparks that bounced off the walls. Holly slipped control goggles over her eyes and automatically adjusted her vision to the curious double-focus necessary to send blink commands to the sensors in her lenses and actually look at what was in front of her.

‘Close,’ she said.
 ‘It’s going to be close.’ And then, before they lost the link:
 ‘Good luck, Foaly. Stay safe.’

The centaur tapped his screen with two fingers. ‘Good luck to us all.’

Holly bought them an extra few centimetres by deflating the Cupid’s suspension pads and the off-roader ducked under the descending blast doors with half a second to spare, swooping into the natural chimney. Below, the Earth’s core spewed up magma columns ten kilometres wide, creating fiery updraughts that blasted the small shuttle’s scorched underside and set it spiralling towards the surface.

Holly set the stabilizers and allowed the headrest to cradle her neck and skull.

‘Hold on,’ she said.
 ‘There’s a rough ride ahead.’

Pip jumped when the alarm sounded on his phone as though he had not been expecting it, as though he had not been counting the seconds.
 Nevertheless he seemed surprised now that the moment had finally arrived. Shooting Kip had drained the cockiness from him, and his body language was clearly that of a reluctant assassin.

He tried to regain some of that old cavalier spirit by waving his gun a little and leering at the camera, but it is difficult to represent the murder of a childlike pixie as anything but that.

‘I warned you,’ he said to the camera. ‘This is on you people, not me.’

In Police Plaza, Commander Kelp activated the mike.

‘I will find you,’ he growled.
 ‘If it takes me a thousand years, I will find you and deliver you to a lifetime’s imprisonment.’

This actually seemed to cheer Pip a little.
 ‘You? Find me? Sorry if that doesn’t worry me, cop, but I know someone who scares me a lot more than you.’

And without further discussion he shot Opal, once, in the head.

The pixie toppled forward as though struck from behind with a shovel. The bullet’s impact drove her into the ground with some force, but there was very little blood except a small trickle from her ear almost as if young Opal had fallen from her bicycle in the schoolyard.

In Police Plaza the usually riotous operations centre grew quiet as the entire force waited for the repercussions of the murder they had just witnessed. Which quantum theory would prove correct? Perhaps nothing at all would happen apart from the death of a pixie.

‘OK,’ said Trouble Kelp after a long pregnant moment. ‘We’re still operational. How long before we’re out of the troll’s den?’

Foaly was about to run a few calculations on the computer when the wall screen spontaneously shattered, leaking green gas into the room.

‘Hold on to something,’ he advised. ‘Chaos is coming.’

ATLANTIS

Opal Koboi felt herself die and it was a curious sensation, like an anxious gnawing at her insides.

So this is what trauma feels like, she thought. I’m sure I’ll get over it.

The sour sickness was soon replaced by a fizzing excitement as she relished the notion of what she was to become.


Finally I am transforming. Emerging from my chrysalis as the most powerful creature on the planet. Nothing will stand in my way.

This was all very melodramatic, but Opal decided that under the circumstances her eventual biographer would understand.

It never occurred to the pixie that her theory of temporal paradox could simply be dead wrong and she could be left down a hole in a nuclear reactor having killed her only real ally.

I feel a tingle, she thought.
 It’s beginning.

The tingle became an uncomfortable burning sensation in the base of her skull that quickly spread to clamp her entire head in a fiery vice. Opal could no longer nurture thoughts of future conquests as her entire being suddenly became fear and pain.

I have made a mistake, she thought desperately. No prize is worth another second of this.

Opal thrashed inside her anti-rad suit, fighting the soft constraints of the foam, which blunted her movements. The pain spread through her nervous system, increasing in intensity from merely unbearable to unimaginable. Whatever slender threads of sanity Opal had left snapped like a brig’s moorings in a hurricane.

Opal felt her magic return to conquer the pain in what remained of her nerve endings. The mad and vengeful pixie fought to contain her own energy and not be destroyed utterly by her own power, even now being released as electrons shifted orbits and nuclei spontaneously split. Her body phase-shifted to pure golden energy, vaporizing the radiation suit and burning wormhole trails through the dissolving foam, ricocheting against the walls of the neutron chamber and back into Opal’s ragged consciousness.

Now, she thought. Now the rapture begins as I remake myself in my own image. I am my own god.

And, with only the power of her mind, Opal reassembled herself. Her appearance remained unchanged for she was vain and believed herself to be perfect. But she opened and expanded her mind, allowing new powers to coat the bridges between her nerve cells. Focusing on the ancient mantras of the dark arts so that her new magic could be used to bring her soldiers up from their resting place. Power like this was too much for one body and she must excise it as soon as her escape was made, or her atoms would be shredded and swept away like windborne fireflies.

Nails are hard to reassemble, she thought. I might have to sacrifice my fingernails and toenails.

The ripple effects of young Opal’s murder in the corner of a field were more widespread than even Artemis could have imagined, though in truth imagine is the wrong verb, as Artemis Fowl was not in the habit of imagining anything. Even as a small boy he had never nurtured daydreams of himself on horseback fighting dragons. What Artemis preferred to do was visualize an achievable objective and then work towards that goal.

His mother, Angeline, had once peered over eight-year-old Artemis’s shoulder as he sketched in his journal.

‘Oh, darling, that’s wonderful!’ she’d exclaimed, delighted that her boy had finally shown some interest in artistic creativity, even if the picture did seem a little violent. ‘It’s a giant robot destroying a city.’

‘No, Mother,’ Artemis had sighed, ever the theatrical misunderstood genius. ‘It’s a builder drone constructing a lunar habitat.’

Angeline had ruffled her son’s hair in revenge for the sigh and wondered if little Arty might need to talk to someone professional.

Artemis had considered the widespread devastation that would be caused by the spontaneous energy exploding from all Opal-related material, but even he did not know the saturation levels Koboi products had achieved in the few years before her incarceration. Koboi Industries had many legitimate businesses that manufactured everything from weapons components to medical equipment, but she had also several shadow companies that illegally extended her influence to the human world and even into space, and the effects of these tens of thousands of components exploding ranged from inconvenient to downright catastrophic.


In the LEP lock-up two hundred assorted weapons, which were scheduled for recycling the following week, collapsed like melting chocolate bars, then radiated a fierce golden light that fried all local closed-circuit systems before exploding with the power of a hundred bars of Semtex. Fission was not achieved but the damage was substantial nonetheless. The warehouse was essentially vaporized and several of the underground city’s load-bearing support pillars were toppled like children’s building blocks.


Haven City Centre collapsed inwards, allowing a million tonnes of the Earth’s crust to cave in on top of the fairy capital, breaking the pressure seal and increasing the atmosphere readings by almost a thousand per cent. Anything under the falling rock was squashed instantly. There were eighty-seven fatalities and property damage was absolute.


Police Plaza’s basement collapsed, causing the bottom three floors to sink into the depression. Fortunately the upper floors were bolted to the cavern roof, which held firm and saved the lives of many officers who had elected to remain at their posts.


Sixty-three per cent of fairy automobiles had Koboi pistons in their engines, which blew simultaneously, causing an incredible synchronized flipping of vehicles, part of which was captured on a parking garage camera that had somehow survived compression and would in future years become the most viewed clip on the Underworld Web.


Koboi shadow labs had for years been selling obsolete fairy technology to human companies as it would seem cutting-edge to their shareholders. These little wonder chips or their descendants had wended their way into almost every computer-controlled device built within the past few years. These chips inside laptops, mobile phones, televisions and toasters popped and pinged like kinetically charged ball bearings in tin cans. Eighty per cent of electronic communication on planet Earth immediately ceased. Humanity was heaved back to the paper age in half a second.


Life-support systems spat out bolts of energy and died. Precious manuscripts were lost. Banks collapsed as all financial records for the past fifty years were completely wiped out. Planes fell from the sky, the Graum II space station drifted off into space and defence satellites that were not supposed to exist stopped existing.


People took to the streets, shouting into their dead mobile phones as if volume could reactivate them. Looting spread across countries like a computer virus while actual computer viruses died with their hosts, and credit cards became mere rectangles of plastic. Parliaments were stormed worldwide as citizens blamed their governments for this series of inexplicable catastrophes.


Gouts of fire and foul blurts of actual brimstone emerged from cracks in the earth.
 These were mostly from ruptured pipes, but people took up a cry of Armageddon. Chaos reigned and the survivalists eagerly unwrapped the kidskin from their crossbows.


Phase one of Opal’s plan was complete.







Chapter 4

Engineer Ozkopy has the Last Word

[image: image]

LUCKILY for Captain Holly Short and the passengers in the Silver Cupid, Foaly was so paranoid where Opal was concerned and so vain about his own inventions that he insisted nothing but branded Foaly-tech parts be used in the shuttle’s refit, going so far as to strip out any Koboi or generic components that he could not trace back to a parent company. But, even with all of Foaly’s paranoia, he still missed a patch of filler on the rear bumper that contained an adhesive Killer Filler developed by Koboi Labs. Fortunately, when the adhesive fizzled and blew, it took the path of least resistance and spun away from the ship like a fiery swarm of bees. No operating systems were affected though there was an unsightly patch of primer left visible on the spoiler, which everyone in the shuttle would surely have agreed was preferable to them being dead.

The shuttle soared on the thermals, borne aloft like a dandelion seed in the Grand Canyon – if you accept that there are dandelions in the Grand Canyon in spite of the arid conditions. Holly nudged them into the centre of the vast chimney, though there was little chance of them striking a wall in the absence of a fully fledged magma flare. Artemis called to her from the rear, but she could not hear with the roar of core wind.

Cans, she mouthed, tapping the phones in her own helmet. ‘Put on your headphones.’

He pulled a pair of bulky cans from their clip on the ceiling and adjusted them over his ears. ‘Do you have any kind of preliminary damage report from Foaly?’ he asked.

Holly checked her coms. ‘Nothing.
 Everything is down. I’m not even getting static.’

‘Very well, here is the situation as I see it. As our communications are down, I assume that young Opal’s murder has thrown the entire planet into disarray. There will be mayhem on a scale not seen since the last world war. Our Opal doubtless plans to emerge from the ashes of this global pyre as some form of pixie phoenix. How she intends to do this, I do not know, but there is some connection to my home, the Fowl Estate, so that is where we must go. How long will the journey take, Holly?’

Holly considered what was under the hood.
 ‘I can shave fifteen minutes off the usual, but it’s still going to be a couple of hours.’

Two hours, thought Artemis. One hundred and twenty minutes to concoct a workable strategy wherein we three tackle whatever Opal has planned.

Butler adjusted the headphone’s microphone. ‘Artemis. I know this has occurred to you, because it occurred to me.’

‘I predict, old friend,’ said Artemis, ‘that you are about to point out that we are rushing headlong to the exact place where Opal is strongest.’

‘Exactly, Artemis,’ confirmed the bodyguard. ‘Or as we used to say in Delta: we are running blindfolded into the kill box.’

Artemis’s face fell. Kill box?

Holly shot Butler a withering glance.
 Nicely put, big guy. Artemis’s family live in that kill box.

She flexed her fingers then wrapped them tightly round the controls. ‘Maybe I can shave twenty minutes off the usual time,’ she said, and set the shuttle’s sensors searching for the strongest thermals to bear them aloft towards whatever madness Opal Koboi had orchestrated for the world.

ATLANTIS

Opal took a few moments to congratulate herself on once again being absolutely correct in her theorizing and then lay absolutely still to see if she could feel the panic seeping through from above.

One does feel something, Opal concluded. Definitely a general wave of fear, with a dash of desolation.

It would have been nice to simply lie a while and generate power, but, with so much to do, that would have been an indulgence.

Work, work, work, she thought, turning her face to the tunnel mouth. I must away.

With barely a flicker of her mind, Opal emitted a corona of intense light and heat, searing through the solidified anti-rad foam that encased her, and levitated to the tube hatch, which hindered her barely more than the foam. After all, she had the power now to change the molecular structure of whatever she concentrated on.

Already the power is fading, she realized. I am leaking magic and my body will soon begin to disintegrate.

A dwarf stood in the chamber beyond the fizzled hatch seeming most unperturbed by the wonders before him.

‘This is Frondsday,’ proclaimed Kolin Ozkopy, chin jutting. ‘I could be doing without all this bleeping nonsense on a Frondsday. First I lose reception on my phone so I have no idea who is winning the crunchball match, and now a golden pixie is floating in my chamber. So pray tell me, pixie lady, what is going on? And where are your nails?’

Opal was amazed to find that she felt compelled to answer. ‘Nails are difficult, dwarf. I was prepared to forgo nails to save time.’

‘Yep, that makes a lot of sense,’ said Ozkopy, displaying far too much lack of awe for Opal’s taste.
 ‘You want to know what’s difficult? Standing here getting blasted by your aura, that’s what. I should be covered in SPF one thousand.’

In fairness to Ozkopy, he was not being psychotically blasé about this whole affair. He was actually in shock and had a pretty good idea who Opal was and that he was probably about to die, and so was trying to brazen it out.

Opal’s golden brow creased with a frown like rippling lava. ‘You, dwarf, should be honoured that the final image seared into your worthless retinas is one of my glorious … glory.’

Opal was not entirely happy with how that sentence had ended, but the dwarf would be dead momentarily and the poor sentence construction forgotten. Ozkopy was not entirely happy with Opal insulting his retinas.

‘Worthless retinas!’ he spluttered. ‘My dad gave me these retinas … not that he directly plucked
 ’em out of his own head, you understand, but he passed ’em down.’ To his eternal cosmic credit, Ozkopy decided to go out with some flair. ‘And, seeing as we’re insulting each other, I always thought you’d be taller. Plus your hips are wobbly.’

Opal bristled angrily, which resulted in her radioactive corona expanding by a radius of three metres, totally atomizing anything in the sphere, including Kolin Ozkopy. But, even though the dwarf was gone, the sting of his parting comments would live on in Opal’s mind-drawer of unfinished business for the rest of her life. If Opal had one flaw that she would admit to, it was a tendency to rashly dispose of those who had offended her, letting them off the hook as it were.

I mustn’t let that dwarf get me down, she told herself, ascending with blinding speed towards the surface.
 My hips are most definitely not wobbly.

Opal’s ascent was blinding and divine in appearance, like a supernova that shot towards the ocean’s surface, the fierce heat of her black magic repelling the walls of Atlantis and the crushing ocean with equal offhandedness, reorganizing the atomic structure of anything that stood in her way.

She rode her corona of black magic onwards and upwards towards the Fowl Estate. She did not need to think about her destination as the lock called to her. The lock called and she was the key.







Chapter 5

Harma-Geddon
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BURIED
in a descending spiral around the lock, the Berserkers grew agitated as magic was let loose in the world above.

Something is coming, Oro, Captain of the Berserkers, realized. Soon we will be free and our swords will taste human blood once more. We will bake their hearts in clay jars and call forth the ancient dark forces. We will infiltrate what forms we must to hold the humans back. They cannot kill us for we are already dead, held together by a skein of magic.

Our time will be short. No more than a single night after all this time, but we will cover ourselves in glory and blood before we join Danu in the afterlife.

Can you feel the shift? Oro called down to the spirits of his warriors. Be prepared to push forward when the gate is opened.

We are ready, replied his warriors.
 When the light falls upon us, we will seize the bodies of dogs, badgers and humans and subvert them to our wills.

Oro could not help thinking: I would rather inhabit a human than a badger.


For he was proud and this pride had cost him his life ten thousand years ago.

Gobdaw, who lay to his left, sent out a shuddering thought that could almost be a chuckle. Yes, he said. But better a badger than a rat.


If Oro’s heart had been flesh and blood, it would have burst with a new pride, but this time for his warriors.

My soldiers are ready for war. They will fight until their stolen bodies drop then finally be free to embrace the light.

Our time is at hand.

Juliet Butler was holding the fort, and not just in the sense of looking after things while Artemis’s parents were away at an eco-conference in London; she was actually holding a fort.

The fort in question was an old Martello tower that stood sentry on a hillock overlooking Dublin Bay. The fort had been worn down to a nub by the elements, and strange black ivy had thrown tendrils along the walls as though trying to reclaim the stone for the Earth. The would-be conquerors were Artemis Fowl’s brothers: four-year-old Myles and his twin Beckett. The boys had rushed the tower several times with wooden swords, but were rebuffed by Juliet and sent gently tumbling into the long grass. Beckett squealed with laughter, but Juliet could see that Myles grew more and more frustrated by the failure of his assaults.

Just like Artemis that one, Juliet thought. Another little criminal mastermind.

For the past ten minutes the boys had been rustling behind a bush, plotting their next attack. Juliet could hear muffled giggles and terse commands as Myles no doubt issued a complicated series of tactical instructions to Beckett.

Juliet smiled. She could just imagine the scenario. Myles would say something like: You go one way, Beck, and I go the other.
 ’S called flanking.

To which Beckett would respond with something like: I like caterpillars.

It was true to say that the brothers loved each other more than they loved themselves, but Myles lived in a state of constant frustration that Beckett could not, or would not, follow the simplest instruction.

Any second now Beckett will grow bored with this tactical meeting, thought Butler’s younger sister, and come wandering from the bush brandishing his toy sword.

Moments later, Beckett did indeed stumble from the bush, but it was not a sword which he brandished.

Juliet swung her leg over the low parapet and called suspiciously, ‘Beck, what have you got there?’

Beckett waved the item.
 ‘Underpants,’ he said frankly.

Juliet looked again to confirm that the grubby triangle was indeed a pair of underpants. Because of the knee-length Wimpy Kid T-shirt he had worn for the past forty-eight days, it was impossible to ascertain whether or not the underpants were Beckett’s own, though it seemed likely given that the boy’s legs were bare.

Beckett was something of an unruly character and in her few months as nanny/bodyguard Juliet had seen a lot worse things than underpants – for example, the worm farm that Beckett had constructed in the downstairs loo and fertilized personally.

‘OK, Beck,’ she called down from the tower. ‘Just put the underpants down, kiddo. I’ll get you a clean pair.’

Beckett advanced steadily. ‘Nope.
 Beckett is sick of stupid underpants. These’re for you. A present.’

The boy’s face glowed with innocent enthusiasm, convinced that his Y-fronts were about the best present a girl could get –
 besides a pair of his Y-fronts with a handful of beetles cradled inside.

Juliet countered with: ‘But it’s not my birthday.’

Beckett was at the foot of the worn tower now, waving the pants like a flag. ‘I love you, Jules – take the present.’

He loves me, thought Juliet.
 Kids always know the weak spot.

She tried one last desperate ploy.
 ‘But won’t your bottom be chilly?’

Beckett had an answer for that. ‘Nope.
 I don’t ever feel cold.’

Juliet smiled fondly. It was easy to believe. Bony Beckett gave off enough heat to boil a lake. Hugging him was like hugging a restless radiator.

At this point, Juliet’s only way to avoid touching the underpants was a harmless lie. ‘Rabbits love old underpants, Beck. Why don’t you bury them as a gift for Papa Rabbit?’

‘Rabbits don’t need underpants,’ said a sinister little voice behind her. ‘They are warm-blooded mammals and their fur is sufficient clothing in our climate.’

Juliet felt the tip of Myles’s wooden sword in her thigh and realized that the boy had used Beckett as a distraction then circled round to the back steps.

I didn’t hear a thing, she mused. Myles is learning to creep.

‘Very good, Myles,’ she said.
 ‘How did you get Beckett to follow your instructions?’

Myles grinned smugly and the resemblance to Artemis was uncanny. ‘I didn’t give him soldier’s orders. I
 ’gested to Beck that his bum might be itchy.’

This boy is not yet five, thought Juliet. Wait till the world gets a load of Myles Fowl.

From the corner of her eye she saw something triangular sail through the air towards her and instinctively snatched it. No sooner had her fingers closed on the material than it dawned on her what she was holding.

Great, she thought. Hoodwinked by two four-year-olds.

‘Righto, boys,’ she said.
 ‘Time to go back to the house for lunch. What’s on the menu today?’

Myles sheathed his sword. ‘I would like a croque-madame, with chilled grape juice.’

‘Bugs,’ said Beckett, hopping on one foot. ‘Bugs in ketchup.’

Juliet hiked Myles on to her shoulder and hopped down from the tower’s low wall. ‘Same as yesterday then, boys.’

Memo to self, she thought. Wash your hands.

The boys were waist-high in the pasture when the faraway chaos began. Beckett paid the sudden distant cacophony little attention as his internal soundtrack generally featured explosions and screaming, but Myles knew something was wrong.

He headed back to the Martello tower and clambered up the stone steps, displaying a lack of motor skills reminiscent of Artemis, which amused Beckett greatly as he was sure-footed to the same extent his brothers were not.

‘Armageddon,’ Myles announced when he reached the top step. ‘The end of the world.’

Beckett was dismayed. ‘Not Disneyland too!’

Juliet ruffled his sun-bleached hair.
 ‘No, of course not Disneyland.’ In her stomach she felt a growling of disquiet. Where were these noises coming from? It sounded as though there was a war zone nearby.

Juliet followed Myles to the compacted mud floor on top of the tower. From there they had a clear view down into the distant city.
 Usually the only sounds to ride the breeze this far north were the occasional beeps of traffic-jammed horns from cars stuck on the ring road. But today the highway to Dublin seemed more like the road to hell. Even from this distance it was clear that the six lanes of traffic had come to a complete stop. Several engines exploded as they watched, and a pick-up truck threw an unexpected forward flip. Further into the city bigger explosions rumbled from behind buildings and smoke belches drifted into the afternoon sky – a sky that had troubles of its own as a small aircraft landed in the centre of a football stadium – and an honest-to-God communications satellite dropped from space like a dead robot on to the roof of the U2 hotel.

Beckett climbed the steps and took Juliet’s hand. ‘It is Harma-geddon,’ he said quietly. ‘The world is going boom.’

Juliet pulled the boys close. Whatever was developing seemed too big to be directed specifically at the Fowl family, but there was a growing list of people who would happily destroy the entire county of Dublin just to get at Artemis.

‘Don’t worry, boys,’ she said. ‘I will protect you.’

She reached into her pocket. In situations like this, where things were violently weird, the first course of action was always the same: call Artemis.

She scrolled through the list of networks on her phone and was not overly surprised to see that the only available one was the FOX system that Artemis had set up for emergency secure calls.


I imagine that Artemis is the only teenager in the world to have built and launched his own satellite.

She was about to select Artemis’s name from her contacts when a bulky forearm appeared in space three metres in front of her.
 There was a hand at the end of the arm and it clutched a fairy Neutrino blaster.

‘Nighty night, Mud Wench,’ said a voice from nowhere, and a blue bolt of crackling power erupted from the tip of the weapon.

Juliet was familiar enough with fairy weapons to know that she would survive a blue bolt, but that she would probably suffer a contact burn and wake up inside a cocoon of pain.

Sorry, my boys, she thought. I have failed you.

Then the bolt from Pip’s weapon hit her in the chest, scorched her jacket and knocked her from the tower.


Oro of the Berserkers felt a moment of doubt.

Perhaps this anticipation of freedom is merely a yearning, he thought.


No. This was more than his own longing. The key was coming. He could feel the rush of power as it approached their tomb.

Gather yourselves, he sent down to his warriors. When the gate is open, take whatever shape you must. Anything that lives or has lived can be ours.


Oro felt the earth shake with the roar of his warriors.


Or perhaps that was mere yearning.







Chapter 6

Rise, My Beauties

[image: image]

WHEN Captain Holly Short attempted to dock in her assigned shuttle bay, she found Tara’s electromagnetic clamps to be inoperable and so was forced to improvise a landing in the gate’s access tunnel. This was more or less what the Tara shuttle port supervisor would write in his Extraordinary Incident report when he got out of rehab, but the sentence did not convey the sheer trauma of the situation.

For their entire approach, Holly’s instruments had assured her that everything was hunky-dory, and then, just as she swung the Silver Cupid’s tail round to dock with the clamps, Tara’s flight-control computer had made a noise like raw meat hitting a wall at speed, then shut itself down, leaving Holly with no choice but to reverse into the shuttle port’s access tunnel and pray that there were no unauthorized personnel in there.

Metal crumpled, Perspex shattered and fibre-optic cables stretched like warm toffee and snapped. The Silver Cupid’s reinforced hide took the punishment, but the hood ornament flew off like its namesake and would be found three months later in the belly of a soft drinks machine, corroded to a barely recognizable stick figure.

Holly hauled on the brake as sparks and shards rained down, pockmarking the windscreen. Her pilot’s gyro harness had absorbed most of the shock meant for her body, but Artemis and Butler had been tossed around like beads in a rattle.

‘Everybody alive?’ she called over her shoulder and the assortment of groans that wafted back confirmed her passengers’ survival if not their intact survival.

Artemis crawled out from under Butler’s protective huddle and checked the shuttle’s readings. Blood dripped from a slit on the youth’s brow, but he appeared not to notice.

‘You need to find a way out, Holly.’

Holly almost giggled. Driving the
 Cupid out of here would mean wilfully destroying an entire LEP installation. She would not just be tearing up the rulebook, she would be shredding the pages then mixing them with troll dung, baking the concoction and tossing the biscuits on a campfire.

‘Dung biscuits,’ she muttered, which made no sense if you didn’t know her train of thought.

‘You may be making dung biscuits of the rulebook,’ said Artemis, who could apparently track trains of thought, ‘but Opal must be stopped for all our sakes.’

Holly hesitated.

Artemis capitalized on her hesitation.
 ‘Holly. These are extraordinary circumstances,’ he said urgently.
 ‘Do you remember Butler’s phrase? Kill box. That’s where my brothers are at this moment. In the kill box. And you know how much Juliet will sacrifice to save them.’

Butler leaned forward, grasping a hanging hand-grip loop and pulling it from its housing in the process.

‘Think tactically,’ he said, instinctively knowing how to galvanize the fairy captain. ‘We need to proceed under the assumption that we are the only small force standing between Opal and whatever form of world domination her twisted mind has cooked up in solitary. And remember: she was prepared to sacrifice herself. She planned for it. We need to go. Now, soldier!’

Butler was right and Holly knew it.

‘OK,’ she said, punching parameters into the Cupid’s route finder. ‘You asked for it.’

A sprite in a hi-vis jacket was flying down the access tunnel, wings tapping the curved walls in his haste. Sprite wing tips were sensitive bio-sonar sensors that took decades to heal, so the sprite must have been in some considerable distress for such reckless flight.

Holly moaned. ‘It’s Nander Thall. Mister By-the-Book.’

Thall was paranoid that the humans would somehow contaminate Haven on the way in or steal something on the way out so he insisted on full scans every time the Cupid docked.

 ‘Just go,’ Butler urged. ‘We don’t have time for Thall’s regulations.’

Nander Thall hollered at them through a megaphone. ‘Power down, Captain Short. What in Frond’s name do you think you are doing? I knew you were a wild card, Short. I knew it. Unstable.’

‘No time,’ said Artemis.
 ‘No time.’

Thall hovered a metre from the windscreen.
 ‘I’m a-looking in your eyeball, Short, and I see chaos. We’re in lockdown here. The shield has failed, do you understand that? All it would take is some Mud Man with a shovel to unearth the entire shuttle port. It’s all hands to the fortifications, Short. Power down. I’m giving you a direct order.’

Nander Thall’s eyes bulged in their sockets like goose eggs and his wings beat erratically. This was a sprite on the edge.

‘Do you think if we ask for permission he will let us go in time?’ said Artemis.

Holly doubted it. The access tunnel stretched out behind Thall, passengers huddled nervously in the pools of light cast by emergency beacons. The situation would be difficult enough to contain without her driving up the panic levels.

The on-board computer beeped, displaying the optimum escape route on the screen and it was this beep that spurred Holly.

Sorry, she mouthed at Nander Thall.
 ‘Gotta go.’

Thall’s wings beat with nervous rapidity. ‘Don’t you mouth sorry at me! And you do not gotta go anywhere.’

But Holly was sorry and she did gotta go. So she went. Straight up towards the luggage conveyor, which generally trundled overhead, luggage floating along on a transparent smart-water canal that displayed the identity of the owner through the Perspex. Now the conveyor canal was stagnant and the suitcases bumped each other like abandoned skiffs.

Holly nudged the joystick with one thumb, settling the Cupid into the canal, which the computer assured her was wide enough to accommodate the vehicle. It was, with barely two centimetres to spare on each side of the wheel arches.

Incredibly Nander Thall was in pursuit. He bobbed alongside the canal, his comb-over blown back like a windsock, shouting into his little megaphone.

Holly shrugged theatrically. Can’t hear you, she mouthed. Sorry.

And she left the sprite swearing at the baggage tunnel, which flowed in gentle sloped circles towards the Arrivals hall.

Holly piloted the Cupid along the tunnel’s curves, guided by twin headlights that revealed Perspex walls embedded with kilometres of dead circuitry. Dim shapes could be seen beavering at circuit boxes, stripping out smoking capacitors and fuses.

‘Dwarfs,’ said Holly.
 ‘They make the best electricians. No lighting required and small dark spaces a bonus. Plus they eat the dead components.’

‘Seriously?’ wondered Butler.

‘Absolutely. Mulch assures me that copper is very cleansing.’

Artemis did not involve himself in the conversation. It was trivial and he was deep in visualization mode, picturing every conceivable scenario that would face them when they reached Fowl Manor and plotting how to emerge from these scenarios as the victor.

In this respect Artemis’s methodology was similar to that of American chess master Bobby Fischer, who was capable of computing every possible move an opponent could make so that he could counteract it. The only problem with this technique was that there were some scenarios that Artemis simply could not face and these had to be shuffled to the end of his process, rendering it flawed.

And so he plotted, realizing that it was probably futile as he did not know most of the constants in this equation, not to mention the variables.

A dark promise drifted below the surface of his logic.


If my loved ones are harmed, then Opal Koboi shall pay.

Artemis tried to banish the thought as it served no useful purpose, but the notion of revenge refused to go away.

Holly had only a few hundred pilot hours logged in the Cupid, far too little for what she was attempting, but then again there weren’t enough pilot hours in a lifetime for this kind of driving.

The Cupid sped along the canal, its chunky tyres finding purchase in the Perspex trough, the tiny rocket disguised as an exhaust pipe boiling a short-lived trough in the smart-water. Suitcases were crushed under its treads or popped like mortars along the belt’s scoop, showering those below with fluttering garments, cosmetics and smuggled human memorabilia. The security guards on duty had had the presence of mind to confiscate most of these artefacts, but nobody ever figured out who had managed to stuff a life-size Gandalf cardboard cut-out into a suitcase.

Holly drove on, concentrating through squinted eyes and gritted teeth. The luggage canal took them out of the terminal into bedrock. Upwards they spiralled, through archaeological strata, past dinosaur bones and Celtic tombs, through Viking settlements and Norman walls until the Cupid
 emerged in a large baggage hall with a transparent roof that opened directly to the elements – a real James Bond supervillain lair kind of place complete with spidery metallic building struts and a shuttle-rail system.

Generally the Sky Window would be camouflaged using projectors and shields, but these security measures were out of commission until all Koboi parts could be replaced with technology that hadn’t exploded. On this afternoon, bruised Irish rainclouds drifted across the bevelled panes and the baggage hall would be completely visible from above if anyone cared to photograph the fairy baggage handlers or forklift trucks that stood with smoking holes in their bodywork as though the victims of a sniper.

Holly asked the computer whether there was another way out besides the one it was suggesting. The on-board avatar informed her dispassionately that indeed there was, but it was three hundred kilometres away.

 ‘D’Arvit,’ muttered Holly, deciding that she wasn’t going to worry about rules any more, or property damage.
 There was a bigger picture to consider here and nobody likes a whiner.

Nobody likes a whiner. Her father had always said that.

She could see him now, spending every free minute in his precious garden, feeding algae to his tubers under the sim-sunlight.

You have to do your share of the housework, Poppy. Your mother and I work long hours to keep this family going.
 He would stop then and stroke her chin. The Berserkers made the ultimate sacrifice for the People long ago. Nobody’s asking you to go that far, but you could do your chores with a smile on your pretty face. He would stiffen then, playing at sergeant major. So hop to it, Soldier Poppy. Nobody likes a whiner.

Holly caught sight of her reflection in the windscreen. Her eyes brimmed with melancholy. Daughters had always carried the nickname Poppy in her family. No one could remember why.

‘Holly,’ barked Artemis.
 ‘Security is closing in.’

Holly jerked guiltily and checked the perimeter. Several security guards were edging towards the Cupid, trying to bluff her with useless Neutrino handguns, using the smoking hulk of a flipped shuttle for cover.

One of the guards snapped off a couple of shots, dinging the front fender.

A custom weapon, Holly realized.
 He must have built it himself.

The shots had little effect on the
 Cupid’s plates, but if the guard had gone to the trouble of cobbling together his own back-up pistol, perhaps he had thought to bolt on an armour-piercing barrel.

As if reading her mind, the guard fumbled at his belt for a clip of ammunition.

That’s the difference between me and you, thought Holly. I don’t fumble.

She switched all power to the jets and sent the Cupid rocketing towards the Sky Window, leaving the security guards pretending to fire useless weapons at her, a couple even going so far as to make
 bang bang noises, though fairy weapons hadn’t gone bang bang
 in centuries.

The Sky Window is reinforced Perspex, thought Holly. Either it breaks or the Cupid does. Probably a bit of both.

Though she would never know it, Holly’s gamble would not have paid off. The Sky Window was built to withstand direct impact from anything short of a low-yield nuclear warhead, a fact that was proudly announced over the terminal’s speakers a hundred times a day, which Holly had somehow managed to avoid hearing.

Luckily for Captain Short and her passengers, and indeed the fate of much of the wider world, her potentially fatal ignorance would never come to light as Foaly had anticipated a situation where a fairy craft would be heading at speed for the Sky Window and it would refuse to open. The centaur also guessed that because of the universal law of maximum doo-doo displacement –
 which states that, when the aforementioned doo-doo hits the fan, the fan will be in your hand and pointed at someone important who can have you fired – the Sky Window would probably refuse to open at a crucial time. And so he had come up with a little proximity organism that ran on its own bio-battery/heart, which he had grown from the stem cells of appropriated sprite wings.

The whole process was dubious at best and illegal at worst and so Foaly hadn’t bothered to log a blueprint and simply had the sensors installed on his say-so. The result was that a cluster of these proximity beetles scuttled along the Sky Window pane edges and if their little antennae sensed a vehicle drawing too close to a certain pane, then they excreted a spray of acid on the window and quickly ate the pane. The energy required to complete their task in time was massive and so when the beetles were finished they curled up and died. It was impressive, but, pretty much like the man with the exploding head, it was a one-time trick.

When the beetles sensed the
 Cupid’s ascent, they rushed to action like a minute company of cavalry and devoured the pane in less than four seconds. When their job was done, they winked out and dropped like ball bearings on to the vehicle’s hood.

‘That was easy,’ Holly said into her microphone, as the Cupid passed through a Cupid-shaped hole. ‘So much for Foaly’s great Sky Window.’

Ignorance, as they say, is usually fatal but sometimes it can be bliss.

Holly powered up the Cupid’s shield, though with every single human satellite out of commission she really needn’t have bothered, and set a course for Fowl Manor.


Which gives us about five minutes before Opal has us exactly where she wants us.

A less-than-comforting thought that she did not voice, but all it took was a glance in the rear-view mirror at Butler’s expression to see that the bodyguard was thinking more or less the same thing.

‘I know,’ he said, catching her eye. ‘But what choice do we have?’

IRISH AIRSPACE

Opal could not have turned her face from the lock now if she had put all her enhanced pixie might to the task. She was the key and the two were paired. Their collision was as inevitable as the passage of time. Opal felt the skin on her face stretch towards the lock and her arms were pulled until the sockets creaked.

The elfin warlock was indeed powerful, she thought. Even after all this time his magic holds.

Her trajectory took her in a regular arc to the Atlantic’s surface and across the afternoon sky to Ireland. She descended like a fireball in a slingshot towards the Fowl Estate, with no time to wonder or worry about, or for that matter revel in, the imminent proof of her theories.

I will raise the dead, she had often thought in her cell. Even Foaly cannot make that boast.

Opal hit the Fowl Estate like a comet come to Earth, directly on the worn nub of Martello tower with its alien creeping vine. Like a dog snuffling after a bone, her corona of magic destroyed the tower and cleared a path for itself, spiralling six metres down, past centuries of deposit, revealing another more ancient tower below. The magic sniffed out the roof lock, settling over it like a shimmering man-o’-war.

Opal lay face down, floating, dreamily watching events unfold. She saw her fingers splay and twitch, spark streams shooting from the tips. She saw the cloaking spell stripped from what had seemed to be a simple metamorphosed boulder, revealing it to be a rough stone tower with complicated intertwined runes etched into its surface. The magical ectoplasm sank into the engraved runes, electrifying them, sending burning rivulets coursing through the grooves.

Open yourself to me, thought Opal, though this is an interpretation of her brain patterns. Another interpretation would be Aaaaaaargghhhhhh.

The lock’s runes teemed with magic, becoming animated, slithering like snakes on hot sands, nipping at each other, fat ones swallowing the lines of lesser magic until all that remained was a simple couplet in Gnommish:
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Here be the lock first of two

See it open and live to rue



Opal had enough consciousness left to smirk inside her cocoon. Fairy medieval poetry. Typically blunt. Bad grammar, obvious rhyme and melodrama coming out of its metaphorical ears.

I shall see it open, she thought.
 And Artemis Fowl will live to rue. But not for long.

Opal gathered herself and placed her right hand flat on the stone, fingers splayed, magic clouding the tips. The hand sank in like sunlight through the darkness, cracks radiating from the contact.

Rise, she thought. Rise, my beautiful warriors.

ÉRIÚ, AKA THE FOWL ESTATE


The Berserkers were expelled from holy ground and into the air as though shot from cannon. The afterlife’s tug lessened and the warriors felt free to complete their mission. The next death, they knew, would be their last, and finally the gates to Nimh would be open to them. This had been promised; they longed for it. For it is ever true that, though the dead long for life, souls are made for heaven and will not rest until they reach it. This was something unknown to the elfin warlock when he forged the lock and key. He did not know that he had doomed his warriors to ten thousand years with their faces turned from the light. And to turn from the light for too long could cost a person his soul.


But, now, all the promises that had been whispered into their dying ears as the priests lugged their limp heavy bodies to the trench were on the verge of fulfilment. All they need do was defend the gate in their stolen bodies and their next death would open the gates of paradise. The Berserkers could go home.


But not before human blood was spilled.


The soil fizzled and danced as the ectoplasm of a hundred fairy warriors burst through it. Upwards they surged, impatient for the light. They were drawn inexorably towards the key who lay over the stone lock, and they passed through the conduit of her magic one by one.


Oro was first.

It is a pixie, he realized with no little surprise, as pixies were known for their lack of magical ability. And a female! But, for all that, this one’s magic is powerful.

As each successive warrior flashed through Opal’s being, she felt their pain and despair and absorbed their experiences before expelling them into the world with one command.


Obey me. You are my soldier now.

And so were Oro and his band of Berserkers placed under geasa or fairy bond to follow Opal wherever she would command.
 They tumbled into the sky, searching for a body to inhabit inside the magic circle.

As leader, Oro had first choice of available ciphers and he had, like many of his warriors, spent many thousands of hours considering what creature would make the ideal host for his talents. Ideally he would choose an elf with a bit of muscle to him and a long arm for swordplay, but it was unlikely that such a fine specimen would be readily available, and, even if it were, it would be such a shame to take one elf and replace him with another. Recently Oro had settled on a troll as his vehicle of choice if there should happen to be one lumbering around.


Imagine it. A troll with an elf’s mind. What a formidable warrior that would make!

But there were no trolls, and the only available fairy was a feeble gnome with protection runes criss-crossing his chest. No possessing that one.

There were humans, three of the hated creatures. Two males and a female. He would leave the female for Bellico, one of only two she-fairies in their ranks. So that left the boys.

Oro’s soul circled above the males.
 Two curious little maneens who were not displaying the awe that this situation would seem to call for. Their world had dissolved to a maelstrom of magic, for Danu’s sake. Should they not be quaking in their boots, bubbling from the nose and begging for a mercy that would not be forthcoming?

But, no, their reactions were surprising.
 The dark-haired boy had moved swiftly to the fallen girl and was expertly checking her pulse. The second, a blond one, had uprooted a clump of reeds, with surprising strength for one his size, and he was even now accosting the doltish gnome, forcing him backwards towards a ditch.

That one interests me, thought Oro.
 He is young and small, but his body fizzes with power. I will have him.

And it was as simple as that. Oro thought it and so it became deed. One second he was hovering above Beckett Fowl and the next he had become him and was beating the gnome with a fistful of whippety reeds.

Oro laughed aloud at the senses assaulting his nerve endings. He felt the sweat in the wrinkles of his fingers, the glistening smoothness of the reeds. He smelled the boy, the youth and energy of him like hay and summer. He felt a youthful heartbeat like a drum in his chest.

‘Ha!’ he said exultantly and continued to thrash the gnome, for the sheer fun of it, thinking: The sun is warm, praise be Belenos. I live once more, but I will die gladly this day to see humans in the ground beside me.

For it is ever true that resurrected fairy warriors are super noble in their thought patterns and don’t have much in the way of a sense of humour.

‘Enough of this playfulness,’ he said in Gnommish and his human tongue mangled the words so that he sounded like an animal grunting speech. ‘We must assemble.’

Oro looked to the skies where his plasmic warriors sloshed about him like a host of translucent deep-sea creatures. ‘This is what we have waited for,’ he called. ‘Find a body inside the circle.’

And they dispersed in a flash of ozone, scouring the Fowl Estate for vessels that would become their hosts.

The first bodies to be taken were the nearby humans.

It was a poor day to hunt for ciphers on the Fowl Estate. On an average weekday the manor would be a virtual throng of humanity.
 And presiding over everything would be Artemis Senior and Angeline Fowl, master and mistress of the manor. But on this fateful day the manor was virtually shut down for the approaching Christmas holidays. Artemis’s parents were in London attending an eco-conference with one personal assistant and two maids in tow. The rest of the staff was on early leave with only the occasional holiday visit to keep the manor ticking over. The Fowl parents had planned to scoop up their offspring on the tarmac in Dublin Airport once Artemis had concluded his therapy and then point the Green Jet’s composite nose cone towards Cap Ferrat for Christmas on the Côte d’Azure.

Today, nobody was home except for Juliet and her charges. Not a nugget of humanity to be preyed on, much to the frustration of the circling souls who had been dreaming of this moment for a very long time. So choices were limited to various wildlife, including eight crows, two deer, a badger, a couple of English pointer hunting dogs that Artemis Senior kept in the stables, and corpses with a bit of spark in them, which were more plentiful than you might think. Corpses were far from ideal hosts as decay and desiccation made quick thinking and fine motor movements tricky. Also bits were liable to fall off when you needed them most.

The first corpses to go were fairly well preserved for their ages. Artemis Senior had, in his gangster days, stolen a collection of Chinese warrior mummies, which he had yet to find a safe way to repatriate and so stored them in a dry-lined secret basement. The warriors were more than surprised to find their brain matter reanimated and rehydrated and their consciousness being ridden shotgun by warriors even older than they were. They clanged into action in rusty armour and smashed through the glass in mounted display cases to reclaim their swords and polearm spears, steel tips polished to a deadly glitter by a loving curator. The basement door splintered quickly under their assault and the mummies crashed through the manor’s great hall into the sunlight, pausing for a moment to feel its warm touch on their upturned brows, before lumbering towards the pasture and their leader, forcing themselves to hurry in spite of their awakening senses, which longed to stop and smell any plant life. Even the compost heap.

The next corpses to be reanimated were those of a bunch of rowdy lads interred by a cave-in, in a cave, back in the eighteenth century while burying a plundered galleon’s worth of treasure, which they had transferred from the breached hull of HMS Octagon to their own brigantine
 The Cutlass. The feared pirate Captain Eusebius Fowl and ten of his only slightly less feared crew were not crushed by the falling rock but sealed in an airtight bubble that would admit not so much as a sparrow’s whistle for them to suck into their lungs.

The pirates’ bodies jittered as though electrocuted, shrugged off their blankets of kelp and squeezed through a recently eroded hole in their tomb wall, heedless of the popped joints and sprung ribs that the journey cost.

Apart from these groups there were sundry corpses who found themselves dragged from their resting places to become accomplices in Opal Koboi’s latest bid for power. The spirit had already moved on from some, but, for those who had died violently or with unfinished business, a ghost of their very essence remained which could do nothing but lament the rough treatment heaped upon their bodies by the Berserkers.

Opal Koboi slumped on the ancient rock, and the runes that had slithered like fiery snakes settled once more, congregating around Opal’s handprint in the centre of the magical key.

The first lock has been opened, she thought, her senses returning in nauseating waves. Only I can close it now.

The gnome heretofore referred to as Pip, but whose actual name was the considerably more unwieldy Gotter Dammerung, hobbled into the crater, climbed the tower steps and wrapped a glittering shawl round Opal’s shoulders.

‘Star cloak, Miss Opal,’ he said. ‘As requested.’

Opal stroked the material and was pleased.
 She found that there was still enough magic in her fingertips to calculate the thread count.

‘Well done, Gunter.’

‘That’s Gotter, Miss Koboi,’ corrected the gnome, forgetting himself.

Opal’s stroking fingers froze, then gripped a handful of the silken cloak so tightly that it smoked. ‘Yes, Gotter. You shot my younger self?’

Gotter straightened. ‘Yes, miss, as ordered. Gave her a nice burial, like you said in the code.’

It occurred to Opal that this fairy would be a constant reminder that she had sacrificed her younger self for power.

‘It is true that I ordered you to kill Opal the younger, but she was terrified, Gotter. I felt it.’

Gotter was perplexed. This day was not turning out at all as the gnome had imagined. He’d nurtured images of painted elfin warriors, their bone-spiked braids streaming behind them, but instead he was surrounded by human children and agitated wildlife.

‘I don’t like those rabbits,’ he blurted, possibly the most monumentally misjudged non sequitur of his life. ‘They look weird. Look at their vibrating ears.’

Opal did not feel a person of her importance should have to deal with comments like these and so she vaporized poor Gotter with a bolt of plasmic power, leaving nothing of the loyal gnome but a smear of blackish burn paste on the step. A poorly judged use of plasma as it turned out because Opal certainly could have used a moment to fully charge up a second bolt to deal with the armoured shuttle that suddenly appeared over the boundary wall. It was shielded, true, but Opal had enough dark magic in her to see to the heart of the shimmer before her. She reacted a little hastily and sent a weak bolt careering to the left, managing only to clip the engine housing and not engulf the entire craft. The errant magic flew wild, knocking a turret from the estate wall before collapsing into squibs that whizzed skywards.

Though the Cupid was merely clipped, the contact was sufficient to melt its rocket engine, disable its weapons and
 send it into an earthbound nosedive, which even the most skilful pilot would not be able to soften.

More avatars for my soldiers, thought Opal, pulling the star cloak tight around her and skipping nimbly down the tower steps. She climbed the crater wall and followed the furrow ploughed through the meadow by the mortally wounded shuttle. Her warriors were close behind, still half-drunk on new sensations, tottering in their new bodies, trying to form words in unfamiliar throats.

Opal glanced overhead and saw three souls streaking towards the smoking craft, which had come to an awkward rest crammed into the lee of a boundary wall.

‘Take them,’ she called to the Berserkers. ‘My gift to you.’

Almost all of the Berserkers had been accommodated by this point and were stretching tendons with great relish, or scratching the earth beneath their paws or sniffing at the autumn musk. All were catered for except three laggardly souls who had resigned themselves to a resurrection spent cramped and embarrassed inside the bodies of ducklings, when these new hosts arrived inside the circle.

Two humans and a fairy. The Berserkers’ spirits lifted. Literally.

Inside the Cupid it was Holly who’d fared best from the crash though she had been closest to the impact.
 Faring best, however, is a relative term and probably not the one Holly would have chosen to describe her condition.

I fared best, she would probably fail to say at the earliest opportunity. I only had a punctured lung and a snapped collarbone. You should have seen the other guys.

Luckily for Holly, absent friends once again contributed to her not being dead. Just as Foaly’s Sky Window bio-sensors had prevented a calamitous collision in the shuttle port, her close friend the warlock No1 had saved her with his own special brand of demon magic.

And how had he done this? It had happened two days previously over their weekly sim-coffee in Stirbox, a trendy java joint in the Jazz Quarter. No1 had been even more hyper than usual due to the double-shot espresso coursing through his squat grey body. The runes that embossed his frame’s armour plating glowed with excess energy.

‘I’m not supposed to have sim-coffee,’ he confessed. ‘Qwan says it disturbs my chi.’ The little demon winked, momentarily concealing one orange eye. ‘I could have told him that demons don’t have chi, we have qwa, but I don’t think he’s ready for that yet.’

Qwan was No1’s magical master, and so fond was the little demon of his teacher that he pretended not to have surpassed him years ago.

‘And coffee is great for qwa.
 Makes it zing right along. I could probably turn a giraffe into a toad now if I felt like it. Though there would be a lot of excess skin left over. Mostly neck skin.’

‘That is a disturbing idea,’
 said Holly. ‘If you want to perform some useful amphibian-related magic, why don’t you do something about the swear toads?’

Swear toads were the result of a college prank during which a group of postgrads had managed to imbue a strain of toads with the power of speech. Bad language only. This had been hilarious for about five minutes until the toads began multiplying at a ferocious rate and spouting foul epithets at anything that moved, including kindergarten fairies and people’s grandmothers.

No1 laughed softly. ‘I like swear toads,’ he said. ‘I have two at home called Bleep and D’Arvit.
 They are very rude to me, but I know they don’t mean it.’ The little demon took another slurp of coffee. ‘So, let’s talk about your magic problem, Holly.’

‘What magic problem?’ asked Holly, genuinely puzzled.

‘I see magic like another colour in the spectrum and you are leaking magic like swamp cheese leaks stink.’

Holly looked at her own hands as though the evidence would be visible. ‘I am?’

‘Your skeleton is the battery that stores your magic, but yours has been abused one time too many. How many healings have you undergone? How many traumas?’

‘One or two,’ admitted Holly, meaning nine or ten.

‘One or two this cycle,’ scoffed No1. ‘Don’t lie to me, Holly Short.
 Your electrodermal activity has increased significantly. That means your fingertips are sweating. I can see that too.’ The little grey demon shuddered. ‘Actually sometimes I see stuff that I have no desire to see. A sprite came into my office the other day and he had a bunch of microscopic hoop-worm larvae wriggling around his armpit. What is wrong with people?’

Holly didn’t answer. It was best to let No1 rant stuff out of his system.

‘And I see you’ve been donating a spark or two of your magic every week to the Opal clone in Argon’s clinic, trying to make it a little more comfortable. You’re wasting your time, Holly. That creature doesn’t have a spirit; magic is no use.’

‘You’re wrong, No1,’ said Holly quietly. ‘Nopal is a person.’

No1 held out his rough palms.
 ‘Give me your hands,’ he said.

Holly placed her fingers in his. ‘Are we going to sing a sea shanty?’

‘No,’ replied No1.
 ‘But this might hurt a little.’

This might hurt a little is universal code for this will definitely hurt a lot, but, before Holly’s brain could translate this, No1’s forehead rune spiralled – something it only did when he was building up to some major power displacement. She managed to blurt, ‘Wait a –’ before what felt like two electric eels wrapped themselves round her arms, slithering upwards, sinking into her chest. It was not a pleasant experience.

Holly lost control of her limbs, spasming like a marionette on the end of a giggling puppet master’s strings. The entire episode lasted no more than five seconds, but five seconds of acute discomfort can seem like a long time.

Holly coughed smoke and spoke once her jaw stopped clicking. ‘You had to do that in a coffee shop, I suppose?’

‘I thought we wouldn’t see each other for a while and I worry about you. You’re so reckless, Holly. So eager to help anyone but yourself.’

Holly flexed her fingers and it was as though her joints had been oiled. ‘Wow, I feel great now that the blinding pain has faded.’ Suddenly the rest of No1’s words registered. ‘And why wouldn’t we see each other for a while?’

No1 looked suddenly serious.
 ‘I’ve accepted an invitation to the Moon Station. They want me to have a look at some micro-organisms and see if I can extract some race memory from their cells.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Holly, understanding all of the first sentence, but nothing of the second beyond the individual words. ‘How long will you be gone?’

‘Two of your Earth years.’

‘Two years,’ stammered Holly.
 ‘Come on, No1. You’re my last single fairy friend. Foaly got hitched. Trouble Kelp is hooked up with Lily Frond, though what he sees in that airhead is beyond me.’

‘She’s pretty and she cares about him, but besides that I have no idea,’ said No1 archly.

‘He’ll find out what Frond is really like when she ditches him for someone more senior.’

No1 thought it politic not to mention Holly’s three disastrous dates with Commander Kelp, the last of which ended with them both being thrown out of a crunchball match.

‘There’s always Artemis.’

Holly nodded. ‘Yeah. Artemis is a good guy, I suppose, but whenever we meet it ends in shots fired, or time travel or brain cells dying. I want a quiet friend, No1. Like you.’

No1 took her hand again.
 ‘Two years will fly by. Maybe you can get a lunar pass and come to visit me.’

 ‘Maybe. Now, enough changing the subject. What did you just do to me?’

No1 cleared his throat.
 ‘Well, I gave you a magical makeover. Your bones are less brittle, your joints are lubed. I bolstered your immune system and cleared out your synapses which were getting a little clogged with magical residue. I filled your tank with my own personal blend of power and made your hair a little more lustrous than it already is and bolstered your protection rune so you will never be possessed again. I want you to be safe and well until I come back.’

Holly squeezed her friend’s fingers.
 ‘Don’t worry about me. Routine operations only.’

Routine operations only, thought Holly now, groggy from the impact and the magic coursing through her system, repairing her fractured collarbone and knitting the lattice of slices in her skin.

The magic would have liked to shut her down for repairs, but Holly could not allow that. She pawed the first-aid pack from its niche on her belt and slapped an adrenalin patch on to her wrist, the hundreds of tiny needles releasing the chemical into her bloodstream. An adrenalin shot would keep her alert while allowing the magic to do its work. The Cupid’s cab was smashed, and only the vehicle’s toughened exoskeleton had prevented a total collapse that would have crushed the passengers. As it was, the shuttle had ridden its last magma flare. In the back of the vehicle, Butler was shrugging off the concussion that was threatening to drag him to oblivion and Artemis lay wedged into the floor space between the seats like a discarded action figure.

I like you, Artemis, Holly thought.
 But I need Butler.

And so Butler got the first shot of healing magic, a bolt that hit the bodyguard like a charged defibrillator, sending him spasming through the back window to the meadow beyond.

Wow, thought Holly. Nice brew, No1.

She was more careful with Artemis, flicking a drop of magic from her fingertip on to the middle of his forehead. Still the contact was enough to set his skin rippling like pond water.

Something was coming. Holly could see the doubly distorted images through the shattered windows and her cracked visor. A lot of somethings. They looked small but moved surely.


I don’t get it. I am not getting it yet.

No1’s magic completed its healing journey through her system and, as the blood cleared from her left eye, Holly got a good look at what was coming her way.

A menagerie, she thought.
 Butler can handle it.

But then No1’s magic allowed her a flickering glimpse of the souls floating like tattered translucent kites in the air and she remembered the stories her father had told her so many times.


The bravest of the brave. Left behind to protect the gate.

Berserkers, Holly realized. The legend is true. If they take Butler, we are finished.

She crawled over Artemis, through the back window and rolled into the trough carved out by the Cupid’s crash, freshly scythed earth crumbling over her head. For a moment Holly had the irrational fear that she was being buried alive, but then the tumbling earth rattled past her limbs and she was clear.

Holly felt the throbbing afterpain of a healed break in her shoulder, but otherwise she was physically fine.

My vision is still blurred, she realized. Why?

But it was not her vision; it was the helmet lenses that were cracked. Holly raised her visor and was greeted by the crystal-clear sight of an attacking force being led by Artemis’s little brothers that seemed to include a phalanx of ancient armoured warriors and various woodland animals.

Butler was on all fours beside her, shaking off the magic fugue like a grizzly bear shaking off river water. Holly found another adrenalin patch in her pack and slapped it on to his exposed neck.


Sorry, old friend. I need you operational.

Butler jumped to his feet as though electrified but swayed, disorientated for a moment.

The assortment of possessed figures halted suddenly, arranged in a semicircle, obviously itching to attack, but held at bay for some reason.

Little Beckett Fowl was at the forefront of the motley group, but he seemed less a child now, carrying himself as he did with a warrior’s swagger, a fistful of bloody reeds swinging in his grip. The vestiges of No1’s magic allowed Holly to glimpse the spirit of Oro lurking inside the boy.

‘I am a fairy,’ she called in Gnommish. ‘These humans are my prisoners. You have no quarrel with us.’

Opal Koboi’s voice drifted over the ranks. ‘Prisoners? The big one doesn’t appear to be a prisoner.’

‘Koboi,’ said Butler, coherent at last. Then the big bodyguard noticed his sister in the group. ‘Juliet!
 You’re alive.’

Juliet stepped forward, but awkwardly as though she were not familiar with her own workings. ‘Braddur,’ she said, her voice cracked and strangely accented. ‘Embrash me.’

‘No, old friend,’ warned Holly, glimpsing the flickering warrior inside Butler’s sister. ‘Juliet is possessed.’

Butler understood immediately. They had previously encountered fairy possession when Artemis had been wrapped up in his Atlantis Complex.

The bodyguard’s features sagged and in that moment his decades of soldiering were written on his face.

‘Jules. Are you in there?’

The warrior queen, Bellico, used Juliet’s memories to answer, but the vocal cords were not under her complete control. Her words were unclear as though heard through tinny speakers and the accent was a blend of thick Scandinavian and Deep South American, an unusual blend.

‘Yesh, braddur. It ish I.
 Zooooliet.’

Butler saw the truth. The body might be his sister’s, but the mind certainly wasn’t.

Artemis joined them, laying a hand on Holly’s shoulder, a blotch of blood on his shirt where he had coughed. As usual, he found the most pertinent question to ask.

‘Why do they not attack?’

Holly physically jerked.


Why not? Of course why not?

Butler reiterated. ‘Why aren’t they attacking? They’ve got numbers over us and emotionally we’re a mess.
 That thing is my sister, for heaven’s sake.’

Holly remembered why they remained unmolested.


We are hosts inside the circle. They need us.

The souls flapped overhead, rearing up to descend.

I can explain what I am about to do, thought Holly. Or I can just do it.

Easier to just do it and hope there was an opportunity to apologize later.

She expertly flicked the settings wheel on the barrel of her Neutrino and shot Butler on his exposed neck and Artemis on the hand in blurred succession.

Now we won’t be possessed, she thought. But on the downside these Berserkers will probably simply kill us.

The souls dropped on to their intended hosts like sheets of wet polythene. Holly felt ectoplasm cram itself into her mouth, but the spirit would not be able to possess her because of the rune under her collar.

Hold on, she told herself. Hold on.

Holly tasted clay and bile. She heard echoes of screams from ten thousand years earlier and experienced the Battle of Taillte as though she herself had stood on that plain where blood ran through the stake pits, and waves of humanity rolled across the meadow, blackening the grass with their passage.

It all happened just the way my father told me, Holly realized.

The soul howled in frustration as it lost purchase and was repelled, flapping into the air.

Two Berserker souls fought for entry into Artemis and Butler, but were repulsed. Butler had keeled over like a felled redwood when Holly’s shot hit him and Artemis clasped his hand, stunned that their friend Holly would burn their bare skin with her Neutrino beams. Artemis had quickly and mistakenly concluded that Holly had been possessed by one of the Danu. Something he now knew all about from the soul who had tried to occupy him.

He sank to his knees and watched through pain-slitted eyes as the Berserker warriors advanced towards them. Was Holly an enemy or friend now? He could not be sure. She seemed herself and had swung her weapon at the horde.

Opal’s voice came from beyond the throng, shielded by its mass.

‘They have protected themselves. Kill them now, my soldiers. Bring their heads to me.’

Artemis coughed. Bring their heads to me? Opal used to be a little more subtle. It’s true what they say: prison does not rehabilitate people. Not pixies at any rate.

His own baby brothers advanced towards him with murder in their eyes. Two four-year-olds moving with increasing grace and speed.


Are they stronger now? Could Myles and Beckett actually succeed in killing us?

And, if they didn’t, perhaps those pirates would with their rusting cutlasses.

‘Butler,’ Artemis rasped.
 ‘Retreat and evaluate.’ It was their only option.


There is no proactive move open to us.

This realization irritated Artemis, even though he was in mortal danger.

‘Retreat and try not to injure anybody except those pirates. The Chinese warrior mummies and I will not be overly upset if a few animals are harmed. After all, it is us or them.’

But Butler was not listening to Artemis’s uncharacteristically nervous diatribe because Holly’s shot had pulsed his vagus nerve and knocked him out cold. A shot in a million.

It was up to Holly to defend the group. It should be fine. All Captain Short had to do was set her custom Neutrino on a wide burst to buy them some time. Then a pirate’s cosh twirled from the fingers of a pirate’s skeletal hand and cracked Holly’s nose, sending her tumbling backwards on top of Butler’s frame.

Artemis watched the possessed creatures advance the final steps towards him and was dismayed that at the end it all came down to the physical.


I always thought my intellect would keep me alive, but now I shall be killed by my own baby brother with a rock. The ultimate sibling rivalry.

Then the ground opened beneath his feet and swallowed the group whole.

Opal Koboi elbowed through her acolytes, to the edge of the chasm that had suddenly appeared to suck her nemeses from their fate.

‘No!’ she squealed, tiny fists pounding the air. ‘I wanted their heads. On spikes. You people do that all the time, right?’

‘We do,’ admitted Oro, through the mouth of Beckett. ‘Limbs too, betimes.’

Opal could have sworn that, underneath her stamping feet, the ground burped.







Chapter 7

Lickety-Spit

[image: image]

ARTEMIS tumbled down and down, striking knees and elbows against the crooks of roots and sharp limestone corners that protruded like half-buried books. Clumps of wet earth crumbled around him and stones rattled down his shirt and up his trouser legs. His view was obstructed by the twirl of tumble and layers of earth, but there was a glowing above. And below too? Was that possible?

Artemis was confused by the thump of wood behind one ear and the luminous glow from below. It was below, wasn’t it?

I feel like Alice falling to Wonderland.

A line came to him: It would be so nice if something made sense for a change.

No fall can last forever when gravity is involved, and Artemis’s descent was mercifully gradual as the crater funnelled to a bottleneck, which Butler and Holly had the decency to block with their tangled frames and limbs before they plopped through the hole. Rough hands grabbed at Artemis, tugging him through to a tunnel beneath.

Artemis landed on the body heap and blinked the mud from his eyes. Someone or something stood naked before him, an ethereal figure glowing with divine light from head to foot. It reached out a shining hand and spoke in a deep movie promo voice.

‘Pull my finger.’

Artemis relaxed neck muscles that he hadn’t realized were tensed. ‘Mulch.’

‘The one and only. Saving your brainiac butt once more. Remind me, who’s supposed to be the genius around here?’

‘Mulch,’ said Artemis again.

Mulch pointed his proffered finger like a gun. ‘Aha. You’re repeating yourself. You once told me that repeating yourself is an exercise in redundancy. Well, who’s redundant now, Mud Boy? What good did your genius do you with those freaks up there?’

‘None,’ admitted Artemis. ‘Can we argue later?’

‘Cos you’re losing the argument,’ scoffed Mulch.

‘No, because those freaks are on our tail. We need to retreat and regroup.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’
 said Mulch, reaching a forearm into a hole in the tunnel wall and yanking out a thick root. ‘Nobody’s following us anywhere once I collapse the tunnel mouth, but you might want to scoot forward a metre or two.’

The earth above them rumbled like thunderclouds cresting a low mountain and Artemis was gripped with a sudden certainty that they were all about to be crushed. He scurried forward and flattened himself against the cold dark mud wall as if that could possibly make any difference.

But Mulch’s tunnel held its integrity and only the spot where Artemis had been was completely blocked.

Mulch wrapped his fingers round Butler’s ankle and with some effort hauled the unconscious bodyguard along the tunnel floor.

‘You carry Holly. Gently now. By the looks of your hand, she drove those spirits away and saved your life. Before I saved it.
 Probably just after Butler saved it. You seeing a pattern emerging, Artemis? You starting to realize who the liability is here?’

Artemis looked at his hand. He was branded with a spiral rune where Holly had blasted him. The last globs of Berserker ectoplasm slicking his hair caused him to shudder at the sight.

A protection rune. Holly had branded them to save them. And to think he had doubted her.

Artemis scooped up Holly and followed the glowing dwarf, tentatively feeling his way with tapping toes. ‘Slow down,’
 he called. ‘It’s dark in here.’

Mulch’s voice echoed along the tunnel.
 ‘Follow the globes, Arty. I gave ’em an extra coating of dwarf spit, the magical solution that can do it all from glow in the dark to repel ghostly boarders. I should bottle this stuff. Follow the globes.’

Artemis squinted at the retreating glow and could indeed distinguish two wobbling globes that shone a little brighter than the rest. Once he realized what the globes were, Artemis decided not to follow too closely. He had seen those globes in action and still had the occasional nightmare.

The tunnel undulated and curved until Artemis’s internal compass surrendered what little sense of direction it had. He traipsed behind Mulch’s glowing rear end, glancing down at his unconscious friend in his arms. She seemed so small and frail, though Artemis had seen her take on a horde of trolls in his defence.

‘The odds are against us as they have been so often, my friend,’ he whispered, as much to himself as to Holly. He ran a rough calculation, factoring in the desperate situations they had endured over the past few years, the relative IQ of Opal Koboi and the approximate number of opponents he had glimpsed above ground. ‘I would estimate our chances of survival to be less than fifteen per cent. But, on the plus side, we have survived, indeed been victorious, against greater odds. Once.’

Obviously Artemis’s whispers carried down the tunnel, for Mulch’s voice drifted back to him.

‘You need to stop thinking with your head, Mud Boy, and start thinking with your heart.’

Artemis sighed. The heart was an organ for pumping oxygen-rich blood to the cells. It could no more think than an apple could tap-dance. He was about to explain this to the dwarf when the tunnel opened to a large chamber and Artemis’s breath was taken away.

The chamber was the size of a small barn with walls sloping to an apex. There were feeder tunnels dotted at various heights and blobs of glowing gunk suckered to exposed rock served as a lighting system. Artemis had seen this particular system before.

‘Dwarf phlegm,’ he said, nodding at a low cluster of tennis-ball-sized blobs. ‘Hardens once excreted and glows with a luminescence unmatched in nature.’

‘It’s not all phlegm,’
 said the dwarf mysteriously, and for once Artemis did not feel like getting to the bottom of Mulch’s mystery, as the bottom of Mulch’s mysteries was generally in the vicinity of Mulch’s mysterious bottom.

Artemis placed Holly gently on a bed of fake fur coats and recognized a designer label. ‘These are my mother’s coats.’

Mulch dropped Butler’s leg.
 ‘Yep. Well, possession is nine-tenths of the law, so why don’t you take your tenth back up to the surface and talk larceny with the thing that used to be Opal Koboi?’

This was a good point. Artemis had no desire to be booted out of this sanctuary.

‘Are we safe down here? Won’t they follow us?’

‘They can try,’ said Mulch, then spat a glowing wad of spit on top of a fading spatter. ‘But it would take a couple of days with industrial drills and sonar. And even then I could bring the whole thing down with a well-placed burst of dwarf gas.’

Artemis found this hard to believe.
 ‘Seriously. One blast and this entire structure comes tumbling down?’

Mulch adopted a heroic pose, one foot on a rock, hands on hips. ‘In my line of work, you gotta be ready to move on. Just walk away.’

Artemis did not appreciate the heroic pose.
 ‘Please, Mulch, I beg you. Put on some trousers.’

Mulch grudgingly agreed, tugging faded tunnelling breeches over his meaty thighs. This was as far as he was prepared to go, and his furry chest and prodigious gut remained glowing and bare.

‘The trousers I will wear for Holly’s sake, but this is my home, Artemis. In the cave, Diggums keeps it casual.’

Water dripped from a stalactite into a shimmering pool. Artemis dipped his hand in, then laid his palm on Holly’s forehead. She was still unconscious following her second physical trauma in as many minutes, and a single spark of magic squatted on her head wound, buzzing like an industrious golden bee. The bee seemed to notice Artemis’s hand and skipped on to the brand, calming his skin but leaving a raised scar. Once it had finished its work, the magic returned to Holly and spread itself like a salve across her forehead.
 Holly’s breathing was deep and regular and she seemed more like a person asleep than unconscious.

‘How long have you been here, Mulch?’

‘Why? Are you looking for rent arrears?’

‘No, I am simply collating information at the moment. The more I know, the more comprehensively I can plan.’

Mulch nudged the lid from a cooler, which Artemis recognized from an old picnic set of the family’s, and pulled out a blood-red salami.

 ‘You keep saying that ’bout comprehensive planning et cetera, and we keep ending up eyeball-deep in the troll hole without spring boots.’

Artemis had long ago stopped asking Mulch to explain his metaphors. He was desperate for any information that might give him an edge, something that would help him to wrest control of this desperate situation.

Focus, he told himself. There is so much at stake here. More than ever before.

Artemis felt ragged. His chest heaved from recent healings and exertions. Uncharacteristically, he did not know what to do, other than wait for his friends to wake up. He shuffled across to Butler, checking his pupils for signs of brain injury. Holly had shot him in the neck and they had taken quite a tumble. He was relieved to find both pupils to be of equal size.

Mulch squatted beside him, glowing like a dumpy demigod, which was a little disturbing if you knew what the dwarf was actually like. Mulch Diggums was about as far from godliness as a hedgehog was from smoothliness.

‘What do you think of my place?’
 asked the dwarf.

‘This is …’ Artemis gestured to their surroundings. ‘Amazing. You hollowed all of this out yourself.
 How long have you been here?’

The dwarf shrugged. ‘Coupla years. Off and on, you know. I have a dozen of these little bolt-holes all over the place. I got tired of being a law-abiding citizen. So I siphon off a little juice from your geothermal rods and pirate your cable.’

 ‘Why live down here at all?’

‘I don’t live live here. I crash here occasionally. When things get hot. I just pulled a pretty big job and needed to hide out for a while.’

Artemis looked around. ‘A pretty big job, you say? So, where’s all the loot?’

Mulch wagged a finger that glowed like a party stick. ‘That, as my cousin Nord would say, is where my improvised lie falls apart.’

Artemis put two and two together and arrived at a very unpleasant four.

‘You were here to rob me!’

‘No, I wasn’t. How dare you?’

‘You are lurking down here to tunnel into Fowl Manor. Again.’

‘Lurking is not a nice word.
 Makes me sound like a sea serpent. I like to think I was hiding in the shadows. Cool, like a cat burglar.’

‘You eat cats, Mulch.’

Mulch joined his hands. ‘OK. I admit it. I might have been planning to have a peek into the art vault. But look at the funny side. Stealing stuff from a criminal mastermind. That’s gotta be ironic. You brainiacs like irony, right?’

Artemis was appalled. ‘You can’t keep art here. It’s damp and muddy.’

‘Didn’t do the pharaohs any harm,’ argued the dwarf.

Holly, who lay on the ground beside them, opened her eyes, coughed, then executed a move that was much more difficult than it looked by actually springing vertically from where she lay and landing on her feet. Mulch was impressed until Holly attempted to strangle him with his own beard, at which point he stopped being impressed and got busy choking.

This was a problem with waking up after a magical healing; often the brain is totally unharmed but the mind is confused. It is a strange feeling to be smart and dopey at the same time. Add a time lapse into the mix, and a person will often find it difficult to transition from a dream state to the waking world, so it is advisable to place the patient in tranquil surroundings, perhaps with some childhood toys heaped round the pillow. Unfortunately for Holly she had lost consciousness in the middle of a life-or-death struggle and awoke to find a glowing monster looming over her. So, she understandably overreacted.

It took about five seconds before she realized who Mulch was.

‘Oh,’ she mumbled sheepishly.
 ‘It’s you.’

‘Yes,’ said Mulch, then coughed up something that squeaked and crawled away. ‘If you could please relinquish the beard, I just had a salon conditioning treatment done.’

‘Really?’

‘Of course not really. I live in a cavern. I eat dirt. What do you think?’

Holly finger-combed Mulch’s beard a little, then climbed down from the dwarf’s shoulders.

‘I was just sitting in spit, right?’ she said, grimacing.

 ‘It’s not all
 spit,’ said Artemis.

‘Well, Artemis,’ she said, rubbing the faint red mark on her forehead. ‘What’s the plan?’

‘And hello to you too,’ said Mulch. ‘And don’t thank me. Saving your life once more has been my pleasure.
 Just one of the many services offered by Diggums Airlines.’

Holly scowled at him. ‘I have a warrant out for you.’

‘So why don’t you arrest me then?’

‘The secure facilities aren’t really operating at the moment.’

Mulch took a moment to process this and the trademark bravado drained from his craggy features, crease by crease. It almost seemed like his glow dimmed a few notches.

‘Oh, holy lord Vortex,’ he said, tracing the sacred sign of the bloated intestine over his stomach to ward off evil.
 ‘What has Opal done now?’

Holly sat on a mound, tapping her wrist computer to see if anything worked.

‘She’s found and opened the Berserker Gate.’

‘And that’s not the worst thing,’ said Artemis. ‘She killed her younger self, which destroyed everything Opal has invented or influenced since then. Haven is shut down and humans are back in the Stone Age.’

Holly’s face was grim in the glow of luminous spit. ‘Actually, Artemis, finding the Berserker Gate is the worst thing, because there are two locks. The first releases the Berserkers …’

Mulch jumped into the pause. ‘And the second? Come on, Holly, this is no time for theatrics.’

Holly hugged her knees like a lost child.
 ‘The second releases Armageddon. If Opal succeeds in opening it, every single human on the surface of the Earth will be killed.’

Artemis felt his head spin as the bloody scale of Opal’s plan became clear.

Butler chose this moment to regain his senses. ‘Juliet is on the surface with Masters Beckett and Myles, so I guess we can’t let that happen.’

They sat in a tight group round a campfire of glowing spit while Holly told what had been considered a legend, but was now being treated as pretty accurate historical fact.

‘Most of this you will already know from the spirits who tried to invade you.’

Butler rubbed his branded neck. ‘Not me. I was out cold. All I have is fractured images. Pretty gross stuff, even for me.
 Severed limbs, people being buried alive. Dwarfs riding trolls into battle? Could that have happened?’

‘It all happened,’ Holly confirmed. ‘There was a dwarf corps that rode trolls.’

‘Yep,’ said Mulch. ‘They called themselves the Troll Riders. Pretty cool name, right? There was a group that only went out at night who called themselves the Night Troll Riders.’

Artemis couldn’t help himself.
 ‘What were the daytime troll riders called?’

‘Those gauchos were called the Daytime Troll Riders,’ answered Mulch blithely. ‘Head to toe in leather. They smelled like the inside of a stinkworm’s bladder, but they got the job done.’

Holly could have wept with frustration, but she’d learned during her brief period as a private investigator when Mulch had served as her partner that the dwarf would shut up only when he was good and ready.
 Artemis, on the other hand, should know better.

‘Artemis,’ she said sharply.
 ‘Don’t encourage him. We are on a timetable.’

Artemis’s expression seemed almost helpless in the luminescence. ‘Of course. No more comments. I am feeling a little overwhelmed, truth be told. Continue, Holly, please.’

And so Holly told her story, her features sharply lit from below by the unconventional glow. Butler could not help but be reminded of horror stories told to him and his fellow scouts by Master Prunes on weekend trips to the Dan-yr-Ogof cave in Wales. Holly’s delivery was bare bones, but the circumstances sent a shiver along his spine.

And I do not shiver easily, thought the big man, shifting uncomfortably on the muddied root that served as a seat.

‘When I was a child, my father told me the story of Taillte almost every night so that I would never forget the sacrifice our ancestors made. Some laid down their lives, but a few went beyond even that and deferred their afterlives.’ Holly closed her eyes and tried to tell it as she had heard it.
 ‘Ten thousand years ago, humans fought to eradicate the fairy families from the face of the Earth. There was no reason for them to do this. Fairies are in the main peace-loving people and their healing abilities and special connection to the land were of benefit to all, but always among the humans there are those individuals who would control all they see and are threatened by that which they do not understand.’

Artemis refrained from making the obvious point that it was one of the fairy folk who was more or less attempting to destroy the world presently, but he filed it away to trot out at a later date.

‘And so the People took refuge on the misty isle of Ériú, the home of magic, where they were most powerful. And they dug their healing pits and massed their army at the Plains of Taillte for a last stand.’

The others were silent now as Holly spoke for they could see the scene in their own memories.

‘It was a brief battle,’ said Holly bitterly. ‘The humans showed no mercy and it was clear by the first night that the People were doomed to extermination. And so the Council decided that they would retreat to the catacombs below the earth from whence they had come before the dawn of the age of man. All except the demons, who used magic to lift their island out of time.’

‘OK,’ said Mulch. ‘I was sticking with it, but then you said “whence”, so now I have to go to the fridge.’

Holly scowled briefly then continued. By now everyone knew that eating was how Mulch handled bad news, and good news, and banal news.
 All news really.

‘But the Council reasoned that even their underground refuge would be in danger from the humans and so they built a gate with an enchanted lock. If this lock were ever opened, then the souls of the Berserker warriors buried round the gate would rise up and possess what bodies they could to prevent the humans from gaining access.’

Artemis could still remember the sickly stench he’d experienced when the fairy Berserker had attempted to occupy his mind.

‘And if the Berserker Gate were opened by fairy hand, then the warriors would be in thrall to that fairy to fight at his or her command. In this case, Opal Koboi. This spell was conjured to last for a century at least until the People were safely away and the location of the gate forgotten.’

Holly’s lip curled as she said this and Artemis made a deduction.

‘But there was a betrayal?’

Holly’s eyes flickered in surprise.
 ‘How … Yes, of course you would guess, Artemis. We were betrayed by the infamous gnome warlock Shayden Fruid, once known as Shayden the Bold but since called Shayden the Shame of Taillte. There’s an inverted statue of Shayden in the chapel of Hey-Hey, which is not meant as a compliment, believe me.’

‘What happened, Holly?’ said Artemis, urging her on.

‘Shayden Fruid hid in a conjured mist until the dying Berserkers were buried around the gate and the People had descended into the underworld, then he attempted to tamper with the lock. Not only did he intend to open the lock for the humans but also to lead the enthralled Berserkers against their own people.’

 ‘This guy was a real sweetheart,’
 Mulch called, his face bathed in fridge glow. ‘Legend has it he once sold his own mother down the river. And I’m not talking metaphorically here. He actually put his mother in a boat and traded her in the next village downstream. That should have been a red flag right there.’

‘But Shayden’s plan failed, didn’t it?’ said Artemis.

‘Yes, because the secret stage of the plan called for someone to stay behind and collapse the valley on top of the gate. A great warlock who could maintain the mist until the gate was buried and then use it to cover his getaway. As the demons had already left, only the elfin warlock Bruin Fadda, whose hatred of the humans was legendary, could complete the mission, climbing to the lip of the valley to conjure the collapse that had been prepared by a team of dwarf engineers.’

Somehow it seemed to Artemis, Butler and Holly that they had all experienced what had happened. Perhaps it was the last remnant of Berserker plasma on their brows, but suddenly they could hear the breath in Bruin Fadda’s throat as he raced down the hillside, screaming at Shayden to step away from the lock.

‘They struggled fiercely, each mighty warrior mortally wounding the other. And, at the end, Bruin, dying and driven mad with pain, hate and despair, conjured a second lock using his own blood and forbidden black magic. If that lock were to be opened, then Danu, the Earth mother, would surrender her magic to the air in a blast of power that would annihilate every human on the surface and the People would be safe forever.’

‘Just humans?’

Holly woke from her reverie. ‘Just humans. The hated oppressor. Bruin had lost every member of his family in a raid. He was beyond reason.’

Butler rubbed his chin. ‘Every weapon has a sell-by date, Holly. It’s been ten thousand years. Couldn’t this spell have a half-life or something?’

‘It’s possible. But the Berserkers are loose and the first lock worked just fine.’

‘Why would Opal want to open the second lock?’

Artemis knew the answer to that one.
 ‘It’s political. There is a huge lobby in Haven that has been advocating full-scale war for years. Opal would be a hero to them.’

Holly nodded. ‘Exactly. Plus Opal is so far gone now that she seriously believes that her destiny is to be some kind of messiah. You saw what she was prepared to do just to escape.’

‘Do tell,’ said Mulch.

‘She had her younger self kidnapped and she then set up a fake ransom demand for her present self so that we would put her inside a natural nuclear reactor thus helping her to generate enough black magic for her to open the first lock.’

Mulch slammed the fridge door. ‘I am sincerely sorry I asked. This is typical of the kind of mess you get us into, Artemis.’

‘Hey,’ snapped Holly.
 ‘This is not the time to blame Artemis.’

 ‘Thank you,’ said Artemis.
 ‘Finally.’

‘There will be plenty of time to blame Artemis later when this is resolved.’

Artemis folded his arms with exaggerated movements. ‘That is uncalled for, Holly. I am as much a victim here as everyone else. Even those Berserkers are being used to fight a war that ended ten thousand years ago. Couldn’t we simply tell them the war is over? They are guarding a gate that I presume doesn’t even lead anywhere any more.’

‘That’s true. We haven’t used the old networks for millennia.’

‘Can’t you somehow communicate that?’

‘No. They are under fairy bonds.
 Nothing we say will make an impact.’

‘How much time do we have?’
 asked Artemis.

‘I don’t know,’ admitted Holly. ‘My father told me the legend as a bedtime story. It was passed down to him from his father. The whole thing came from the mind of an empath warlock who synched with Bruin Fadda in his final moments. All we know is that the second lock is complex magic. Opal is running on black magic now, but that has a high price and fades fast. She will want to get it open before dawn while the fairy moon is still high. Her Berserkers will be bare wisps of their former selves after all this time, and they can’t last much longer than that. Some will give in to the afterlife’s call before then.’

Artemis turned to Butler for a question about tactics. This was the bodyguard’s area of expertise.

‘How should Opal deploy her forces?’

 ‘Opal will have most of those Berserkers gathered round her watching her back while she picks that magical lock. The rest will guard the walls and run roving patrols round the estate, armed to the teeth no doubt. Probably with my arms.’

‘Do we have any weapons?’ asked Artemis.

‘I lost my Neutrino after the crash,’ said Holly.

‘I had to sign in my handgun at Haven immigration,’ said Butler. ‘Never had a chance to pick it up.’

Mulch returned to the campfire. ‘You did say every human on the surface would be killed. I just want to point out that you are underground. So you could, you know, just stay here.’

Holly shot him a pretty raw poisonous look.

‘Hey, no need for that. It’s good to explore all the options.’

‘If Opal does open the second lock, not only will it kill billions of humans but it will spark off an unprecedented civil war among the People. After which Opal Koboi would probably declare herself supreme empress.’

‘So you’re saying we should stop her?’

‘I’m saying we have to stop her, but I don’t know how.’

Artemis looked towards the heavens as if divine inspiration were forthcoming, but all he could see were the glowing walls of Mulch’s subterranean refuge and the inky blackness of tunnel mouths dotted along their surfaces.

‘Mulch,’ he said, pointing.
 ‘Where do those tunnels lead?’







Chapter 8

Motley Crew
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THERE is a common misconception that trolls are stupid. The fact is that trolls are only
 relatively stupid.

Compared to astrophysicists and Grand High Hey-Hey Monks, trolls could be considered a bit lacking in the IQ department, but even a below-average troll will solve a puzzle faster than any chimpanzee or dolphin on the planet. Trolls have been known to fashion crude tools, learn sign language and even grunt out a few intelligible syllables. In the early Middle Ages, when troll sideshows were legal, the famous performing troll Count Amos Moonbeam would be fed honey punch by his dwarf handler until he belched out a fair approximation of ‘The Ballad of Tingly Smalls’.

So, trolls stupid?

Definitely not.

What trolls are is stubborn.
 Pathologically so. If a troll suspects that someone wishes it to exit through door A, then it will definitely choose door B possibly after relieving itself all over door A on the way out.

This made it difficult for trolls to integrate in the Lower Elements. The LEP even have a special troll division of trained handlers who log the most overtime hours per capita tracking down rogue trolls who refuse to be corralled in the tunnels of suburban Haven. At any given time there are a hundred-plus trolls who have chewed out their tracking chips and are crawling through cracks in the Earth’s crust, moving inexorably towards magical hotspots on the surface.

Trolls are drawn to magical residue like dwarfs are drawn to stuff that doesn’t belong to them. Trolls feed on residue. It nourishes them and increases their life spans. And, as they grow older, they grow craftier.

The oldest troll on record had been known by many names in his lifetime: his mother may have named him Gruff or she may have been trying to say get off. To LEPtroll he was simply Suspect Zero and to the humans he was the Abominable Snowman, Bigfoot or El Chupacabra, depending on which area he had been spotted in.

Gruff had stayed alive for several extra centuries by being prepared to hike across the globe in search of magical residue. There was not a continent he had not visited under cover of darkness and his greying hide was criss-crossed with the scars and scorch marks of a hundred tussles with the LEP and various human hunters. If Gruff could put a sentence together, he would probably say:


Maybe I look beat up, but you should see the other guys.

Gruff was currently residing in a cave on Dalkey Island off the coast of south Dublin, and he would swim ashore to a private slipway and help himself to livestock from surrounding farms. He had been spotted a few times by the owner of the slipway, an eccentric Irishman who now sang to him nightly from across the bay. Gruff knew that he would either have to move on or eat the human in the next couple of days, but for this particular evening he was content to lay his head on the carcass of a sheep, which would serve as a pillow for now and as breakfast later on.

His sleep was interrupted by the activation of a sixth sense that inhabited the space in his brain somewhere between taste and smell. There was magical activity nearby, which set the inside of his skull a-tingling as though fireflies had hatched in there. And, where there was magic, there would undoubtedly be residue. Enough to cure the ache in his back and seal up the running sore on his haunch where a walrus had gored him.

Gruff scooped sausages of offal from the sheep’s innards and swallowed them whole to sustain him for the trip. And, as he lowered himself into the sea for the short swim to the mainland, he felt the magic’s lure grow stronger and his spirits lifted.

Gruff longed for the sweet nectar of residue to cure what ailed him. And when a troll has its stout heart set on something there are not many things on this Earth capable of blocking its way.







Chapter 9

Spewing the Bitter Poison
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OPAL stood on the edge of the collapsed tunnel feeling mildly thwarted but not in the least downhearted. After all, she was a veritable dynamo of black magic for the time being and Artemis Fowl was buried beneath a tonne of rubble, if not dead then certainly dishevelled, which would vex the Mud Boy almost as much.

Dead or not, the plan remained the same.

Oro knelt and picked up Holly’s weapon from the crumbled clay. ‘What is this, mistress?’

Opal held the handgun cupped in her tiny hands and communicated with its energy until the energy agreed to transfer itself across to her person. It was undramatic to watch – the weapon simply exhaled and crumpled.

‘I must open the second lock,’
 she said to Oro, refreshed by this morsel of power. ‘I have until morning. Then my
 magic will evaporate with the dawn dew and I will be left defenceless.’

‘The second lock?’ said Oro, Beckett’s vocal cords mangling the Gnommish. ‘Are you certain, mistress?’

‘Queen,’ corrected Opal. ‘You will refer to me as Queen Opal. By opening the first lock of the Berserker Gate I have bonded you to me. But I would prefer that you referred to me as little as possible as your silly human voice box irritates me. And stop scowling. The expression looks ridiculous on your little boy face. Mummy is tempted to spank you.’

‘But the second lock?’ persisted Oro. ‘That will unleash the power of Danu.’

‘Firstly, what did I just say about referring to me? Secondly, take a peek inside the brain of your human. A little Danu wave is the best thing for this planet.’

Oro seemed puzzled, but his bonds forbade him to argue and Opal knew that even if the Berserker could argue, his points would be presented in turgid Middle Ages prose with simplistic logic.

‘Let me speak to the human boy,’
 she said, reasoning that a Fowl child, however young, would appreciate what she had accomplished here. Plus it would be fun to watch a human squirm.

Oro sighed, wishing that his old friend Bruin Fadda had built a little leeway into the fairy bonds, then shuddered as he allowed his own consciousness to be subsumed temporarily by Beckett Fowl’s.

The centuries dropped from Oro’s face and Beckett emerged shiny and smiling. ‘I was dreaming,’
 he said. ‘In my dream I looked like me but with more fingers.’

Opal spread her arms wide, allowing the black magic to pulse in orange cables along her limbs. ‘Are you not terrified, boy?’

Beckett hopped monkey-like into his version of a ninja pose. ‘Nope. You should be terror-fied.’

‘Me?’ said Opal, laughing.
 ‘You cannot harm me. The fairy bonds prevent it.’

Beckett punched Opal in the stomach, from the shoulder like Butler taught him. ‘Oh yeah. I’m pretty fast. Faster than your stupid fairy bonds. Butler says I’m a natch-u-ral.’

Opal’s breath left her in a huff and she stumbled backwards, cracking her elbow on the Berserker Gate’s raised dais.
 Luckily for her, the fairy bonds kicked in and Oro reclaimed control of the body, otherwise four-year-old Beckett Fowl might have put an end to Opal’s world domination plans right there.

Oro rushed to help Opal up. ‘My queen, are you harmed?’

Opal waved her hand, unable to speak, and was forced to endure several seconds of Oro pumping her torso up and down like a bellows until her breath returned.

‘Release me, you stupid elf. Are you trying to break my spine?’

Oro did as he was told. ‘That boy is a quick one. He beat the bonds. Not many could do that.’

Opal rubbed her stomach with a magic hand, just in case there was bruising. ‘Are you sure you didn’t give the boy a little help?’ she said suspiciously.

 ‘Of course not, my queen,’ said Oro. ‘Berserkers do not help humans. Do you wish to speak with the boy again?’

‘No!’ Opal squeaked, then regained her composure. ‘I mean … no. The boy has served his purpose. We must move ahead with the plan.’

Oro knelt, scooping a handful of loose earth. ‘We should at least give chase to our attackers. The elf has battle skills;
 the big human is also a formidable warrior. They will most definitely attempt sabotage.’

Opal was prepared to concede this point.
 ‘Very well, tiresome elf. Send your craftiest lieutenant with a few soldiers. Make sure to include the other boy in your party. Fowl may be reluctant to kill his own brother.’ Opal blew through her lips, a small action that made it abundantly clear that she herself would not hesitate to kill any family member were she in Fowl’s position. In fact, she would see any hesitation to hack down a sibling as a lack of commitment to the plan.

After all, she thought, did I not have myself killed to escape prison?

But fairies were weak and humans were weaker. Perhaps Fowl would hold back for the second it took for his little brother to plant a dagger in his side.

‘Do not waste too much time or resources. I want a circle of Berserker steel behind me while I work on the second lock.
 There are complex enchantments to unravel.’

Oro stood, closing his eyes for a second to enjoy the breeze on his face. From beyond the walls he could hear the crackle of enormous flames and when he opened his eyes the smoulder of distant destruction licked the night clouds.

‘We are eager but few, my queen. Shall there be more enemies on the way?’

Opal made a sound that was almost a cackle.
 ‘Not until morning. My enemies are experiencing certain difficulties. Mummy saw to that.’

The part of Oro’s mind that was still his own and not in thrall to a glowing orange pixie thought: It is unseemly that she refers to herself as our mother. She is mocking us.

But such is the strength of fairy
 geasa, or bonds, that even this rebellious thought caused the Berserker captain physical pain.

Opal noticed his wince. ‘What are you thinking, Captain? Nothing seditious, I hope?’

‘No, my queen,’ said Oro.
 ‘This puny body is unable to contain my bloodlust.’ This lie cost him another twinge, but he was ready for it and bore it without reaction.

Opal frowned. That one had ideas of his own, but no matter. Oro’s energy was already fading. The Berserkers would barely last the night and by then the second lock would be open and the Koboi era would truly begin.

‘Go then,’ she snapped.
 ‘Choose a hunting party, but your duty is to protect the gate. I have arranged for the humans to be occupied for the moment, but once the sun rises they will come in a wave of destruction to destroy the last of our kind.’ Opal decided to go all Gothic so Oro would get the point. ‘Without mercy in their cold merciless hearts they shall come unto us.’

This kind of talk seemed to penetrate and Oro stamped away to pick his hunting party.

The entire situation was, Opal had to admit to herself, absolutely perfect. The Berserkers would guard the perimeter, pitiful in their mistaken belief that their big gloomy gate actually led somewhere. And then they would simply evaporate into the afterlife, unaware of the unnecessary genocide they had helped to commit.

Ghosts make such unreliable tribunal witnesses, Opal thought, smirking.

But, as enjoyable as self-congratulatory smirking might be, there was actual work to be done that required the entirety of her intellect. The lock remained locked, and she could only hold on to the black magic for so long before it consumed her physical body. Already she could feel blisters rising between her shoulder blades. The magic would leave her soon, but before then it would wreak havoc on her system. Her power healed the blisters as soon as they rose, but that cost her magic and the blisters came back anyway.

Why can’t I solve this problem by killing someone? she thought petulantly, then comforted herself with the mantra that had kept her going in prison.

‘Soon all the humans will be dead,’ she said, droning in the time-honoured fashion of gurus everywhere.
 ‘And then Opal will be loved.’

And even if I’m not loved, she thought, at least all the humans will be dead.

Oro stumped on little legs down the age-old steps that ran round the Berserker Gate and for a moment remembered clearly the day when he had helped construct this squat tower. There had been more magic involved than heavy lifting though. Old Bruin Fadda had his team pouring every spark of power they could get their hands on into the lock. A big circle of warlocks hurling lightning bolts into the stone.

Whoever opens this gate will get more than they bargained for, Bruin had promised later that week, even as Oro and his men lay dying. Bruin had been wrong. Queen Opal got exactly what she had been expecting.

How did she know? Oro wondered.
 I was almost certain that the world had forgotten us.

The Berserkers were bristling with repressed violence and anxious to inflict damage on humankind. They tried to stand still as Oro addressed them, but it was a struggle, especially for the pirates who were unable to stop their exposed bones rattling.

Oro stood on a tree stump so that the small body he occupied could be seen by all and held his fist aloft for silence.

‘My warriors!’ he shouted over the ranks. ‘Our day has finally come!’

This was met with a chorus of yells, whoops, barks and whistles as the various creatures inhabited by the Berserkers voiced their approval. Oro could not hide a wince. These were not the warriors he remembered, who fought and suffered mortal wounds on the Plains of Taillte, but they were what they were and the will to fight was there if not the ability.
 There were foxes in their ranks, for Danu’s sake. How was a fox supposed to heft a sword? Still, better to get his warriors’ blood going with some rhetoric. Oro had always been proud of his speechifying.

‘We will drink the bitter poison of our defeat and spew it at our enemies!’ he shouted, his voice carrying across the meadow.

His warriors cheered, roared and howled their approval, except for one.

‘Pardon?’ said his lieutenant, Gobdaw.

‘What?’ said Oro.

The lieutenant who lurked inside the body of the second Mud Boy wore a puzzled expression on his pasty face. In truth puzzlement of any kind was new for Gobdaw. He was usually an ask no questions kind of fairy who did his talking with an axe. Generally Gobdaw loved a nice bit of rhetoric.

‘Well, Oro,’ said Gobdaw, seeming a little surprised by the words coming out of his mouth. ‘What does that mean exactly? Spewing the bitter poison of our defeat at our enemies?’

This question took Oro by surprise.
 ‘Well, it simply means …’

‘Because, if you don’t mind me saying, using the word defeat in a motivational speech sends a little bit of a mixed message.’

Now it was Oro’s turn to be perplexed.
 ‘Motivational? Mixed message? What do these terms even mean?’

Gobdaw looked as though he might cry. ‘I don’t know, Captain. It’s my human host. He’s a strong one.’

‘Pull yourself together, Gobdaw. You have always appreciated my rhetoric.’

‘I did. I do, Captain. The young one refuses to be silenced.’

Oro decided to distract Gobdaw with duty.
 ‘You have the honour of leading the search for enemies. Take the hounds, Bellico and those mariners too. Everybody else, surround the gate. Queen Opal labours at the second lock. Understood?’

‘Yes, Captain,’ roared Gobdaw, shaking his fist. ‘As you command.’

Oro nodded. That was more like it.

Gobdaw, Bellico and the Fowl hunting hounds circled the collapsed tunnel. Bellico was feeling pretty good about herself, encased as she was in the body of Juliet Butler. This was a better host than she could have hoped for: an excellent physical specimen equipped with the knowledge of several ancient fighting styles which, thanks to Juliet’s memories, she knew how to put into practice very well indeed.

Bellico checked her reflection in the blade of a pirate’s knife and was pleased with what she saw.


Not too ugly, for a human.
It is almost a pity my life force will sustain me no more than a single night.
 Perhaps if we had been called upon within fifty years of being laid in the ground, then the magic could have sustained us for longer, but now our spirits are weakened by time. The spell was not constructed to keep us earthbound for this long.

Bellico’s memory contained images that painted an ugly picture of Opal Koboi, but she had been warned that human visions of the fairy folk were unreliable. Such was the Mud Men’s hatred of the People that even their memories would be skewed.

The pirates were less pleased with their inherited corpses, which disintegrated even as they walked.

‘It’s costing me all my magic just holding this skin sack of maggots together,’ complained the one-time warrior giant Salton Finnacre, who inhabited the body of Eusebius Fowl the lung-sucking pirate.

‘At least you’ve got legs,’ grumbled his battle partner J’Heez Nunyon, who hobbled along on a pair of wooden stumps. ‘How am I supposed to do my signature dervish move on these things? I’m gonna look like a bleepin’ drunk dwarf falling over.’

It was worse for the English pointer hounds, who could only form the most rudimentary sounds with their vocal cords.

‘Fowl,’ barked one, being very familiar with Artemis’s scent. ‘Fowl. Fowl.’

‘Good boy,’ said Gobdaw, reaching up to pat the hound’s head with Myles’s little hand, which the dog did not think was very funny at all and would have bitten the hand had it not belonged to a superior officer.

Gobdaw called to his soldiers.
 ‘Warriors. Our noble brothers inside these beasts have picked up a trail. Our mission is to find the humans.’

No one asked, What then? Everybody knew what you did to humans when you found them. Because, if you didn’t do it to them, they would do it to you and your entire species and probably anyone your species had ever shared a flagon of beer with.

‘And the elf?’ asked Bellico.
 ‘What of her?’

‘The elf made her choice,’ said Gobdaw. ‘If she steps aside, then we let her live. If she stands her ground, then she becomes as a Mud Person to us.’ Sweat rolled down Gob-daw’s brow though the night was growing cool and he spoke through clenched teeth, trying to hold back Myles Fowl’s consciousness, which bubbled up inside him like mental indigestion.

This exchange was cut short when the English pointers streaked away from the collapsed tunnel mouth and across the meadow towards the large human dwelling that crested the hill.

‘Ah,’ said Bellico, taking off after the dogs. ‘The humans are in the stone temple.’

Gobdaw tried to stop himself from talking, but failed. ‘He says to tell you that it’s called a manor. And that all girls are stupid.’

Artemis, Holly and Butler squirmed along a tunnel that Mulch had assured them would emerge in the wine cellar behind a rack of Château Margaux 1995.

Artemis was horrified with this revelation.
 ‘Don’t you know that your tunnel could affect the temperature of the cellar? Not to mention the humidity? That wine is an investment.’

‘Don’t worry about the wine, silly Mud Boy,’ said Mulch in a very patronizing tone that he had developed and practised simply to annoy Artemis. ‘I drank that months ago and replaced it. It was the only responsible thing to do – after all, the cellar’s integrity had been compromised.’

‘Yes, by you!’ Artemis frowned.
 ‘Replaced it with what?’

‘Do you really want to know?’
 the dwarf asked, and Artemis shook his head, deciding that given the dwarf’s history, in this particular case ignorance would be less disturbing than the truth.

‘Wise decision,’ said Mulch.
 ‘So, to continue. The tunnel runs to the back of the cellar but the wall is plugged.’

‘Plugged with what?’ asked Artemis, who could be a bit slow in spite of his genius.

The dwarf finger-combed his beard. ‘I refer you to my last question: do you really want to know?’

‘Can we break through?’ asked Butler, the pragmatist.

‘Oh yes,’ said Mulch. ‘A big strong human like you. No problems. I’d do it for you, but apparently I have this other mission.’

Holly looked up from her wrist computer, which still wasn’t picking up a signal. ‘We need you to get the weapons in the shuttle, Mulch. Butler has some kit in the house, but Juliet could already be leading the Berserkers there. We need to move fast and on two fronts. A pincer movement.’

Mulch sighed. ‘Pincer. I love crab. And lobster. Makes me a little gassy, but it’s worth it.’

Holly slapped her knees. ‘Time to go,’ she said. Neither of the humans argued.

Mulch watched his friends climb into the manor tunnel and then turned back the way they had come, towards the shuttle.

I don’t like retracing my steps, he thought. Because there’s usually someone chasing after me.

So now here they were, wriggling along a claustrophobic tunnel with the heavy smell of earth in their noses and the ever-present threat of untold tonnage looming above them like a giant anvil.

Holly knew what everyone was thinking.
 ‘This tunnel is sound. Mulch is the best digger in the business,’ she said between grunts and breaths.

The tunnel meandered and their only light was from a mobile phone taped to Butler’s forehead. Artemis had this sudden vision of the three of them stuck in there forever, like rodents in the belly of a snake, being slowly digested until not a trace remained.


No one will ever know what happened to us.

This was a redundant thought, Artemis knew, because if they didn’t get out of this tunnel, then in all likelihood there would be no one left to wonder what had become of their small group. And he would never know if he had failed to save his parents or if they had already been killed somehow in London. Nevertheless Artemis could not shake the notion that they were about to die in this vast unmarked grave, and it grew stronger with every grasping reach of his hand that drew him further into the earth.

Artemis reached forward once more in the blackness and his scrabbling fingers met Butler’s boot.

‘I think we made it,’ said the bodyguard. ‘We’ve reached the blockage.’

‘Is the blockage solid?’ called Holly from the rear.

There followed a series of noises that would not sound out of place in a jelly factory and a smell that would be totally consistent with a burst sewage pipe.

Butler coughed several times, swore at length, then said a line heavy with dreadful implication. ‘Only the crust is solid.’

They tumbled through the hole on to a fallen rack of broken wine bottles which had been knocked over by Butler’s hurried entry.
 Usually he would have inched his way through the entrance, moving the rack bit by bit, but in this case speed was more important than stealth and so he simply crashed through Mulch’s tunnel plug and into the cellar beyond. The other two quickly followed, happy to escape the confines of the tunnel.

Artemis sniffed the liquid pooling in concave curves of broken bottle fragments. ‘That is most definitely not Château Margaux 1995,’ he commented.

‘It’s not even snake wine,’ said Butler, brushing himself off. ‘Although I know a few mercenaries who would probably drink it.’

Holly hiked up the tall seventeenth-century stone cellar steps, then pressed her ear to the door. ‘I can’t hear anything,’ she said after a moment. ‘Wind from outside, that’s all.’

Butler pulled Artemis from the rack wreckage. ‘Let’s keep going, Artemis. We need to get to my weapons before it occurs to Juliet’s passenger.’

Holly opened the door a crack and peeped through. The cellar door opened to a corridor and halfway down was a bunch of pirates armed with automatic weapons. They stood absolutely still, probably in an attempt to stop their bones from rattling.

Butler crept up behind her. ‘How are we doing?’ he asked.

Holly held her breath as she closed the door. ‘Not great,’ she said.

They squatted behind a rack of 1990s Californian reds and spoke in urgent whispers.

‘What do we have?’ asked Artemis.

Butler held up his fists. ‘I’ve got these. That’s it.’

Holly searched the pockets of her jumpsuit.
 ‘Some plasti-cuffs. A couple of flares. Not much of an inventory.’

Artemis touched the tip of each finger against the pad of his thumb, one of his focusing exercises. ‘We have something else,’ he said. ‘We have the house.’







Chapter 10

Sibling Rivalry
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GOBDAW and Bellico followed the hounds up Fowl Manor’s grand stairs and along the hallway to Artemis’s laboratory. Once through the door, the dogs leaped upon Artemis’s white coat, which was hanging from a peg, using their teeth and claws to slash and chew the material.

‘They smell the human,’ said Gobdaw, disappointed not to have an opportunity to use the baby Glock that fitted so neatly in Myles’s little hand.

They had raided Butler’s arms room, which was hidden behind a false wall in his quarters. Only four people knew the location of and passcode to the keypad – five now, if Bellico could be counted as a separate person from Juliet. Gobdaw helped himself to the small gun and several blades while Bellico chose a machine pistol and a carbon-graphite recurve bow with a quiver of aluminium arrows. The pirates took more or less everything else, dancing happy jigs as they clattered downstairs to lie in wait.

‘We should keep looking,’ said Gobdaw.

Bellico did not agree, as she had Juliet’s knowledge of the manor. ‘No. Artemis’s office adjoins this room so they will come here. We have warriors in the basement and the safe room. Let the hounds and the pirates herd them towards us.’

Gobdaw had enough leader’s experience to know a good plan when he heard it. ‘Very well. We wait here, but if I don’t get to fire this gun before sunrise, I shall be most disappointed.’

‘Don’t worry. You will need every bullet for the big human.’

Bellico grabbed the hounds by their collars and yanked them from the coat. ‘You two should be ashamed,’ she said.
 ‘Do not lose yourselves inside those beasts.’

One hound butted the second, as though the mistake had been his alone.

‘Go now,’ said Bellico, kicking their rumps. ‘And find us some Mud People.’

Gobdaw and Bellico squatted behind the worktop, one nocking an arrow and the other disengaging the safety on his stolen handgun.

‘The house is a virtual fortress,’ explained Artemis. ‘Once the siege function has been engaged on the security panel, then it would take an army to penetrate the defences, all of which were designed and installed before Opal jumped from her timeline, so there is no chance any of the components will have exploded.’

‘And where is this panel?’ asked Holly.

Artemis tapped his watch. ‘Usually I can access it remotely on my watch or phone, but the Fowl network is down. I upgraded the router recently and perhaps a Koboi component crept in, so we will have to use the panel in my office.’

Butler knew it was his function to play devil’s advocate. ‘Won’t that just lock us in here with a bunch of pirates?’

Artemis smiled. ‘Or lock them in here with us.’

Salton Finnacre was bemoaning the loss of his own body to his mate J’Heez.

‘Remember those arm muscles I had?’ he said wistfully. ‘They woz like tree trunks. Now look at me.’
 He jiggled his left arm to demonstrate how the flaps of flesh hung loosely from his bones. ‘I can barely hold this fire stick.’

‘It ain’t a fire stick,’
 said J’Heez. ‘They’re called guns. That’s a simple enough word to remember, ain’t it?’

Salton looked at the automatic handgun in his bony fingers. ‘I suppose. Just point and pull, is it?’

‘That’s what Bellico said.’

‘Did you hear that, Berserkers?’
 Salton asked the half-dozen pirates squashed into the stairwell behind him. ‘Just point and shoot. And don’t worry about hitting the person in front of you because we are already dead.’

They stood in the red-bricked corridor, praying for some humans to wander past. After all this time it would be a shame if they didn’t get to kill anyone.

Three metres below, in the wine cellar, Butler hefted two bottles of Macallan 1926 Fine and Rare whiskey.

‘Your father will not be pleased,’ he said to Artemis. ‘This is thirty thousand Euro per missile.’

Artemis wrapped his fingers round the door handle. ‘I feel certain he will understand given the circumstances.’

Butler chuckled briefly. ‘Oh, we’re telling your father about the circumstances this time? That will be a first.’

‘Well, perhaps not all the circumstances,’ said Artemis and opened the door wide.

Butler stepped into the gap and lobbed the bottles at the ceiling over the pirates’ heads. Both smashed, showering the Berserkers with high-alcohol liquid. Holly stepped under Butler’s legs and shot a single flare into their midst. In less than a second the entire bunch of pirates was engulfed in the whoosh of blue and orange flames that painted the ceiling black. It didn’t seem to bother the pirates too much, except for the one with the peg legs who was soon left without a leg to stand on. The rest lived on as skeletons, bringing their guns around to bear on the cellar door.

‘The house will save us?’ said Holly nervously. ‘That’s what you said.’

‘Three,’ said Artemis.
 ‘Two … one.’

Right on cue the manor’s fire-safe system registered the rise in temperature and instructed eight of its two hundred nozzles to submerge the flames in sub-zero extinguisher foam. The pirates were driven to their knees by the force of the spray and they yanked their triggers blindly, sending ricochets zinging off the walls and down the stairs. The bullets played out their kinetic energy on the steel banisters and fell to the ground smoking. In the corridor, the pirates’ bone temperature dropped over a hundred degrees in less than ten seconds, making them as brittle as pressed leaves.

‘Here we go,’ said Butler and he charged up the stairs, crashing through the disorientated pirates like a vengeful bowling ball. The unfortunate Berserkers shattered under the lightest impact, disintegrating into a million bone crystals that fluttered in the air like snowflakes.
 Holly and Artemis followed the bodyguard, racing down the corridor, their feet crunching on bone shards, not stopping to collect weapons, most of which had exploded in the fire, rendering them useless.

As usual, Artemis was sandwiched between Butler and Holly as they fled.

‘Keep moving,’ Holly called from behind. ‘There will be more of them, count on it.’

There were more pirates in the panic room, feeling very pleased with themselves.

‘This is the smartest thing we ever done,’ said Pronk O’Chtayle, acting commander. ‘They comes in here to hide from us, but we is already here.’ He gathered his bony crew around him. ‘Let’s go over it again. What does we do when we hears them?’

‘We hides,’ said the pirates.

‘And what does we do when they comes in?’

‘We pops up real sudden,’ said the pirates gleefully.

Pronk pointed a bony finger. ‘What does you do, specifically?’

A small pirate who seemed to be wearing the remains of a barrel stood by the wall. ‘I bangs on this here button, dropping the steel door so’s we’re all trapped in here.’

‘Good,’ said Pronk.
 ‘Good.’

The sounds of staccato gunfire bounced off the vaulted ceilings and echoed along the corridor to the panic room.

‘They’re coming, comrades,’ said Pronk. ‘Remember to kill ’em several times just to be sure. Stop slicing when yer arms fall off.’

They squatted in the gloom, light from the outside glinting on their blades.

If Bellico had probed a little deeper into Juliet’s memories, she would have realized that the panic room could be accessed or sealed from the outside, remotely or with a voice-activation program. But, even if she had known, it would not have made any sense for the humans to lock themselves out of their own haven. That would be pure insanity.

Butler barely paused on his way past the panic-room door to talk into the small speaker set into the steel frame. ‘Butler D.,’ he said clearly. ‘Authorization prime. Lock.’

A heavy door dropped down, sealing the panic room completely and locking the giddy bunch of Berserker pirates inside. Artemis had barely a second to glance under the door.

Is that a pirate wearing a barrel?
 he thought. Nothing would surprise me today.

On reaching the laboratory/office work suite, Butler held up his fist. Artemis was not familiar with military hand signals and crashed into the bodyguard’s broad back. Fortunately the teen did not have the heft behind him to budge the bodyguard, for if Butler had taken so much as a stumbled step forward he would have surely been skewered by one of his sister’s arrows.

‘I see,’ whispered Artemis.
 ‘The raised fist means stop.’

Butler placed a finger to his lips.

‘And that would mean you wish me to be quiet. Oh, I understand.’

Artemis’s words were enough to elicit a reaction from inside the lab. The reaction taking the form of an aluminium arrow that penetrated the partition wall, thunking through the plasterboard, sending flakes fluttering.

Butler and Holly did not discuss a strategy as they were both experienced soldiers and knew the best time to attack was directly after shots had been fired, or in this case arrows.

‘Left,’ said Butler, and that was all he needed to say. Translated for the layman, he was saying that he would take any hostiles on the left of the room, leaving the right side for Holly.

They darted low inside, splitting into two targets as they crossed the floor. Butler had the advantage of being extremely familiar with the lab’s layout and he knew that the only logical hiding place would be behind the long stainless-steel workbench where Artemis played around with the unknown and built his experimental models.

I have always wondered how secure this thing is, he thought, before charging it like a rugby player entering a scrum where the cost of losing the match was death. He heard an arrow whistle past his ear a second before his shoulder rammed the stainless steel, lifting the bench from its supply cables in a flurry of sparks and a hiss of gas.

Gobdaw clambered on top of the bench, and he had both a short sword and fire stick raised to strike when the Bunsen burner gas said hello to the electric cable. Sparks and a brief explosion resulted, flipping the Berserker backwards into the velvet curtains.

Bellico assessed the situation quickly and bolted towards the office.

Butler saw her go. ‘I’m after Juliet,’ he barked at Holly. ‘You subdue Myles.’

Perhaps the boy is unconscious, thought Holly, but this hope faded as she saw Myles Fowl disentangle himself from the velvet curtains. The look in his eyes told her that there was still a Berserker in that body and that he was not in the mood for surrender. He was armed only with a short blade now, but Holly knew that the Berserkers would fight to the last drop of blood, even if the blood was not strictly speaking their own.

 ‘Don’t hurt him,’ said Artemis. ‘He’s only four years old.’

Gobdaw grinned, showing a mouthful of baby teeth, which Myles cleaned religiously with a toothbrush modelled on Einstein’s head, the bristles being Einstein’s trademark spiky hair. ‘That’s right, traitor. Gobdaw is only four years old, so don’t hurt me.’

Holly wished that Artemis would stay out of it. This Gobdaw might look innocent, but he had far more battle experience than she would ever wish to have and, judging by the way he was twirling the blade on his palm, he hadn’t lost any of his knife skills.

If this guy was in his own body, he would take me apart, she realized.

Holly’s problem was that her heart was not in this fight. Quite apart from the fact that she was battling Artemis’s little brother, this was Gobdaw, for heaven’s sake. Gobdaw the legend. Gobdaw who had led the charge at Taillte. Gobdaw who had carried a wounded comrade across an icy lake at Bellannon. Gobdaw who’d been cornered by two wolves in a cave after the Cooley raid and come out of that cave wearing a new fur coat.

The two soldiers circled each other.

‘Is it true about the wolves?’
 Holly asked in Gnommish.

Gobdaw missed a step, surprised. ‘The wolves at Cooley? How do you know this tale?’

‘Are you kidding?’ said Holly.
 ‘Everyone knows that. At school, it was part of the pageant, every year. To be honest, I am sick of that story. Two wolves, right?’

 ‘There were two,’ said Gobdaw.
 ‘One was sickly though.’

Gobdaw began his strike in mid-sentence, as Holly had known he would. His blade hand darted forward, aiming for his opponent’s midriff, but he didn’t have quite the reach he used to possess and Holly rapped him hard in the nerve cluster in his deltoid, deadening the arm. That arm was about as much use now as a lead pipe hanging from his shoulder.

‘D’Arvit,’ swore Gobdaw.
 ‘You are a tricky one. Females were ever treacherous.’

‘Keep talking,’ said Holly.
 ‘I am liking you less and less, which should make my job a lot easier.’

Gobdaw took three running steps and jumped on to a Regency hall chair, grabbing one of two crossed reproduction pikes from the wall.

‘Be careful, Myles!’ shouted Artemis, from force of habit. ‘That’s very sharp.’

‘Sharp, is it, Mud Boy? That’s the way I like my spears.’ The warrior’s face twisted as though on the point of sneezing, then Myles broke through for a second.

‘It’s not a spear, idiot.
 It’s a pike. You call yourself a warrior.’

Then the features twisted again and Gobdaw was back. ‘Shaddup, boy. I’m in charge of this body.’

This brief breakthrough gave Artemis hope.
 His brother was in there somewhere and he hadn’t lost a lick of his acid tongue.

Gobdaw tucked the pike under the crook of his good arm and charged. The pike seemed as big as a jousting lance in his hand. He fanned the tip from side to side in a flashing arc, slicing Holly’s elbow before she could sidestep the attack.

The wound was not serious, but it was painful and Holly did not have the magic for a quick heal.

‘By Danu’s Beard,’ said Gobdaw. ‘First blood to the Berserkers.’

The two soldiers faced each other a second time, but now Holly was backed into the corner with less room to manoeuvre and Gobdaw’s deadened arm was coming back to life. The Berserker grabbed the pike with both hands, increasing the speed and steadiness of his sweep. He inched closer, giving Holly no space to make a move.

‘I take no pleasure in this,’ he said. ‘But then I don’t feel much sorrow either. You chose your worm, elf.’

Chose your worm was a reference to the fairy game of chewing root worms. A group of kids would dig up five worms and each would choose one to pop in their mouth. Statistically at least one of the worms would be in its dying cycle and have begun to rot from the inside, so one of the kids would be in for a putrid mouthful. But it didn’t matter, because the rules of the game dictated that you had to swallow the lot regardless. A human equivalent of this saying would be: You made your bed so now you have to lie in it.

This looks bad, thought Holly.
 I don’t see any way of taking out Gobdaw without hurting Myles.

Suddenly Artemis waved his arms and shouted,
 ‘Myles! The tip of that pike is steel. Where does steel sit on the periodic table?’

Gobdaw’s features twisted and Myles emerged. ‘Artemis, steel isn’t on the table. It is not an element as you well know. It is composed of two elements: carbon and iron.’

Towards the end of the last sentence Gobdaw took control once more, just in time to feel his arms being yanked behind his back and to hear the sounds of the plasti-cuffs ratcheting over his wrists.

‘You tricked me,’ he said, not sure exactly how he’d been hoodwinked.

‘Sorry, Gobdaw,’ said Holly, lifting him by the collar. ‘The human doesn’t play fair.’

‘When did humans ever play fair?’ muttered Gobdaw, who at that moment would have gladly vacated young Myles Fowl’s head if another host had been available. But then he realized how clever Artemis had been.

That is not a bad strategy, he thought. Perhaps I can show the butterfly its own wings and turn that human’s trick against him.

Suddenly Myles’s eyes rolled back in his head and he hung slack in Holly’s arms.

‘I think Gobdaw has gone,’ said Holly. ‘Artemis, it looks like you have your brother back.’

Butler pursued Bellico into the office where she was two steps away from sabotaging the siege box. Her fist was drawn back for the strike when Butler hooked his own arm through the crook of her elbow and they spun like dancers away from the security terminal and on to the rug. Bellico’s arm slipped free and she pirouetted to the wall.

 ‘You’re finished,’ said Butler. ‘Why don’t you release my sister?’

‘Both of us will die first, human!’ said Bellico, circling warily.

Butler stood his ground. ‘If you have access to my sister’s memories, have a flick through them. You can never defeat me. She never has and you never will.’

Bellico froze for a moment, accessing the database of Juliet’s mind. It was true, Butler had easily defeated his sister a thousand times. His talents were far superior to hers … but wait. There was a vision of the big human on his back, with pain on his brow. He was speaking:


You really nailed me with that move, Jules. It came out of nowhere. How is your big old brother supposed to defend himself against that?

Bellico’s eyes flashed. Which move was the big human speaking of?

She dug a little deeper and found a fifty-four-step kata that Juliet Butler had developed herself, loosely based on the teachings of Kanō Jigorō, the founder of judo.


I have found the human’s weak spot.

Bellico allowed the memory to fully surface and send instructions to the body. Juliet’s limbs began to seamlessly perform the kata.

Butler frowned and dropped into a boxer’s defensive stance. ‘Hey, what are you doing?’

Bellico did not answer. There was anxiety in the Mud Man’s voice and that was enough to assure Bellico that she had chosen the correct course of action. She swept around the office like a dancer, her speed increasing with each revolution.

‘Stand still!’ said Butler, struggling to keep her in his eyeline. ‘You can’t win!’

Bellico could win, she was certain of it.
 This old man was no match for the young powerful body she inhabited. Faster and faster she spun, her feet barely touching the ground, air whistling through the jade ring in her long ponytail.

‘I’ll give you one more chance, Juliet, or whoever the hell you are. Then I will have to hurt you.’

He was bluffing. A scared obvious bluff.

I will win, thought Bellico, feeling invulnerable now.

On the fifty-second step, Bellico launched herself high into the air backwards, then braced her hind leg against the wall, switching direction and increasing her altitude. She descended on Butler in a blur of speed, her heel aimed like an arrowhead at the nerve cluster in his neck.

Once the human is disabled, I will destroy the siege box, thought Bellico, already celebrating her victory.

Butler slapped her heel with his left palm and jabbed the fingers of his right hand into Bellico’s gut, just hard enough to wind her, and there is not a warrior on the planet who can fight when they cannot breathe. Bellico dropped like a sack of stones to the rug and lay whooping in the foetal position.

‘How?’ she gasped.
 ‘How?’

Butler lifted her by the collar. ‘That day was Juliet’s birthday. I let her win.’

He marched her towards the security panel and had typed in the lockdown sequence when he heard a snare-drum roll of claws clicking on the floor behind him. He recognized the pattern instantly.


The hound is attacking me.

But he was wrong. The hound hurled itself at Bellico, propelling them both underneath the descending steel shutter and through the office window, leaving Butler with a patch of material in his hand. He stared blankly at the fallen shutter, thinking.


I did not even see her land. I don’t know if my sister is alive or dead.

He hurried to Artemis’s desk and activated the security cameras, just in time to see Juliet pat the dog and limp out of sight – back towards Opal, he supposed.

‘Alive for now,’ muttered the bodyguard.

And, where there was life, there was hope.
 For a few more hours at least.







Chapter 11

Death by Bunny
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NOBODY, human or fairy, had been declared dead more times than Mulch Diggums, and it was a record he was inordinately proud of. In Mulch’s eyes, being declared dead by the LEP was just a less embarrassing way for them to admit that he had escaped for the umpteenth time. In the Sozzled Parrot fugitives’ bar, LEP death certificates were printed up and tacked to the Wall of Heroes.

Mulch had fond memories of the very first time he had faked his own death to throw police officers off his trail.


My gods, could that really be over two hundred years ago now? Time flies faster than wind through a bum-flap, as Grandmother used to say, bless her.

He’d been on a job with his cousin Nord, on Haven’s moneyed mountain, when the homeowner had come home unexpectedly from the convention in Atlantis where he was supposed to be living it up on taxpayers’ gold for two more days.

I hate it when they come home early, thought Mulch. Why do people do that when there’s a very good chance they will find burglars in their sitting rooms?

Anyway, the homeowner happened to be ex-law enforcement and the registered owner of a buzz baton, which he had used on the dwarf cousins with great gusto. Nord managed to escape into their tunnel, but Mulch had been forced to clutch his heart, faking a cardiac, and then crash through a window, playing dead all the way down to the river below.

Corpsing was the hard part, remembered Mulch. There is nothing more unnatural than keeping your arms slack when they want to be pin-wheeling.

LEP had interviewed the ex-law-enforcement homeowner who had emphatically claimed that: Yeah, I killed him. It was an accident of course; I only meant to maim that dwarf then kick him senseless, but you can put that sucker down as dead. Nobody can corpse for three storeys.

And so Mulch Diggums was declared deceased for the first time. There would be twelve more official occasions where people mistakenly thought Mulch had flown the final coop, and he was, unbeknownst to himself, tunnelling towards an unofficial one at this very moment.

His instructions were simple enough. Dig a parallel tunnel to the one he had recently collapsed, sneak into the crashed
 Cupid, and then steal any weapons that were in the locker. Dig, sneak and steal. Three of Mulch’s four favourite verbs.

I do not know why I am doing this, Mulch thought as he tunnelled. I should be heading down to the crust to find myself a nice crevice. They say that Opal’s death wave will only kill humans, but why take such irresponsible chances with the great gift of life?

Mulch knew that this reasoning was a crock of troll patties, but he found he could dig better if he was annoyed, even if he was the object of his own annoyance. And so the dwarf fumed silently as he churned through the earth towards the shuttle wreck.

Six metres up and thirty metres to the south, Opal Koboi was sinking her hands into the deep algebraic enchantments of the second Berserker lock. Symbols wrapped themselves like glow-worms round her fingers and surrendered their power one by one as she discovered their secrets. Some could be beaten into submission by the sheer force of her black magic, but others had to be coaxed with sly hexes or magical tickles.

I am close, she thought. I can feel the Earth’s strength.

The wave of death would be in the form of geothermal energy, she presumed, and would be drawn from the entire planet’s resources and not just the shallow hydrothermal reservoirs. This would put quite a dent in the world’s reserves and could theoretically plunge the Earth into another ice age.

We’ll survive, she thought callously. I have some nice heated boots in storage.

The work was challenging but manageable and it gave Opal some satisfaction to know that she was the only fairy alive who had done enough research on the intricacies of ancient magicks to open the second lock. The first had been simple – that had required little more than a blast of black magic – but the second needed an encyclopaedic knowledge of spellcraft.


That techno-fool Foaly would never have managed this. Not in a million years.

Opal was not aware of it, but so self-satisfied was she at that moment that she rolled her shoulders and made a purring noise.


Everything is going so well.

This plan had been outlandish, even by her standards, but unlikely or not all the elements were falling into place. Her initial thought had been to sacrifice her younger self and use the ill-gotten power to escape from the Deeps. It then occurred to her that this power would have to be jettisoned almost immediately to prevent it eating her alive, so why not put it to good use?

Opportunity had presented itself to Opal when her younger self had made telepathic contact.

One morning Opal had been deep in a cleansing coma and – ping! – suddenly there was a voice in her head calling her sister and asking for help. It had occurred to her briefly that she could in fact be insane, but, little by little, the information filtered through. A younger Opal had followed Artemis Fowl from the past.

I have no memory of this, Opal realized. Therefore my younger self must have been captured and sent back with these events wiped from her mind.

Unless …

Unless the timeline had split. Then anything was possible.

Opal was surprised to find her younger self a little whiney, even boring. Had she really been so self-absorbed?

It’s all me, me, me, thought Opal. I injured my leg in the explosion. My magic is fading. I need to get back to my own time.

None of this was in the least helpful to Opal stuck in her prison.

What you need to do is get me out of here, she broadcast to her younger self. Then we can see to your injuries and send you home.

But how to accomplish this? That darned centaur Foaly had incarcerated her in the most technologically advanced cell in the world.

The answer was simple: I have to force them to release me because the alternative would be simply too horrible to even contemplate.

Opal wrestled with the problem for several minutes before she accepted that the younger Opal would have to be sacrificed and, once that piece of the puzzle clunked into place, she quickly built the rest of the plan around it.

Pip and Kip were two sleeper gnomes who worked in the civil service. The Council had sent them to do an audit on one of her factory’s accounts a few years ago and Opal had hypnotized them using forbidden runes and dark magic. All it took was a phone call from young Opal to activate their loyalty, even at the cost of one or both of their lives. She broadcast instructions to young Opal, telling her exactly how to set up the fake kidnapping and how to use the traces of dark magic still left in her system to find the legendary Berserker Gate. The gate was the way back to the past – or at least that was the story Opal sent out.

Younger Opal could not know but the instructions for Pip and Kip were very specific for a reason. Hidden inside the words was a simple code, which Opal had implanted along with their loyalty bonds. If young Opal had thought to write down all the letters that corresponded to prime numbers, she would have found a far more sinister message than the one she thought she was delivering: Kill the hostage when time runs out.

You had to keep it simple for civil servants.

Everything had worked out exactly as she had foreseen, except for the arrival of Fowl and Short. But, in a way, that too was a stroke of good fortune. Now she could kill them up close and personal.


Every cloud has a silver lining.

Suddenly Opal felt her stomach churn as a wave of nausea assailed her. The pixie’s first thought was that the black magic was struggling with her own antibodies, but then she realized that the source was external.

Something offends my enhanced magical senses, she thought. Something over there.

The wrecked shuttle stood beyond the circle of warriors that stood guard over their queen.


Below the shuttle. Something is coated in a substance that sickens me.

It was that cursed dwarf, sticking his bum-flap in where it didn’t belong and not for the first time.

Opal scowled. How many times must she bear humiliation from a flatulent dwarf? It was intolerable.


Sent to retrieve weapons from the ship, no doubt.

Opal raised her gaze fifteen degrees to the shuttle. Crushed though the Cupid was, her sixth sense could see a corona of power winding round the fuselage like a fat snake. This particular wavelength would not help to open the second lock, but it could certainly provide enough juice for an extremely visible demonstration of her power.

Opal withdrew a hand from the sluggishly heaving rock and formed the fingers into a claw, arranging the molecules to attract any energy inside the Cupid. The power left the vehicle in a glowing morass, shrinking the Cupid to a wizened wreck and hovering in the air over the awed Berserkers.

‘See what your queen can accomplish!’ she cried, eyes bright. Her tiny fingers twirled, manipulating the energy into a sharp wedge which she sent crashing through the earth to where the dwarf laboured. There was a solid thump and a spume of dirt and rocks jetted skywards, leaving a scorched crater in their wake.

Opal returned her attention to the second lock. ‘Can you see the dwarf?’ she asked Oro, who stood peering into the hole.

‘I see one foot and some blood. The foot is jittering about, so he’s still alive. I’ll go and bring him up.’

‘No,’ said Opal. ‘You do not leave Mummy’s sight. Send the earth creatures to kill him.’

If the fairy bonds did not have Oro’s free will in such a tight bind, he would have taken Opal to task for repeatedly disrespecting her elders, but, as it was, even the thought of reprimanding his queen cost him a severe stomach cramp.

When the pain passed, he raised two fingers to his lips to whistle for his diggers. He found out that it was not an easy thing to whistle with strange fingers, and all that emerged from his mouth was a watery slobbering noise.

‘Don’t know that signal, chief,’ said Yezhwi Khan, who had once been a pretty handy axe gnome. ‘Is that tea break?’

‘No!’ shouted Oro. ‘I need my diggers. Gather round.’

A dozen rabbits hopped quickly to bunch at his feet. Their little whiskers quivered with anticipation of finally seeing some action.

‘Get the dwarf,’ Oro ordered.
 ‘I would say bring him back alive, but you do not really have the skills for parlay.’

The rabbits thumped their hind legs in agreement.

‘So the order is simple,’ said Oro, with a touch of regret. ‘Kill him.’

The rabbits piled en masse into the hole, eagerly scrabbling towards the injured dwarf.

Death by bunny, thought Oro.
 Not a nice way to go.

Oro did not wish to look. Dwarfs were part of the fairy world and in other circumstances they could have been allies. From behind him he heard the crunch of bone and the rattled whoosh of earth collapsing. Oro shuddered. He would face a troll any day before a bunch of carnivorous rabbits.

On the dais, Opal felt a load lift from her heart as another enemy suffered.

Soon it will be your turn to suffer, Foaly, she thought. But death would be too easy for you. Perhaps you are already suffering. Perhaps your lovely wife has already opened the gift my little gnomes sent to her.

Opal sang a little ditty as she worked on the second lock.


‘Hey, hey, hey,

This is the day,

Things are gonna go my way.’



Opal was not consciously aware of it, but this was a popular song from the Pip and Kip show.







Chapter 12

The Dork Posse
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THINGS were as grim as they had ever been in Haven City. Even the groups of empath elves who could clearly perceive residual images from bygone millennia, and who liked to lecture school fairies on how life was a bucket of sweet chillies compared to how it used to be in the prospecting days, had to admit that this was the darkest day in Haven’s history.

The citizens of Haven were weathering their darkest night, made darker still by the absence of mains power, which meant the only lights were the emergency lamps powered by the old geothermal generators. Dwarf spit had suddenly become a very valuable commodity and many of Mulch’s relatives could be seen roving the refugee camp that had sprung up around the statue of Frond, selling jars of luminous spit for an ingot or two.

The LEP were coping the best they could, working in most cases with limited equipment. The main problem was coordination. The net of cameras and wireless hubs, suspended on gossamer wire from the cavern ceiling, had been upgraded three years previously with lenses from Koboi Labs.
 The entire network had caught fire and rained down on the citizens of Haven, branding many of them with a lattice of scars. This meant that the LEP were operating without intelligence, and relying on old radios for audio communication. Some of the younger police officers had never been in the field without full support from their precious helmets and were feeling a little exposed without constant updates of information from Police Plaza.

Fifty per cent of the force was currently committed to fighting a huge fire at Koboi Labs, which had been taken over by the Krom automobile company. The explosion and subsequent fire had collapsed a large section of the underground cavern and a pressure leak was barely being contained by plasti-gel cannons. The LEP had bulldozed through the rubble and bolstered the roof with pneumatic columns, but the fire was still liquefying the metal struts, and several types of toxic gas were jetting from cylinders around the compound.

Another ten per cent of the officers were rounding up escaped prisoners from Howler’s Peak, which had, until its containment field flickered out, housed most of the criminal goblin kingpins behind Haven’s organized crime syndicates as well as their enforcers and racketeers. These goblins were now scurrying around the backstreets of goblin town with their subcutaneous sleeper tags not responding to the frantic signals being repeatedly sent from headquarters. A few more recently tagged goblins were unfortunate enough to have second-generation tags, which exploded inside their scalps, blowing holes in their skulls small enough to plug with a penny but large enough to be fatal to the cold-blooded creatures.

More of the officers were up to their eyeballs in the miscellaneous rescues, crowd control and pursuit of opportunistic felons that went with a catastrophe of this magnitude.

And the rest of the LEP fairies had been put out of action by the explosion of the free mobile phones they had recently won in a competition, which they couldn’t remember entering, sent no doubt by Opal’s minions. In this manner, the evil pixie had managed to take out most of the Council, effectively crippling the People’s government in this time of emergency.

Foaly and his brainiacs were left in Police Plaza, trying to somehow revive a network that had literally been fried. Commander Kelp had barely paused on his way out the door to issue instructions to the centaur.

‘Just get the tech working,’ he said, strapping on a fourth holster. ‘Quick as you can.’

‘You don’t understand!’
 Foaly objected.

Trouble cut him off with a chop of his hand through the air. ‘I never understand. That’s why we pay you and your dork posse.’

Foaly objected again. ‘They are not dorks!’

Trouble found space for yet another holster.
 ‘Really? That guy brings a beanie toy to work every day. And your nephew, Mayne, speaks fluent Unicorn.’

‘They’re not all
 dorks,’ said Foaly, correcting himself.

‘Just get this city working again,’ said Trouble. ‘Lives depend on it.’

Foaly blocked the commander’s way.
 ‘You do understand that the old network is vaporized? Are you giving me free rein, to coin an offensive phrase, to do whatever I need to do?’

Trouble brushed him aside. ‘Do whatever you need to do.’

Foaly almost grinned.


Whatever I need to do.

Foaly knew that the secret of a successful product launch was often in the name. A catchy name is more likely to pique the investors’ curiosity and help the new invention to take off, whereas some plodding series of letters and numbers will put everyone to sleep and ensure the product crashes and burns.

The lab name for Foaly’s latest pet project was Aerial Radiation-Coded Light-Sensitive Surveillance Pterygota 2.0, which the centaur knew had far too many syllables for potential investors. Rich people liked to feel cool, and embarrassing themselves by mispronouncing that mouthful was never going to help them to achieve that, so Foaly nicknamed the little guys ARClights.

The ARClights were the latest in a series of experimental bio-mech organisms that Foaly was convinced were the future of technology.
 The centaur had met considerable resistance from the Council on ethical grounds because he was marrying technology to living beings, even though he argued that most of the LEP officers now had little chips implanted in their cerebellums to help them control their helmets. The Council’s counter-argument was that the officers could choose whether or not to have the implants, whereas Foaly’s little experiments were grown that way.

And so Foaly had not been given the go-ahead for public trials. Which is not to say that he hadn’t conducted any. He just hadn’t released his precious ARClights in public, not in the fairy public at any rate. On the Fowl Estate, now that was another matter.

The entire ARClight project was contained in a single battered field-kit case hidden in plain view on top of a locker in the lab.
 Foaly reared up on his hind legs to snag the case and plonked it down on his workstation.

His nephew, Mayne, clopped up behind him to see what was going on. ‘Dung navarr, Oncle?’ he said.

‘No unicorn speak today, Mayne,’
 said Foaly, settling into his modified office harness. ‘I don’t have time.’

Mayne folded his arms. ‘The unicorns are our cousins, Uncle. We should respect their tongue.’

Foaly moved closer to the case so the scanner could identify him and pop the locks. ‘I do respect the unicorns, Mayne.
 But real unicorns cannot talk. That gibberish you’re spouting came from a mini-series.’

‘Written by an empath,’
 said Mayne pointedly.

Foaly opened the case. ‘Listen, nephew, if you want to strap a horn to your forehead and go to conventions on the weekends, that’s completely fine. But today I need you in this universe.
 Understood?’

‘Understood,’ said Mayne grumpily. His mood lifted when he saw what was in the case. ‘Are those Critters?’

‘No,’ said Foaly.
 ‘Critters are micro-organisms. These are ARClights. The next generation.’

Mayne remembered something. ‘You were refused permission for trials with those, weren’t you?’

It irritated Foaly immensely that a centaur of his genius was being forced to justify himself to an assistant for the sake of relations with his sister.

‘I got permission just now, from Commander Kelp. It’s all on video.’

‘Wow,’ said Mayne. ‘In that case, let’s see those little fellows in action.’

Maybe he’s not so bad, thought Foaly, keying in the activation code on an old-fashioned manual keyboard in the case.

Once the code was punched in, the case synched with the lab’s wall screen, splitting it into a dozen blank boxes. This was nothing particularly special and would have absolutely no one clapping their hands and saying Ooooh. What would have people applauding and gushing was the swarm of miniature genetically modified dragonflies waking up inside the case. The insects shook their sleepy heads and set their wings buzzing, then lifted off in perfect synchronized formation to hover at Foaly’s eye level.

‘Oooh,’ said Mayne, clapping his hands.

‘Just wait,’ said Foaly, activating the little dragonflies’ sensors. ‘Prepare to be amazed.’

The cloud of dragonflies jittered as though suddenly charged and their tiny eyes glowed green. Eleven of the twelve on-screen boxes displayed composite 3D views of Foaly, stitched together from the viewpoint of each insect. Not only did the insects read the visible spectrum but also infra-red, UV and thermal. A constantly updating stream of data scrolled down the side of the screens, displaying reams of information on Foaly’s heart rate, blood pressure, pulse and gas emissions.

‘These little beauties can go anywhere and see everything. They can glean information from every microbe. And all anyone can see is a swarm of dragonflies. My little ARClights could fly through the X-ray in an airport and no one could tell they are stuffed with bio-tech. They go where I send them and spy on who I tell them to.’

Mayne pointed at a corner of the screen.
 ‘That section is blank.’

Foaly harrumphed. ‘I did a trial in Fowl Manor. And Artemis somehow detected the virtually undetectable. I imagine my beauties are lying in pieces under an electron microscope in his laboratory.’

‘I didn’t read that in any report.’

 ‘No. I forgot to mention it. That trial wasn’t exactly an unqualified success, but this one will be.’

Foaly’s fingers were clicking blurs on the keyboard. ‘Once I program in the mission parameters, then my ARClights will have citywide surveillance restored in minutes.’ Foaly instructed a single bug to land on his index finger. ‘You, my little fellow, are special, because you will be going to my home, just to make sure my beloved Caballine is all right.’

Mayne leaned in, peering at the little bug.
 ‘You can do that?’

Foaly wiggled his finger and the bug flew off, winding sideways through a vent.

‘I can do whatever I like. They are even coded to my voice. Watch.’ Foaly leaned back in his chair and cleared his throat. ‘ARClight activation code alpha alpha one. I am Foaly. Foaly is my name.
 Immediate deployment to downtown Haven. Scenario three. All sections. Citywide disaster.
 Fly, my pretties, fly.’

The ARClights moved like a shoal of silver fish through water, gliding through the air in perfect synchronized flight, then forming into a tight cylinder and shooting through the vent. Their wings skittered against the chute wall, sending back data from every centimetre covered.

The theatricality appealed to Mayne’s graphic-novel-loving sensibility. ‘Fly, my pretties, fly. Cool. Did you make that up yourself?’

Foaly began analysing the data that was already flooding in from his ARClights.

 ‘Absolutely,’ he said.
 ‘Every word a Foaly original.’

The ARClights could be steered manually or, if that function was off-line, they would fly to preordained irradiated spots on the cavern roof. The tiny bio-tech insects performed perfectly, and within minutes Foaly had a functioning network suspended above Haven that could be manipulated with a word or gesture.

‘Now, Mayne,’ he said to his nephew. ‘I want you to take over here and feed information to Commander Kelp over the –’ he shuddered – ‘radio. I am going to take a minute to check on your Aunty Caballine.’

‘Mak dak jiball, Oncle,’ said Mayne, saluting. Something else actual unicorns could not do.

Humans have a saying that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, which basically means if you think it’s beautiful, then it is beautiful. The elfin version of this saying was composed by the great poet B.O. Selecta who said that: Even the plainest of the plain shall deign to reign, which critics have always thought was a bit rhymey. The dwarf version of the maxim is: If it don’t stink, marry it, which is slightly less romantic, but the gist is the same.

Foaly had no need of these sayings, for in his mind beauty was personified by his wife, Caballine. If anyone had ever asked him for a definition of beauty, he would simply have directed their gaze to his wrist and then activated the hologram crystal built into his wrist computer, projecting a revolving CG rendering of his wife into mid-air.

Foaly was so in love with his wife that he sighed whenever Caballine crossed his mind, which was several times an hour. As far as the centaur was concerned, he had found his soulmate.

Love had tugged Foaly’s fetlock relatively late in life. When all the other centaurs had been gambolling around the sim-pasture, pawing the dirt, texting the fillies and sending their chosen ones candied carrots, Foaly had been up to his armpits in laboratory equipment, trying to get his radical inventions out of his head and into the real world. By the time he realized that love might be passing him by, it had already disappeared over the horizon. So the centaur convinced himself that he didn’t need companionship and was content to live for his job and work friends.

Then, when Holly Short was missing in another dimension, he met Caballine in Police Plaza. At least that was what he told everyone. Met might be a slightly misleading verb to use as it implies that the situation was pleasant, or at least non-violent. What actually happened was that one of Foaly’s face-recognition software programs malfunctioned in a bank camera and identified Caballine as a goblin bank robber. She was immediately pounced on by the security-guard jumbo pixies and ridden to Police Plaza. The ultimate ignominy for a centaur.

By the time the entire mess was traced back to software error, Caballine had been confined to a gel cell for over three hours. She had missed her mother’s birthday high tea and was extremely anxious to throttle the person responsible for the mix-up. Foaly was told by Commander Kelp in no uncertain terms to get down to the holding cells and take responsibility for his foul-up.

Foaly trudged down there, ready to spout one of a dozen standard excuses, all of which evaporated when he came face to face with Caballine in the hospitality suite. Foaly didn’t meet many centaurs and he certainly would never bump into one as beautiful as Caballine, with her chestnut eyes, strong wide nose and glossy hair down to her waist.

‘Just my luck,’ he blurted, without thinking. ‘That’s just typical of my luck.’

Caballine had herself all psyched up to tear metaphorical strips off the hide of whatever imbecile had been responsible for her incarceration, and perhaps actual strips too, but Foaly’s reaction gave her pause and she decided to give him one chance to dig himself out of the hole he was in.

‘What is just typical of your luck?’ she said, regarding him frankly, letting him know that his answer better be a good one.

Foaly knew the pressure was on and so thought carefully before answering.

‘It’s just typical of my luck,’ he said eventually, ‘that I finally meet someone as beautiful as you, and all you want to do is kill me.’

This was a pretty good line and, judging by the misery in Foaly’s eyes, there was also more than a grain of truth in it.

Caballine decided to take pity on the dejected centaur before her and dial down her antagonism a few notches, but it was too early to let Foaly off the hook completely.

‘And why wouldn’t I want to kill you? You think I look like a criminal.’

‘I don’t think that. I would never think that.’

‘Really? Because the algorithm that identified me as a goblin bank robber is based on your thought patterns.’

This lady is smart, Foaly realized.
 Smart and gorgeous.

‘True,’ he said. ‘But I imagine there were secondary factors involved.’

‘Such as?’

Foaly decided to go for broke. He felt an attraction towards this centaur that was short-circuiting his brain. The closest he could come to describing the sensation was a sustained low-level electrical shock, like the ones he inflicted on volunteers in his sleep-deprivation experiments.

‘Such as my machine is incredibly stupid because you are the opposite of a goblin bank robber.’

Caballine was amused but not won over just yet.

‘Which is?’

‘Which is a non-goblin deposit-account holder making a deposit.’

‘Which is what I am, dummy.’

Foaly flinched. ‘What?’

‘Dummy. Your machine is a dummy.’

‘Yes. Absolutely. I will have it disassembled immediately and reassembled as a toaster.’

Caballine bit her lip and could conceivably have been holding back a smile.

‘That’s a start. But you still have a long way to go before we’re quits.’

‘I understand. If you have any capital crimes in your past, I could wipe them from your record. In fact, if you’d like to disappear altogether, I could arrange that.’ Foaly rethought this last sentence.
 ‘That sounded like I was going to have you killed, which I totally am not. The last thing I would ever do is have you killed. Quite the opposite.’

Caballine took her handbag from the back of a chair and slung it across her fringed blouse. ‘You are quite fond of opposites, Mister Foaly. What is the opposite of having me killed?’

Foaly met her gaze for the first time.
 ‘Keeping you happy and alive forever.’

Caballine moved to leave and Foaly thought,
 Stupid donkey. You blew it.

But she stopped at the door and threw Foaly a lifeline.

‘I do have a parking ticket that I did pay, but your machines seem to have it in for me and they swear I didn’t. You could have a look at that.’

‘No problem,’ said Foaly.
 ‘Consider it done and that machine compacted.’

‘I’m going to tell all my friends about this,’ said Caballine, already leaving the room, ‘when I see them at the Hoovre Gallery launch this weekend. Do you like art, Mister Foaly?’

Foaly stood there for a full minute after she was gone, staring at the spot where Caballine’s head had been when she’d last spoken. Later on, he had to rewind the suite’s surveillance footage to make sure Caballine had kind of, sort of, asked him on a date.

And now they were married and Foaly considered himself the luckiest dummy in the world and, even though the city was mired in a crisis the likes of which had never before been visited on the subterranean metropolis, he had no hesitation in taking a moment to check on his gorgeous wife who would probably be at this moment at home worrying about him.

Caballine, he thought. I will be with you soon.

Since their wedding ritual Foaly and his wife had shared a mental bond like the one often experienced by twins.

I know she is alive, he thought.

But that was all he knew. She could be hurt, trapped, distressed or in danger. Foaly did not know. And he had to know.

The ARClight Foaly had dispatched to check on Caballine had been built especially for that purpose and knew exactly where to go.
 Foaly had months ago painted a corner of the kitchen ceiling with a laser that would attract the bug from hundreds of kilometres away if need be.

Foaly shunted the other ARClight feeds to the main situations room where Mayne could monitor them and then concentrated on Caballine’s bug.


Fly, my pretty. Fly.

The modified dragonfly zipped through Police Plaza’s vent system and out over the city, darting through the chaos that permeated the streets and buildings. Fires flared in the piazza and on the freeway. The billboards that lined every street were reduced to carbonized frames and floodwater filled the sunken open-air amphitheatre as far as Row H.

Mayne can handle that for five minutes, thought Foaly. I am coming, Caballine.

The ARClight buzzed beyond the central plaza to the southern suburb, which had more of a rural feel. Genetically modified trees grew in small copses and there were even controlled amounts of woodland creatures that were carefully monitored and released above ground when they multiplied to nuisance levels.
 The dwellings here were modest, less modern in their architecture, and outside the evacuation zone. Foaly and Caballine lived in a small split-level with adobe walls and curved windows. The colour scheme was autumnal throughout and the decor had always been a little back to nature for Foaly’s taste though he would never dream of mentioning it.

Foaly pulled his v-board towards him and expertly controlled the little bug with numerical co-ordinates though it would have been easier to use a joystick or even voice control. It was ironic that someone who was responsible for so many technological breakthroughs still preferred to use an ancient virtual keyboard that he had made from a window frame when he was in university.

The top half of the door was ajar and so Foaly had his ARClight dip inside the lobby, which was decorated with woven wall hangings depicting great moments in centaurian history such as the discovery of fire by King Thurgood and the accidental discovery of penicillin by the stable hand, Shammy Sod, whose name had entered the popular vernacular to mean an extremely lucky person, for example: He’s won the lottery for the second time, the shammy sod.

The dragonfly whirred along the corridor to find Caballine sitting on her yoga blanket staring at the mobile phone in her hand. She looked shaken but unhurt and was scrolling through the menus on her screen looking for a network.

You will have no luck there, my love, thought Foaly, then sent a text to her phone directly from the ARClight.

There’s a little dragonfly watching over you, said the text. Caballine read it and raised her face, searching for the bug. Foaly set the eyes flashing green to help her. Foaly’s wife raised her hand and the bug swooped down to land on her finger.

‘My clever husband,’ she said, smiling. ‘What is happening to our city?’

Foaly sent another message, and made a mental note to add a voice box to the next version of the ARClights.


You are safe at home. We have had some major explosions, but all is under control.

Caballine nodded. ‘Will you be home soon?’ she asked the bug.


Not soon. It could be a long night.

 ‘Don’t worry, honey. I know they need you. Is Holly OK?’


I don’t know. We’ve lost contact, but if anyone can look after herself it’s Holly Short.

Caballine lifted her finger and the dragonfly hovered before her face. ‘You need to look after yourself too, Mister Technical Consultant.’

I will, texted Foaly.

Caballine took a beribboned box from the low table. ‘While I’m waiting for you, I will open this lovely gift that someone sent to me, you romantic centaur.’

Back in the lab, Foaly felt a stab of jealousy. A gift? Who would have sent a present? His jealousy was quickly trumped by anxiety. After all, this was the day of Opal Koboi’s great revenge and there was no one the pixie hated more than him.

Don’t open it, he sent quickly. I did not send it and bad things are happening.

But Caballine did not need to open the box for it was both time- and DNA-coded, and, as soon as she touched it, the omni-sensor on the side scanned her finger and set the opening mechanism whirring. The lid pinged away from the box, spinning away to slap the wall, and inside was … nothing.
 Literally nothing. A black absence that seemed to repel ambient light.

Caballine peered into the box. ‘What is this?’ she asked. ‘One of your gizmos?’ Which was as much as Foaly heard because the blackness or whatever it was shorted out the ARClight, leaving Foaly ignorant as to his wife’s fate.

 ‘No!’ he blurted. ‘No.
 No.’

Something was happening. Something sinister.
 Opal had decided to target Caballine specifically to torture him. He was sure of it. The pixie’s accomplice, whoever it was, had mailed his wife this seemingly innocuous box, but it was far from harmless; Foaly would bet his two hundred plus patents on it.


What has she done?

The centaur agonized over the question for about five seconds until Mayne stuck his head into the room.

‘We have something from the ARClights.
 I think I should push it across to your screens.’

Foaly stamped a hoof. ‘Not now, stupid pony. Caballine is in danger.’

‘You need to see this,’ said Mayne, standing his ground.

Something in his nephew’s tone, a bite of steel that hinted at the centaur this boy would become, made Foaly look up.
 ‘Very well. Shunt it across.’

The screens immediately came to life with overhead shots of Haven from dozens of angles. Each shot was black and white but for clusters of red dots.

‘The dots are the escaped goblin sleeper/seekers,’ explained Mayne. ‘The ARClights can detect their radiation signatures, but not activate them.’

‘But this is good news,’ said Foaly irritably. ‘Send the co-ordinates to the agents on the ground.’

‘They were moving randomly, but seconds ago they all changed direction, at exactly the same time.’

Foaly knew then what Opal had done, how her weapon had got past the courier’s security scans. She had used a sonix bomb.

‘And they’re headed for my house,’ he said.

Mayne swallowed. ‘Exactly. Just as fast as they can run. The first group will arrive in less than five minutes.’

At this point, Mayne was talking to thin air as Foaly had already galloped out through the side door.







Chapter 13

Lucky Dip

[image: image]

MYLES Fowl sat behind Artemis’s desk in the mini office chair that his big brother had given to him as a birthday present. Artemis claimed it was custom built, but actually the chair came from Elf Aralto, the famous design store that specialized in beautiful yet practical furniture for elves.

Myles was ratcheted up high sipping his favourite beverage: acai juice from a Martini glass. Two ice cubes, no straw.

‘This is my favourite drink,’ he said, dabbing the corner of his mouth with a napkin monogrammed with the Fowl motto
 Aurum potestas est. ‘I know that because I am me again and not a fairy warrior.’

Artemis sat facing him in a similar but larger chair. ‘So you keep saying, Myles. Should I call you Myles?’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Myles.
 ‘Because that is who I am. Don’t you believe me?’

 ‘Of course I do, little man. I know my own brother’s face when I see it.’

Myles toyed with the stem of his Martini glass. ‘I need to talk with you alone, Arty. Can’t Butler wait outside for a few moments? It’s family talk.’

‘Butler is family. You know that, brother.’

Myles pouted. ‘I know but this is embarrassing.’

‘Butler has seen it all before. We have no secrets from him.’

‘Couldn’t he just step outside for a minute?’

Butler stood silently behind Artemis, arms folded in an aggressive manner, which is not difficult to do with forearms the size of baked hams and sleeves that creak like old chairs.

‘No, Myles. Butler stays.’

‘Very well, Arty. You know best.’

Artemis leaned back in his chair.
 ‘What happened to the Berserker inside you, Myles?’

The four-year-old shrugged. ‘He went away. He was driving my head, then he left.’

‘What was his name?’

Myles rolled his eyeballs upwards, checking out his own brain. ‘Em … Mister Gobdaw, I believe.’

Artemis nodded like someone with a great deal of knowledge on the subject of this Gobdaw person would. ‘Ah yes. Gobdaw. I have heard all about Gobdaw from our fairy friends.’

‘I think he was called Gobdaw the Legendary Warrior.’

Artemis chuckled. ‘I am sure he would like you to think that.’

 ‘Because it’s true,’ said Myles, with a slight tension around his mouth.

‘That’s not what we heard, is it, Butler?’

Butler did not answer or gesture in any way, but somehow gave the impression of a negative response.

‘No,’ continued Artemis.
 ‘What we heard from our fairy sources was that this Gobdaw person is a bit of a joke, to be frank.’

Myles’s fingers squeaked on the neck of his glass. ‘Joke? Who says that?’

‘Everybody,’ said Artemis, opening his laptop and checking the screen. ‘It’s in all the fairy history books. Here it is, look. Gobdaw the Gullible they call him, which is nice because of the alliteration. There’s another article that refers to your Berserker friend as Gobdaw the Stinkworm, which I believe is a term used to describe a person who gets blamed for everything. We humans would call that a fall guy, or a scapegoat.’

Myles’s cheeks were rosy-red now.
 ‘Stinkworm? Stinkworm, you say? Why would I … why would Gobdaw be called a stinkworm?’

‘It’s sad really, pathetic, but apparently this Gobdaw character was the one who convinced his leader to let the entire Berserker unit get themselves buried around a gate.’

‘A magical gate,’ said Myles. ‘That protected the fairy elements.’

‘That is what they were told, but in truth the gate was nothing more than a pile of stones. A diversion leading nowhere. The Berserkers spent ten thousand years guarding rocks.’

Myles kneaded his eyes. ‘No.
 That’s not … no. I saw it, in Gobdaw’s memories. The gate is real.’

Artemis laughed softly. ‘Gobdaw the Gullible. It’s a little cruel. There’s a rhyme, you know.’

‘A rhyme?’ rasped Myles, and rasping is unusual in four-year-olds.

‘Oh yes, a schoolyard rhyme. Would you care to hear it?’

Myles seemed to be wrestling with his own face. ‘No. Yes, tell me.’

‘Very well. Here goes.’ Artemis cleared his throat theatrically.


‘Gobdaw, Gobdaw,

Buried in the ground

Watching over sticks and stones

Never to be found.’



Artemis hid a smile behind his hand.
 ‘Children can be so cruel.’

Myles snapped in two ways. Firstly, his patience snapped, revealing him to be in fact Gobdaw, and, secondly, his fingers snapped the Martini glass’s stem, leaving him with a deadly weapon clasped in his tiny fingers.

‘Death to the humans!’ he squealed in Gnommish, vaulting on to the desk and racing across towards Artemis.

In combat, Gobdaw liked to visualize his strikes just before executing them. He found that it helped him to focus. So, in his mind, he leaped gracefully from the lip of the desk, landed on Artemis’s chest and plunged his glass stiletto into Artemis’s neck. This would have the double effect of killing the Mud Boy and also showering Gobdaw himself in arterial blood, which would help to make him look a little more fearsome.

What actually happened was a little different. Butler reached out and plucked Gobdaw from the air in mid-leap, flicked the glass stem from his grasp and then wrapped him firmly in the prison of his meaty arms.

Artemis leaned forward in his chair.
 ‘There is a second verse,’ he said. ‘But perhaps now is not the time.’

Gobdaw struggled furiously, but he had been utterly neutralized. In desperation, he tried the fairy mesmer.

‘You will order Butler to release me,’ he intoned.

Artemis was amused. ‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘You have barely enough magic to keep Myles in check.’

‘Just kill me then and be done with it,’ said Gobdaw without the slightest quiver in his voice.

‘I cannot kill my own brother so I need to get you out of his body without harming him.’

Gobdaw sneered. ‘That’s not possible, human. To get me you must slay the boy.’

‘You are misinformed,’ said Artemis. ‘There is a way to exorcise your feisty soul without damaging Myles.’

‘I would like to see you try it,’ said Gobdaw with perhaps a glimmer of doubt in his eyes.

 ‘Your wish is my command and so on and so forth,’ said Artemis, pressing a button on the desk intercom. ‘Bring it in, would you, Holly?’

The office door swung open, and a barrel trundled into the room, seemingly under its own power, until Holly was revealed behind it.

‘I don’t like this, Artemis,’ she said, playing good cop, just as they had planned. ‘This is nasty stuff. A person’s soul might never get into the afterlife trapped in this gunk.’

‘Traitorous elf,’ said Gobdaw, kicking his little feet. ‘You side with the humans.’

Holly waltzed the barrel trolley into the centre of the office, parking it on the wooden floor and not on one of the precious Afghan rugs that Artemis insisted on describing in great historical detail every time she visited the office.

‘I side with the Earth,’ she said, meeting Gobdaw’s eyes. ‘You have been in the ground for ten thousand years, warrior. Things have changed.’

‘I have consulted my host’s memories,’ said Gobdaw sullenly. ‘The humans have almost succeeded in destroying the entire planet. Things have not changed so much.’

Artemis rose from his chair and unscrewed the barrel lock. ‘Do you also see a spacecraft which shoots bubbles from its exhaust?’

Gobdaw had a quick rifle in Myles’s brain. ‘Yes. Yes, I do. It’s made of gold, is it not?’

‘This is one of Myles’s dream projects,’ said Artemis slowly. ‘Merely a dream. The bubble jet. If you delve deeper into my brother’s imagination, you will find a robotic pony that does homework and a monkey that has been taught to speak. The boy you inhabit is highly intelligent, Gobdaw, but he is only four. At that age there is a very fine line between reality and imagination.’

Gobdaw’s puffed-up chest deflated as he located these items in Myles’s brain. ‘Why are you telling me this, human?’

‘I want you to see that you have been tricked. Opal Koboi is not the saviour she pretends to be. She is a convicted murderer who has escaped from prison. She would undo ten thousand years of peace.’

‘Peace!’ said Gobdaw, then barked a laugh. ‘Peaceful humans? Even buried beneath the ground we felt your violence.’ He wriggled in Butler’s arms, a mini Artemis with black hair and dark suit. ‘Do you call this peace?’

‘No, and I apologize for your treatment, but I need my brother.’ Artemis nodded at Butler who hoisted Gobdaw over the open barrel. The little Berserker laughed.

‘For millennia I was in the earth. Do you think Gobdaw fears imprisonment in a barrel?’

‘You will not be imprisoned. A quick dunking is all that will be necessary.’

Gobdaw looked down between his dangling feet. The barrel was filled with a viscous off-white liquid with congealed skin on its surface.

Holly turned her back. ‘I don’t care to watch this. I know what it feels like.’

 ‘What is that?’ asked Gobdaw nervously, feeling a cold sickness tipping at his toes from the stuff’s aura.

‘That is a gift from Opal,’ said Artemis. ‘A few years ago she stole a demon warlock’s power using that very barrel. I stored it in the basement because you never know, correct?’

‘What is it?’ Gobdaw repeated.

‘One of two natural magic inhibitors,’ explained Artemis. ‘Rendered animal fat. Disgusting stuff, I admit. And I am sorry to dunk my brother in it because he loves those shoes. We dip him down and the rendered fat traps your soul. Myles comes out intact and you are held in limbo for all eternity. Not exactly the reward you expected for your sacrifice.’

Something fizzed in the barrel, sending out tiny electrical bolts. ‘What the bleep is that?’ squeaked Gobdaw, panic causing his voice to shoot up an octave.

‘Oh, that is the second natural magic inhibitor. I had my dwarf friend spit into the barrel just to give it that extra zing.’

Gobdaw managed to free one arm and beat it against Butler’s bicep, but he might as well have been beating a boulder for all the effect it had.

‘I will tell you nothing,’ he said, his little pointed chin quivering.

Artemis held Gobdaw’s shins so that they would drop cleanly into the vat. ‘I know. Myles will tell me everything in a moment. I am sorry to do this to you, Gobdaw. You were a valiant warrior.’

‘Not Gobdaw the Gullible then?’

 ‘No,’ admitted Artemis.
 ‘That was a fiction to force you into revealing yourself. I had to be certain.’

Holly elbowed Artemis out of the way.
 ‘Berserker, listen to me. I know you are bound to Opal and cannot betray her, but this human is going in the vat one way or another. So vacate his body and move on to the afterlife. There is nothing more you can do here. This is not a fitting end for a mighty Berserker.’

Gobdaw sagged in Butler’s arms.
 ‘Ten thousand years. So many lifetimes.’

Holly touched Gobdaw’s cheek.
 ‘You have done everything asked of you. To rest now is no betrayal.’

‘Perhaps the human is toying with me.
 This is a bluff.’

Holly shuddered. ‘The vat is no bluff.
 Opal imprisoned me in it once. It was as though my soul grew sick. Save yourself, I beg you.’

Artemis nodded towards Butler. ‘Very well, no more delays. Drop him in.’

Butler shifted his grip to Gobdaw’s shoulders, lowering him slowly.

‘Wait, Artemis!’ cried Holly.
 ‘This is a fairy hero.’

‘Sorry, Holly, there is no more time.’

Gobdaw’s toes hit the gunk, sending vaporous tendrils curling round his legs, and he knew in that instant that this was no bluff. His soul would be imprisoned forever in the rendered fat.

‘Forgive me, Oro,’ he said, casting his eyes to the heavens.

Gobdaw’s spirit peeled away from Myles and hovered in the air, etched in silver. For several moments it hung, seeming confused and anxious, until a dollop of light blossomed on its chest and began to swirl like a tiny cyclone. Gobdaw smiled then and the hurt of the ages dropped from his face. The spinning light grew larger with each revolution, spreading its ripples to swallow Gobdaw’s limbs, torso and finally face, which at the moment of transition wore an expression that could only be described as blissful.

For the observers, it was impossible to look upon that ghostly face and not feel just a little jealous.

Bliss, thought Artemis. Will I ever attain that state?

Myles shattered the moment by kicking his feet vigorously, sending ribbons of fat flying.

‘Artemis! Get me out of here!’
 he ordered. ‘These are my favourite loafers!’

Artemis smiled. His little brother was back in control of his own mind.

Myles would not speak until he had cleaned his shoes with a wet wipe.

‘That fairy ran through the mud in my shoes,’ he complained, sipping a second glass of acai juice. ‘These are kidskin shoes, Arty.’

‘He’s quite precocious,
 n’est-ce pas?’ Artemis whispered from the side of his mouth.

‘Look who’s talking, plume de ma tante,’ Butler whispered right back at him.

Artemis picked Myles up and sat him on the edge of the desk. ‘Very well, little man. I need you to tell me everything you remember from your possession. The memories will soon begin to dissipate.
 That means …’

‘I know what dissipate means, Arty. I’m not three, for heaven’s sake.’

Holly knew from long experience that shouting at Myles and Artemis would not hurry them along, but she also knew that she would feel better. And at the moment she felt glum and dirty after her treatment of one of the People’s most illustrious warriors. Yelling at Mud Boys might be just the thing to cheer her up a little.

She settled for a prod at medium volume.
 ‘Can you two get a move on? There is no time-stop in operation here. Morning is on the way.’

Myles waved at her. ‘Hello, fairy. You sound funny. Have you been sucking helium? Helium is an inert monatomic gas by the way.’

Holly snorted. ‘Oh, he’s your brother all right. We need whatever information he has in his head, Artemis.’

Artemis nodded. ‘Very well, Holly. I am working on it. Myles, what do you remember from Gobdaw’s visit?’

‘I remember everything,’ replied Myles proudly. ‘Would you like to hear about Opal’s plan to destroy humanity or how she plans to open the second lock?’

Artemis took his brother’s hand.
 ‘I need to know everything, Myles. Start at the beginning.’

‘I will start at the beginning, before the memories start to dissipate.’

Myles told them everything in language that was a decade beyond his years. He did not stray from the point or become confused, and at no point did he seem worried about his future. This was because Artemis had often told his little brother that intelligence will always win out in the end, and there was nobody more intelligent than Artemis.

Unfortunately, following the events of the past six hours, Artemis did not have the same faith in his own maxim that he used to.
 And, as Myles told his story, Artemis began to believe that even his intelligence would not be enough to forge a happy ending from the mess they were mired in.

Perhaps we can win, he thought.
 But there will be no happy ending.







Chapter 14

Nine Sticks
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FOALY did not have much of a plan in his mind as he ran. All he knew was that he had to get to Caballine’s side no matter how he achieved it. No matter what the cost.

This is what love does, he realized and in that moment he understood why Artemis had kidnapped a fairy to get the money to find his father.


Love makes everything else seem inconsequential.

Even with the world crumbling around his ears, all Foaly could think about was Caballine’s plight.


There are goblin criminals converging on our house.

Opal had known that, as an LEP consultant, Foaly would require that all deliveries to his house be scanned as a matter of routine.
 So she had sent an ornate gift box that would appear empty to the scanners, whereas in fact no box is ever truly empty. This one would be packed with micro-organisms that vibrated at a high frequency, producing an ultrasonic whine that would knock out surveillance and drive goblins absolutely crazy – so much so that they would do anything to stop it.

Goblins were not bright creatures at the best of times. There was only one example of a goblin ever winning a science prize and he turned out to be a genetic experiment who had entered himself in the competition.

This sonix bomb would strip away any higher brain functions and turn the goblins into marauding fire-breathing lizards. Foaly knew all of this because he had pitched a mini-version of the sonix bomb to the LEP as a crime deterrent, but the Council refused grant aid because his device gave the wearer nosebleeds.

Police Plaza was eighty per cent rubble now with only the top storey left, clinging to the rock ceiling like a flat barnacle. The lower floors had collapsed on to the reserved parking spaces below, forming a rough rubble pyramid that steamed and sparked. Luckily the covered bridge that led to the adjoining parking structure was still relatively intact. Foaly hurried across the bridge, trying not to see the gaps in the floor where a hoof could slip through, trying not to hear the tortured screech of metal struts as they twisted under the weight of their overload.


Don’t look down. Visualize reaching the other side.

As Foaly ran, the bridge collapsed in sections behind him until it felt like the plinking keys of a piano falling into the abyss. The automatic door on the other side was stuck on a kink in the rail and juddered back and forth, leaving barely enough room for Foaly to squeeze through and collapse panting on the fourth-storey floor.

This is so melodramatic, he thought. Is this how things are for Holly every day?

Encouraged by the crash of masonry and the stink of burning cars, Foaly hurried across the car park to his van, which was parked in a prime spot near the walkway. The van was an ancient crock that could easily be mistaken for a derelict vehicle instead of the chosen conveyance of the fairy responsible for most of the city’s technological advancements. If a person did happen to know who the van belonged to, then that person might suppose Foaly had disguised the exterior to discourage potential car-jackers. But, no, the van was simply a heap of rust mites and should have been replaced decades ago. In the same way that many decorators never painted their own houses, Foaly, an expert in automobile advancements, did not care what he himself drove. This was a daily disadvantage as the centaur-mobile emitted noise output several decibels above regulation and regularly set off sonic alarms all over the city. Today, though, the van’s antiquity was a definite advantage as it was one of the few vehicles that could run independently of Haven’s automated magnetic rail system and was actually fully functional.

Foaly beeped open the front-loading doors and backed up to the cab, waiting for the extendable harness to buzz out and cradle his equine torso. The harness cinched round him, beeping all the while, then lifted the centaur backwards into the cab. Once the beetle-wing doors had folded down, the van’s sensors detected Foaly’s proximity and started its own engines. It took a few seconds to mount up and get going in this vehicle, but it would take a lot longer to try and climb into the automobile with six limbs and a tail, which some equinologists considered a seventh limb or at least an appendage.

Foaly pulled a steering wheel out of its slot on the dash and put his hoof to the metal, screaming out of his parking spot.

‘Home!’ Foaly shouted into the nav-system bot suspended on a gel string before his face. He had, in a moment of vanity, shaped the bot in his own image.

‘The usual route, handsome?’
 said the system bot, winking fondly at Foaly.

‘Negative,’ replied Foaly.
 ‘Ignore usual speed and safety parameters. Just get us there as quickly as possible. All normal behavioural restraints are lifted on my authority.’

If the bot had had any hands, it would have rubbed them. ‘I have been waiting a long time to hear that,’ it said and took over control of the vehicle.

Something was happening to the beautifully inlaid little box in Caballine’s hand. It seemed as though a tiny thundercloud was roiling inside there. The thing vibrated like a beehive, but there was absolutely no sound. There was, however, something, a feeling that set her teeth on edge and made her eyes water, as though invisible nails were being dragged down a mental blackboard.


Crazy, I know, but that’s how it feels.

She flung the box away from her, but not before the tiny thundercloud flowed from the container and coated her hand. The box rolled beneath the coffee table – a petrified giant flat toadstool that Holly had once called so stereotypical it makes me want to scream – and it lay there emitting whatever it was that had set Caballine’s nerves on edge.

‘What is it, darling?’ she turned to ask the little ARClight, but it lay dead on the floor, a tiny wisp of smoke curling from its head.

The box did that, she guessed.
 Whatever this thing was, it hadn’t come from Foaly, because it felt somehow
 wrong. And now the wrongness was on her hand. Caballine was not in any way a skittish centaur, but she felt a premonition of danger that almost buckled her legs.


Something bad is about to happen. Even worse than all the bad things that have happened today.

Many fairies would fall to pieces under the weight of such ominous circumstances, but if the universe expected such a reaction from Caballine Wanderford Paddox Foaly, then the universe was about to be surprised, for one of the characteristics that had drawn Foaly to his bride-to-be was her fighting spirit.
 And she did not sustain this spirit with the power of positive thinking alone. Caballine had achieved the level of blue sash in the ancient centaurian martial art of Nine Sticks, which included the head and tail as weapons. She often worked out in the LEP gymnasium with Holly Short, and had indeed once accidentally kicked Holly through a rice-paper wall when the image of an old boyfriend had suddenly popped into her head.

Caballine trotted to a locked tall cupboard in the bedroom and instructed it to open. Inside was her blue sash, which she quickly draped across her chest. The sash would be of no practical use if attackers were on the way. What would help was the long whippy bamboo pole next to it, which whistled as it cut the air and could, in the right hands, skin the hide from a troll’s back.

The texture of the pole against her palm soothed Caballine and she felt a little foolish standing there in full Nine Sticks regalia.


Nothing bad is going to happen. I’m just overreacting.

Then the front door exploded.

Foaly’s navigation system drove like a maniac, cackling with a glee that Foaly could not remember programming into it. And, even though Foaly was consumed with nightmarish visions of Caballine in the clutches of fire-breathing goblins, he could not help but take notice of the devastation that streaked by the window: clouds of thick smoke and flares of orange and blue flame blurred by the van’s manic speed. LEP officers picked through rubble and wreckage, looking for survivors, and smoke pillars rose from a dozen familiar landmarks.

‘Take it easy,’ he said, slapping the nav-bot. ‘I won’t be much use to Caballine if I arrive dead.’

 ‘Chill, old dude,’ said the tiny bot-head. ‘It’s not like you’re going to be much use anyway. Caballine knows Nine Sticks. What are you going to do? Throw a keyboard?’

Old dude? thought Foaly, wishing now that he had never given the bot an experimental personality chip, wishing even more that the chip did not have his own personality. But the bot was right. What was he going to do? It would be tragic indeed if Caballine were killed trying to save him. Suddenly Foaly felt like an aquaphobic lifeguard. Was he bringing anything of use to this situation?

The nav-bot seemed to read his mind, which was impossible, but Foaly resolved to patent it just in case he had accidentally invented a telepathic robot.

‘Play to your strengths, dude,’
 it said.

Of course, thought Foaly. My strengths. What are my strengths? And where are they?

They were, of course, in the back of the van, where he stored a thousand half-finished and quasi-legal experiments and replacement parts. When Foaly thought about it, he realized that there were things in his truck capable of blowing a hole in the time-stream if they ever bumped together, so he had decided long ago not to think about it as the alternative was to clean out his van.

‘Keep driving,’ he instructed the nav-bot, wriggling out of his harness and backing across the small bridge that linked the cab to the rear carriage. ‘I need to look in the back.’

‘Mind your head, dude,’ said the bot gleefully, a second before hurtling over a humpbacked bridge outside a pixie dental-care facility built in the shape of a giant molar.

That personality chip must be corrupted, thought Foaly. I would never be so reckless, and I would absolutely never call anyone ‘dude’.

When the front door exploded, Caballine’s reaction was fury. Firstly, because the house’s front door was antique rosewood and had been responsibly sourced from Brazil, and, secondly, because the door had been open and only a moron would feel the need to blow up something that was already ajar. Now the door would have to be reconstituted and would never be the same again, even if they could find all the splinters.

Caballine stormed into the lobby to find a crazed goblin slithering into the house on all fours, smoke leaking from its flat nostrils, its lizard-like head waving from side to side as though there were a hornet in its skull.

‘How dare you!’ said Caballine, dealing the lizard-like creature a smart blow to the side of its head that literally knocked the goblin out of its skin, which it had been on the point of shedding.

Well, that was upsetting, she thought, believing the assault to be over, when a second goblin appeared in the blackened doorway, head weaving in the same disconcerting manner as the first. Two more began pawing at the window and something began scrabbling inside the waste disposal.


Don’t tell me. Another goblin.

Caballine turned her back on the goblin in the doorway and dealt him a double-barrelled kick with her hind legs that knocked a puff of smoke from his open mouth and sent him flying backwards over the boundary wall as though yanked by a bungee cord. She simultaneously punctured holes in the window with two lightning jabs of her bamboo, dislodging the goblins from her window sill, which had just been painted. Through the cracked pane she saw dozens of goblins converging on the property and felt something close to real panic.

I hope Foaly doesn’t come home, she thought, bending her knees in a fighter’s stance. I don’t think I can rescue us both.

Foaly rummaged around the van, looking for something, anything, that could save his beloved.

Even if I could call for help, he thought, everybody is up to their necks in one disaster or other. It’s up to me.

The van was a jumble of clutter, the shelves piled high with robot casings, specimen jars, incubators, power sources and bionic body parts.


But no weapons. Not one single gun.

He found a jar of bio-hybrid eyes, which glared at him, and a specimen jar full of some kind of liquid that he could not remember collecting.

‘Any luck?’ asked the nav-bot from a gel speaker adhered to a wall panel.

‘Not yet,’ said Foaly.
 ‘How long till we get there?’

‘Two minutes,’ replied the bot.

 ‘Can’t you shave a minute off that time?’

‘I could, if I run over a few pedestrians.’

Foaly considered it. ‘No. Better not.
 Wasn’t there a plasma cannon back here somewhere?’

‘No. You donated that to the orphanage.’

Foaly did not waste time wondering why he would have donated a plasma cannon to an orphanage, but instead kept digging through the junk in the van.


If I had an hour, I could assemble something, but two minutes?

Fibre optics. Inside-outers. Voodoo mannequins. Cameras.


Nothing useful.

At the very back of the van Foaly found an old obsolete lithium-ion magic battery that he should have drained years ago. He patted the large cylinder fondly.


We set off the famous time-stop at Fowl Manor with a series of you guys.

Foaly froze. A time-stop!

He could set off a time-stop, and everyone inside would be stuck there until the battery ran out. But time-stops required complicated calculations and precise vectors. You couldn’t set off a time-stop in the suburbs.


Normally, no. But these were not normal circumstances.

It would need to be concentrated. Almost pure magic, with a diameter no wider than the property itself.

‘I see you looking at that magic battery,’ said the nav-bot. ‘You’re not thinking of setting off a time-stop, are you, dude? You need a few dozen permits before you can do that.’

Foaly synched the battery’s timer with the nav computer, something Holly couldn’t have done in a million years.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not setting it off. You are.’

Caballine’s hide was scorched and there were bite marks on her hind legs, but she would not allow herself to give up. More than a dozen goblins surrounded her now, gnashing the air, their eyeballs rolling wildly, being driven crazy by something. There were more on the roof, chewing their way through, and every window and door was a mass of wriggling bodies.

I never got to say goodbye, thought Caballine, determined to take down as many of these lizards as possible before they buried her under sheer numbers.

Goodbye, Foaly, I love you, she thought, hoping the sentiment would somehow reach him. Then her husband crashed his van through the side of the house.

The nav-bot understood his instructions immediately.

‘It’s an insane plan,’
 said the artificial intelligence. ‘But it’s what I would do.’

‘Good,’ said Foaly, settling himself into the passenger-seat harness. ‘Because you’ll be doing it.’

‘I love you, dude,’ said the little bot, a gelatinous tear rolling down its cheek.

‘Calm down, program,’ said Foaly. ‘I’ll see you in a minute.’

Caballine didn’t really understand what happened next until her mind had time to flick through the images. Her husband’s work van jack-knifed into the house, swatting half a dozen goblins. The driver’s door was open with its harness extended and Caballine did not have time to register this before she was scooped up, backwards, and dumped face-down into the hindquarter’s cradle.

‘Hi, honey,’ said Foaly, an attempt at jauntiness that was belied by the nervous sweat on his brow.

The van’s conduit section was torn asunder as the rear section braked and the front careened on through the opposite wall.

‘My house!’ said Caballine into the padded seating, as masonry thunked against the doors and sparks fizzled on the windscreen.

Foaly had intended to manually steer the front section to a gradual halt a safe distance from the house, but battered vehicles are unpredictable and this one insisted on flipping on to its side and skidding into the yard, dipping its wheel into the family recycling pit, which contained several of Foaly’s ancestors.

The goblins were flummoxed for a moment, then their poor tortured senses picked up the hated sonic signature on Caballine’s hand and their heads turned towards the van’s front section. There were so many goblins on the house now that it resembled one giant green-scaled creature. Each goblin inflated its chest to hurl a fireball.

‘Nice rescue. Shame it wasn’t a total success,’ said Caballine. ‘But I appreciate the gesture.’

Foaly helped her up. ‘Wait for it,’ he said.

Before a single fireball could be launched, a bolt of blue magic burst through the rear section of the van, shot six metres straight up, then mushroomed into a hemisphere of gelatinous ectoplasm that dropped neatly over the Foaly residence.

‘I take it back,’ said Caballine. ‘That was a spectacular rescue.’

Foaly had just sealed Caballine’s hand inside a hazmat glove and assured the assembled neighbours that the emergency was past, when the time-stop fizzled out, revealing a large group of docile goblins.

‘Foaly!’ shouted Caballine.
 ‘The blue force field is dead.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Foaly.
 ‘Your hand was driving them crazy, but I smothered the signal. We’re safe now.’

Caballine shielded her husband with her own body as the goblins wandered dazed from the ruins of her house. ‘They’re still criminals, Foaly.’

‘They’ve done their time,’
 said Foaly. ‘That was a concentrated time-stop. Almost a hundred per cent pure.
 Five seconds for us was five years for them.’

‘So they’re rehabilitated?’ asked Caballine.

Foaly picked his way around the small fires and piles of rubble that were all that was left of his family home.

‘As rehabilitated as they’ll ever be,’ he said, guiding confused goblins towards the remaining posts of his front gate. ‘Go home,’ he told them. ‘Go to your families.’

There wasn’t much left of the van’s rear section, just the bones of a chassis and some mangled tread. Foaly poked his head inside the door frame and a voice said: ‘Dude, I’ve missed you. It’s been a long time. How did we do?’

Foaly smiled and patted a coms box.
 ‘We did good,’ he said, and then added, ‘Dude.’







Chapter 15

Cricket Alert
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MYLES had grown suddenly exhausted after his ordeal with Gobdaw and was tucked into bed with his laminated copy of the periodic table clutched to his chest.

‘Possession can take a lot out of a person,’ said Holly. ‘Believe me, I know. He’ll be fine in the morning.’

The three sat around Artemis’s desk, like a war council, which in a very real way they were.

Butler took inventory. ‘We have two fighters and no weapons.’

Artemis felt he should object. ‘I can fight if need be,’ he said, not even convincing himself.

‘We have to presume the worst about Mulch,’ continued Butler, ignoring Artemis’s limp objection. ‘Though he does have a way of spectacularly cheating death.’

‘What’s our objective, specifically?’ asked Holly.

This question was directed at Artemis, the planner. ‘The Berserker Gate. We need to shut it down.’

‘What are we going to do? Write a harsh letter?’

‘Normal weapons won’t penetrate Opal’s magic; in fact, she would absorb the energy. But if we had a super-laser it might be enough to overload the gate. It would be like putting out a fire with an explosion.’

Holly patted her pockets. ‘Well, what do you know? I seem to have left my super-laser in another pocket.’

‘Even you can’t build a super-laser in an hour,’ said Butler, wondering why Artemis was even bringing this up.

For some reason, Artemis looked suddenly guilty. ‘I might know where there is one.’

‘And where would that be, Artemis?’

‘In the barn, attached to my solar glider Mark Two.’

Now Butler understood Artemis’s embarrassment. ‘In the barn where we set up the gym? Where you are supposed to be practising your self-defence routines?’

‘Yes. That barn.’

In spite of the situation, Butler felt disappointed. ‘You promised me, Artemis. You said that you needed privacy.’

‘It’s so boring, Butler. I tried, really, but I don’t know how you do it. Forty-five minutes punching a leather bag.’

‘So you worked on your solar plane instead of keeping your promise to me?’

‘The cells were so efficient that there was juice left over, so in my spare time I designed a lightweight super-laser and built it from scratch.’

 ‘Of course. Who doesn’t need a super-laser in the nose of their family plane?’

‘Please, girls,’ said Holly.
 ‘Let’s put the BFF fight on hold for later, OK? Artemis, how powerful is this laser?’

‘Oh, about as powerful as a solar flare,’ said Artemis. ‘At its most concentrated it should have enough force to put a hole in the gate, without injuring anyone on the grounds.’

‘I really wish you had mentioned this before.’

‘The laser is untested,’ said Artemis. ‘I would never unleash this kind of power unless there was absolutely no alternative. And, from what Myles told us, we have no other card to play.’

‘And Juliet doesn’t know about this?’ asked Holly.

‘No, I kept it to myself.’

‘Good. Then we might have a chance.’

Butler kitted them all in camouflage gear from his locker and even forced Artemis to endure the application of waxy stripes of black and olive make-up on his face.

‘Is this really necessary?’
 asked Artemis, scowling.

‘Completely,’ said Butler, energetically applying the stick. ‘Of course, if you would stay here and allow me to go, then you and Myles could relax in your favourite loafers.’

Artemis put up with the dig, correctly assuming Butler was still a little miffed about the super-laser deception.

‘I must come along, Butler. This is a super-laser, not a point-and-shoot toy. There is an entire activation system involved and there is no time to teach you the sequence.’

Butler slung a heavy flak jacket over Artemis’s thin shoulders. ‘OK. If you must go, then it’s my job to keep you safe. So, let’s make a deal. If you do not voice all those withering comments as to the weight or uselessness of this jacket, which are no doubt swirling in that big brain of yours, then I will not mention the super-laser episode again. Agreed?’

This jacket is really cutting into my shoulders, thought Artemis. And it’s so heavy that I could not outrun a slug.

But he said, ‘Agreed.’

Once Artemis’s security system assured them that their perimeter was clear, the group sneaked in single file from the office, out of the kitchen, across the yard, and slipped into the alley between the stables.

There were no sentries, which Butler found strange. ‘I don’t see anything. Opal must know by now that we escaped her pirates.’

‘She can’t afford to commit more troops,’ whispered Holly. ‘The gate is her priority and she needs to have as many Berserkers watching her back as possible. We are secondary at this point.’

‘That will be her undoing,’
 gasped Artemis, already suffering under the weight of the flak jacket. ‘Artemis Fowl will never be secondary.’

‘I thought you were Artemis Fowl the Second?’ said Holly.

‘That is different. And I thought we were on a mission.’

‘True,’ said Holly, then turned to Butler. ‘This is your backyard, old friend.’

‘That it is,’ said Butler.
 ‘I’ll take point.’

They crossed the estate with cautious speed, wary of every living thing that crossed their path. Perhaps the Berserkers inhabited the very worms in the earth or the oversized crickets that flourished on the Fowl grounds and sawed their wings in the moonlight, sounding like an orchestra of tiny carpenters.

‘Don’t step on the crickets,’ said Artemis. ‘Mother is fond of their song.’

The crickets, which had been nicknamed Jiminies by Dublin entomologists, were seen all year round only on the Fowl Estate and they could grow to the size of mice. Artemis now guessed this was an effect of the magical radiation seeping through the earth. What he could not have guessed was that the magic had infected the crickets’ nervous systems with a degree of sympathy for the Berserkers. This did not manifest itself in bunches of crickets sitting in circles around miniature campfires telling stories of valiant elfin warriors, but in an aggression towards whatever threatened the Berserkers. Or simply put: if Opal didn’t like you, then the crickets didn’t care for you much either.

Butler dropped his foot slowly towards a cluster of crickets, expecting them to move out of his path. They did not.

I should crush these little guys, he thought. I do not have time to play nice with insects.

‘Artemis,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘These Jiminies are giving me attitude.’

Artemis dropped to his knees fascinated.
 ‘Look, they display no natural prudence whatsoever. It’s almost as if these
 crickets don’t like us. I should really conduct a study in the laboratory.’

The biggest bug in the cluster opened its lantern jaws wide, jumped high and bit Artemis on the knee. Even though the bug’s teeth did not penetrate the thick combat trousers, Artemis fell backwards in shock and would have landed flat on his backside had Butler not scooped him up and set off running with his principal tucked under his arm.

‘Let’s leave that lab study for later.’

Artemis was inclined to agree.

The crickets followed, pistoning their powerful hind legs to fling themselves into the air. They jumped as one, a bustling green wave that mirrored Butler’s path exactly. More and more crickets joined the posse, pouring from dips in the landscape and holes in the earth. The wave crackled as it moved, so tightly were the crickets packed.

At least these ones can’t fly, thought Butler. Or there would be no escape.

Artemis found purchase and ran on his own two feet, wiggling out from Butler’s grip. The big cricket was still clamped to his knee, worrying the combat material. Artemis slapped at it with his palm and it felt like hitting a toy car. The cricket was still there and now his hand was sore.

It was difficult even for Artemis to think in these circumstances, or rather it was difficult to pluck a sensible thought from the jumble zinging off his cranial curves.


Crickets. Murderous crickets. Flak jacket heavy. Too much noise. Too much. Insane crickets. Perhaps I am delusional again.

 ‘Four!’ he said aloud, just to be sure. ‘Four.’

Butler guessed what Artemis was doing.
 ‘It’s happening all right. Don’t worry, you’re not imagining it.’

Artemis almost wished that he was.

‘This is serious!’ he shouted over the sound of his own heart beating in his ears.

‘We need to get to the lake,’
 said Holly. ‘Crickets don’t swim so well.’

The barn was built on a hilltop overlooking a lake known as the Red Pool because of the way it glowed at sunset when viewed from the manor’s drawing-room bay window. The effect was spectacular as though the flames of Hades lurked below fresh water. By day a playground for ducks but by night the gateway to hell. The idea that a body of water could have a secret identity had always amused Artemis and it was one of the few subjects on which he allowed his imagination free rein. Now the lake simply seemed like a safe haven.


I’ll probably be dragged straight down by the weight of this flak jacket.

Holly crowded him from behind, elbowing him repeatedly in his hip.

‘Hurry!’ she said. ‘Get that glassy look off your face. Remember there are killer crickets after us.’

Artemis picked up his feet, trying to run fast like he had seen Beckett do so often, on a whim it seemed, as though running for half a day took no particular effort.

They raced across a series of allotments, which had been sectioned off with makeshift fences of shrub and posts. Butler barged through whatever blocked their way. His boots kicked new potatoes from their beds, clearing a path for Artemis and Holly. The crickets were not impeded by barriers, simply buzz-sawing through or flowing around with no discernible loss of pace. Their noise was dense and ominous, a cacophony of mutters. Scheming insects.

The lead crickets nipped at Holly’s boots, latching on to her ankles, grinding their pugnacious jaws. Holly’s instinct told her to stop and dislodge the insects, but her soldier’s sense told her to run on and bear the pinching. To stop now would surely be a fatal mistake. She felt them piling up around her ankles, felt their carapaces crack and ooze beneath her boots. It was like running on ping-pong balls.

‘How far?’ she called.
 ‘How far?’ Butler answered her by raising two fingers.


What was that? Two seconds? Twenty seconds? Two hundred metres?

They ran through the allotments and down the ploughed hill towards the water’s edge. The moon was reflected in the surface like the white of a god’s eye and on the far side was the gentle ski-slope rise of Artemis’s runway. The crickets were on them now, waist-high for Holly. They were swarming from every corner of the estate.

We never had a cricket problem, thought Artemis. Where have they all come from?

They felt the bites on their legs like tiny burns and running became next to impossible with a writhing skin of crickets coating each limb. Holly went down first, then Artemis, both believing that this must surely be the worst possible way to die. Artemis had stopped struggling when a hand reached down through the electric buzzing and hauled him free of the morass.

In the moonlight he saw a cricket clamped on to his nose and reached up to crush it with his fingers. The body crunched in his fist and for the first time Artemis felt the adrenalin rush of combat. He felt like squashing all of these crickets.

Of course it was Butler who had rescued him, and as he dangled from the bodyguard’s grip, he saw Holly hanging from the other hand.

‘Deep breath,’ said Butler and tossed them both into the lake.

Five minutes later Artemis arrived gasping at the other side minus one flak jacket, which he felt sure Butler would have something to say about, but it had been either ditch the jacket or drown and there wasn’t much point in being bulletproof at the bottom of a lake.

He was relieved to find that he was flanked by Holly and Butler who seemed considerably less out of breath than he himself was.

‘We lost the crickets,’ said Butler, causing Holly to break down in a splutter of hysterical giggles, which she stifled in her sopping sleeve.

‘We lost the crickets,’
 she said. ‘Even you can’t make that sound tough.’

Butler rubbed water from his close-cropped hair. ‘I am Butler,’ he said straight-faced. ‘Everything I say sounds tough. Now get out of the lake, fairy.’

It seemed to Artemis that his clothes and boots must have absorbed half the lake, judging by their weight as he dragged himself painfully from the water. He often noticed actors on TV ads exiting pools gracefully, surging from the water to land poolside, but Artemis himself had always been forced to climb out at the shallow end or to execute a sort of double flop that left him on his belly beside the pool. His exit from the lake was even less graceful, a combined shimmy-wiggle that would remind onlookers of the movements of a clumsy seal. Eventually Butler put him out of his misery with a helping hand beneath one elbow.

‘Up we come, Artemis. Time is wasting.’

Artemis rose gratefully, sheets of night-cold water sliding from his combat trousers.

‘Nearly there,’ said Butler.
 ‘Two hundred metres.’

Artemis had long since given up being amazed at his bodyguard’s ability to compartmentalize his emotions. By rights, the three of them should have been in shock after what they had been through, but Butler had always been able to fold all that trauma into a drawer to be dealt with later when the world was not in imminent danger of ending. Just standing at his shoulder gave Artemis strength.

‘What are we waiting for?’
 Artemis asked and he set off up the hill.

The chitter of the crickets receded behind them until it merged with the wind in the tall pines, and no other animal adversaries were encountered on the brief hunched jog up the runway. They crested the hill to find the barn unguarded. And why wouldn’t it be? After all, what kind of strategist deserts a stronghold to hide out in a highly combustible barn?

Finally a touch of luck, Artemis thought. Sometimes being devious pays off.

They got lucky again inside the barn where Butler recovered a Sig Sauer handgun from a coded lockbox bolted to the blind side of a rafter.

‘You’re not the only one with barn secrets,’ he said to Artemis, smiling as he checked the weapon’s load and action.

‘That’s great,’ said Holly drily. ‘Now we can shoot a dozen grasshoppers.’

‘Crickets,’ corrected Artemis.
 ‘But let’s get this plane in the sky and shoot a big hole in Opal’s plans instead.’

The light aircraft’s body and wings were coated with solar foil, which powered the engine for lift-off. Once airborne, the plane switched between powered flight and gliding, depending on the directions from the computer. If a pilot were content to take the long way around and ride the thermals, then it was possible to engage the engine for take-off only and some trips could actually create a zero carbon footprint.

‘That plane over there,’ said Butler. ‘Beyond the unused punchbag and the gleaming weights with their unworn handles.’

Artemis groaned. ‘Yes, that plane. Now can you forget about the weights and pull out the wheel blocks while I get her started?’ he said, giving Butler something to do. ‘Let’s leave the door closed until we are ready for take-off.’

 ‘Good plan,’ said Holly.
 ‘Let me check inside.’

She jogged across the barn, leaving muddy footprints in her wake, and pulled open the plane’s rear door.

The plane, which Artemis had named the
 Khufu after the pharaoh for whom a solar barge was built by the ancient Egyptians, was a light sports aircraft that had been radically modified by Artemis in his quest to design a practical green passenger vehicle. The wings were fifty per cent longer than they had been with micro-fine struts webbed above and below. Every surface, including the hubcaps, was coated in solar foil, which would recharge the battery in the air. A power cable ran from the Khufu’s tail socket to the south-facing slope of the barn roof so that the craft would have enough charge to take off whenever Artemis needed to make a test flight.

Holly’s head emerged from the darkness of the interior. ‘All clear,’ she said, in a hushed tone in case loud noises would break their streak of luck.

‘Good,’ said Artemis, hurrying to the door, already running the start-up sequence in his head. ‘Butler, would you open the doors as soon as I get the prop going?’

The bodyguard nodded, then kicked the white wedge of wood from under the forward wheel. Two more to go.

Artemis climbed into the plane and knew right away that something was wrong. ‘I smell something. Juliet’s perfume.’

He knelt between the passenger seats, tugging open a metal hatch to reveal a compartment below. Thick cables thronged the box and there was a rectangular space in the middle where something box-like should have sat.

 ‘The battery?’ asked Holly.

‘Yes,’ said Artemis.

‘So we can’t take off?’

Artemis dropped the hatch, allowing it to clang shut. Noise hardly mattered any more.

‘We can’t take off. We can’t shoot.’

Butler poked his head into the plane.
 ‘Why are we making noise all of a sudden?’ One look at Artemis’s face was all the answer he needed.

‘So it’s a trap. It looks like Juliet was keeping closer tabs on you than we thought.’ He pulled the Sig Sauer from his waistband. ‘OK, Artemis, you stay in here. It’s time for the soldiers to take over.’

Butler’s features then stretched in an expression of surprise and pain as a bolt of magic sizzled into the barn from outside, engulfing the bodyguard’s head and torso, permanently melting every hair follicle on his head and tossing him into the rear of the plane where he lay motionless.

‘It’s a trap all right,’
 said Holly grimly. ‘And we walked straight into it.’







Chapter 16

A Warning Shot

[image: image]

MULCH Diggums was not dead, but he had discovered the limits of his digestive abilities: that it was
 possible to eat too many rabbits. He lay on his back in the half-collapsed tunnel, his stomach stretched as tight as the skin of a ripe peach.

‘Uuuugh,’ he moaned, releasing a burst of gas that drove him three metres further along the tunnel. ‘That’s a little better.’

It took a lot to put Mulch off a food source, but after this latest gorging on unskinned rabbit he didn’t think he would be able to look at one for at least a week.


Maybe a nice hare though. With parsnips.

Those rabbits had just kept coming, making that creepy hissing noise, hurling themselves down his gullet like they couldn’t wait for their skulls to be chomped. Why couldn’t all rabbits be that reckless? It would make hunting a lot easier.

It wasn’t the rabbits themselves that made me queasy, Mulch realized. It was the Berserkers inside them.

The souls of the Berserker warriors could not have been very comfortable inside his stomach. For one thing, his arms were covered in rune tattoos as dwarfs had a fanatical fear of possession and, for another, dwarf phlegm had been used to ward off spirits since time immemorial. So, as soon as their rabbit hosts died, the warrior spirits transitioned to the afterlife with unusual speed. They didn’t move calmly towards the light as much as sprint howling into heaven.
 Ectoplasm flashed and slopped inside Mulch’s gut, giving him a bad case of heartburn and painting a sour scorch on the lower bell curve in his tummy.

After maybe ten more minutes of self-pity and gradual deflation, Mulch felt ready to move. He experimentally waggled his hands and feet and when his stomach did not flip violently, he rolled on to all fours.

I should get away from here, he thought. Far, far away from the surface before Opal releases the power of Danu, if there even is such a thing.

Mulch knew that if he were anywhere in the vicinity when something terrible happened the LEP would try to blame him for the terrible happening.


Look, there’s Mulch Diggums. Let’s arrest him and throw away the access chip. Case closed, Your Honour.

OK, maybe it wouldn’t happen exactly like that, but Mulch knew that whenever there were accusing fingers to be pointed they always seemed to swivel around to point in his direction and, as his lawyer had once famously said: ‘Three or four per cent of the time my client was not a hundred per cent accountable for the particular crime he was being accused of, which was to say that there were a significant number of incidents where Mr Diggums’s involvement in the said incidents was negligible even if he might have technically been involved in wrongdoing adjacent to the crime scene on a slightly different date than specified on the LEP warrant.’ This single statement broke three analytical mainframes and had the pundits tied up in knots for weeks.

Mulch grinned in the dark, his luminous teeth lighting the tunnel.


Lawyers. Everyone should have one.

‘Aw, well,’ he said to the worms wriggling on the tunnel wall. ‘Time to go.’


Farewell, old friends. We gave it our best try, but you can’t win ’em all. Cowardice is the key to survival, Holly. You never understood that.

Mulch sighed long and hard with a hitching burp at the end, because he knew he was kidding himself.


I can’t run away.

Because there was more at stake here than his own life. There was life itself. A lot of it, about to be snuffed out by a crazy pixie.

I am not making any heroic promises, he consoled himself. I’m just taking a quick peek at the Berserker Gate to see just how far up the creek we really are. Maybe Artemis has already saved the day and I can retire to my tunnels. And perhaps take a few priceless masterpieces with me for company. Don’t I deserve that?

Mulch’s stomach grazed the tunnel floor as he moved, still swollen and making strange animalistic noises.

I have enough energy for six metres of tunnelling, he realized. No more, or my stomach walls will split.

As it turned out, Mulch did not have to swallow a single bite of tunnel clay. When he looked up, he saw a pair of glowing red eyes looking back at him. There were scything tusks poking from the dark beneath the night eyes and a shaggy dreadlocked head arranged around them.

‘Gruffff,’ said the troll, and all Mulch could do was laugh.

‘Really?’ he said. ‘After the day I’ve had.’

‘Gruffff,’ said the troll again and it lumbered forward, with paralysing venom dripping from its tusks.

Mulch went through fear, past panic and around to anger and outrage.

‘This is my home, troll!’ he shouted, shunting forward. ‘This is where I live. You think you can take a dwarf?
 In a tunnel?’

Gruff did indeed think this and increased his pace, even though the walls constricted his natural gait.

He’s a lot bigger than a rabbit, thought Mulch, and then the two collided in a blur of ivory, flesh and blubber, with exactly the sound you would expect to hear when a lean killing machine hits a corpulent gassy dwarf.

In the barn, Artemis and Holly were in a pretty desperate situation. They were down to two bullets in a gun that Holly could barely lift and Artemis couldn’t hit a barn door with, in spite of the fact there was one close by.

They hunched in the back of Artemis’s solar plane, basically waiting for the Berserkers to launch their attack. Butler lay unconscious across the rear seats with smoke literally coming out of his ears, a symptom that had never been professionally diagnosed as a good thing.

Holly cradled Butler’s head, pressing her thumbs gently into his eye sockets, and forced her last watery squib of magic into the bodyguard’s cranium.

‘He’s OK,’ she panted.
 ‘But that bolt stopped his heart for a while. If it hadn’t been for the Kevlar in his chest –’

Holly didn’t finish her sentence, but Artemis knew that his bodyguard had escaped death by a whisker for the umpteenth time and umpteen was the absolute limit of the number of extra lives handed out by the universe to any one person.

‘His heart will never be the same, Artemis. No more shenanigans. He’s going to be out for hours,’ said Holly, checking the fuselage’s porthole. ‘And the Berserkers are getting ready to make their move. What’s the plan, Arty?’

‘I had a plan,’ said Artemis numbly. ‘And it didn’t work.’

Holly shook his shoulder roughly, and Artemis knew her next step would be to slap him in the face. ‘Come on, Mud Boy.
 Snap out of it. Plenty of time for self-doubt later.’

Artemis nodded. This was his function. He was the planner.

‘Very well. Fire a warning shot. They cannot know how many bullets we have left and it might give them pause, buy me a moment to think.’

Holly’s rolled eyes spoke clearly and what they said was: A warning shot? I could have thought of that myself, genius.

But this was no time to knock Artemis’s shrinking confidence, so she hefted Butler’s Sig Sauer and opened the window a slit, resting the barrel on the frame.

This gun is so big and unwieldy, she thought. I can hardly be blamed if I accidentally hit something.

In siege situations, it was standard practice to send in a scout. Send in being a nicer way of saying
 sacrifice. And the Berserkers decided to do just that, ordering one of the Fowl hunting dogs to literally sniff around. The large grey hound flitted through the moonlight streaming in through the barn door, planning to lose itself in the shadows.

Not so fast, thought Holly, and fired a single shot from the Sig, which hit the dog like a hammer blow high in its shoulder, sending it tumbling back outside to its comrades.

Oops, she thought. I was aiming for the leg.

When the plane finished vibrating and the gunshot echo faded from Artemis’s cranium, he asked, ‘Warning shot, correct?’

Holly felt a little guilty about the dog, but she could thrash that out in therapy if any of them survived. ‘Oh, they’re warned all right. You have your minute to think.’

The dog had exited the barn a lot faster than it went in. Bellico and her magical coterie were more than a little jealous when they saw a soul drift from the canine corpse, smile briefly then disappear in a blue flash, on its way to the next world.

‘We don’t need to enter,’
 said Salton the pirate, sliding the barn door closed. ‘All we need to do is stop them coming out.’

Bellico disagreed. ‘Our orders are to kill them. We can’t do that from here, can we? And mayhap there’s something in there my host, Juliet, doesn’t know about. Another tunnel or a hot-air balloon.
 We go in.’

Opal had been very specific when Bellico had presented her with the information about the Khufu.

‘My host protects the Fowl children,’ Bellico had said. ‘The boy Myles is very inquisitive and followed Artemis to his hilltop workshop. So Juliet followed the boy. There is a sky craft in there, powered by the sun. Perhaps a weapon of some sort.’

Opal had paused in her spell-casting.
 ‘Artemis has no choice but to go for the weapon. Take a team and remove the craft’s battery, then wait for them to enter the workshop.’ Opal clasped Bellico’s forearm and squeezed until her nails bit into the flesh. A slug of power crawled from Opal’s heart, along her arm and into Bellico. Bellico felt instantly nauseous and knew that the magic was poison.

‘This is black magic and will eat into your soul,’ said Opal matter-of-factly. ‘You should release it as soon as possible. There’s enough there for one bolt. Make it count.’

Bellico held her own hand before her face, watching the magic coil round her fingers.

One bolt, she thought. Enough to take down the big one.

Holly hovered anxiously around Artemis. He was in his thinking trance and hated to be interrupted, but there was bustling under the barn door and shadows criss-crossing in the moonlight and her soldier sense told her that their refuge was about to be breached.

‘Artemis,’ she said urgently.
 ‘Artemis, do you have anything?’

Artemis opened his eyes and brushed back a hank of black hair from his forehead.

‘Nothing. There is no rational plan that will save even one of us, if Opal succeeds in opening the second lock.’

Holly returned to the window. ‘Well then, first in gets another warning shot.’

Bellico ordered the archers to line up outside the barn’s sliding door.

‘When the door opens, fire whatever you’re carrying into the machine. Then we rush it. The elf will have time for two shots, no more. And if any of us happen to be killed, well then that’s our good fortune.’

The Chinese warriors could not speak, sealed as their mummified remains were inside enchanted clay sepulchres, but they nodded stiffly and drew their massive bows.

‘Pirates,’ called Bellico.
 ‘Stand behind the archers.’

‘We are not pirates,’ said Salton Finnacre sulkily, scratching his femur. ‘We are inhabiting
 pirates. Isn’t that right, me hearties?’

‘Arrr, Cap’n,’ said the other pirates.

‘I admit it,’ said Finnacre sheepishly. ‘That sounded fairly pirate-like. But it bleeds through. Two more days in this body and I could sail a brig single-handed.’

 ‘I understand,’ said Bellico.
 ‘We will be with our ancestors soon. Our duty will be done.’

‘Woof,’ said the remaining hound with feeling, barely resisting his host’s urge to sniff other people’s personal areas.

Bellico wrapped Juliet’s fingers round the door handle, testing it for weight.

‘One more glorious charge, my warriors, and the humans are forever vanquished. Our descendants can forever live in peace.’

The moment buzzed with impending violence.
 Holly could sense the Berserkers psyching themselves up.

It’s down to me, she realized. I have to save us.

‘OK, Artemis,’ she said brusquely. ‘We climb to the rafters. Perhaps it will take the Berserkers time to find us. Time that you can spend planning.’

Artemis peered over her shoulder, through the porthole. ‘Too late,’ he said.

The barn door trundled across on oiled castors and six implacable Chinese clay warriors stood silhouetted in the moonlit rectangle.

‘Archers,’ said Holly.
 ‘Lie flat.’

Artemis seemed dazed by the utter collapse of his plans. He had acted predictably. When had he become so predictable?

Holly saw that her words were not penetrating Artemis’s skull and she realized that Artemis had two major weaknesses. One, he was physically hamstrung not only by his hamstrings but by a lack of coordination that would embarrass a four-year-old, and, two, he was so confident in the superiority of his own intellect that he rarely developed a plan B.
 If plan A proved to be a dud, there was no fallback.


Like now.

Holly hurled herself at Artemis, latching on to his torso and knocking him flat in the narrow aisle. A second later she heard the command from outside.

‘Fire!’

It was Juliet’s voice. Ordering the murder of her own brother.

As battle veterans know all too well, the urge to look at the instrument of your own death is almost overpowering. And Holly felt that pull now, to sit up and watch the arrows as they arced towards their targets. But she resisted it, forcing herself down, squashing herself and Artemis into the walkway so the corrugated steel pressed into their cheeks.

Metre-long arrows punched through the fuselage, rocking the plane on its gear and embedding themselves deep in the seating upholstery. One was so close to Holly that it actually passed through her epaulette, pinning her to the seat.

‘D’Arvit,’ said Holly, yanking herself free.

‘Fire!’ came the command from outside and instantly a series of whistles filled the air.

It sounds like birds, thought Holly.

But it wasn’t birds. It was a second volley. Each arrow battered the aircraft, destroying solar panels; one even passed clean through two portholes. The craft was driven sideways, tilting on to the starboard wing.

And yet again the command came.
 ‘Fire.’ But she heard no whistling noise this time. Instead there was a sharp crackling. Holly surrendered to her curiosity, clambering up the slanted floor to the porthole and peeping out. Juliet was lighting the terracotta soldiers’
 arrows.

Oh, thought Holly. That kind of fire.

Bellico squinted into the barn’s interior and was pleased to see the plane keeled over. Her host’s memory assured her that this craft had indeed flown through the sky using the energy of the sun to power its engine, but Bellico found this difficult to believe. Perhaps the human’s dreams and recollections were becoming intertwined, so that to Bellico daydreams and figments would seem real.

The sooner I am out of this body, the better, she thought.

She wound a torch from a hank of hay and lit the tip with a lighter taken from the human girl’s pocket.

This fire machine is real enough, she thought. And not too far removed in its mechanics from a simple flint box.

A straw torch would not burn for long, but long enough to light her warriors’ arrows. She walked along the rank, briefly touching the arrowheads, which had been soaked in fuel from a punctured jerrycan.

Suddenly the hound raised its sleek head and barked at the moon. Bellico was about to ask the dog what was the matter, but then she felt it too.

I am afraid, she realized. Why would I be afraid of anything when I long for death?

Bellico dropped the torch as it was burning her fingers, but in the second before she stamped on its dying embers she thought she saw something familiar storming across the field to the east. An unmistakable lurching shape.

No, she thought. That is not possible.

‘Is that …’ she said, pointing. ‘Could that be?’

The hound managed to wrap its vocal cords round a single syllable that wasn’t too far out of its doggie range.
 ‘Troll!’ it howled. ‘Trooooollll.’

And not just a troll, Bellico realized. A troll and its rider.

Mulch Diggums was clamped to the back of the troll’s head with a hank of dreadlocks in each hand. Beneath him the troll’s shoulder muscles bunched and released as it loped across the field towards the barn.

Loped is perhaps the wrong word as it implies a certain slow awkwardness, but, while the troll did appear to shamble, it did so at incredible speed. This was one of the many weapons in a troll’s considerable arsenal. If the intended prey noticed a troll coming from a long way off, seemingly bumbling along, it thought to itself, OK, yeah, I see a troll, but he’s like a million miles away so I’m just gonna finish off chewing this leaf – then BAM the troll was chewing off the prey’s hind leg.

Bellico, however, had often seen the troll-rider brigade in action and she knew exactly how fast a troll could move.

 ‘Archers!’ she yelled, drawing her sword. ‘New target. Turn! Turn!’

The terracotta army creaked as they moved, red sand sifting from their joints. They were slow, painfully slow.

They are not going to make it, Bellico realized, and then she had a grasping-at-straws moment. Perhaps that troll and its rider are on our side.

Sadly for the Berserkers, the troll rider was most definitely not on their side and the troll was just doing what he was told.

Gruff did indeed make a fearsome spectacle as he emerged from night shadows into the pale moon glow bathing the field. Even for a troll he was a massive specimen, over nine feet tall, with his bouncing dreadlocks giving the illusion of another foot or two. His heavy-boned brow was like a battering ram over glittering night eyes. Two vicious tusks curved upwards from a pugnacious jaw, beads of venom twinkling at the pointy ends. A shaggy humanoid frame cabled with muscle and sinew, and hands with the strength to make dust of small rocks and big heads.

Mulch yanked on the troll’s dreadlocks, instinctively resurrecting an age-old troll-steering technique. His grandad had often told stories around the spit-fire of the great troll riders who had rampaged across the countryside doing whatever they felt like and nobody could even catch them to argue.

‘The good old days,’
 his grandad used to say. ‘We dwarfs were kings. Even the demons would turn tail when they seen a mounted dwarf comin’ over the hill atop a sweat-steamin’ troll.’

This doesn’t feel like a good day, thought Mulch. This feels like the end of the world.

Mulch decided on a direct approach rather than pussyfooting around with battle tactics and steered Gruff directly into the throng of Berserkers.

‘Don’t hold back,’ he shouted into the troll’s ear.

Bellico’s breath caught in her throat.

Scatter! she wanted to shout to her troops. Take cover!

But the troll was upon them, smashing terracotta warriors with scything swipes of its massive arms, knocking them over like toy soldiers. The troll kicked the dog into the lower atmosphere and sideswiped Bellico herself into a water barrel. In seconds, several pirates were reduced to a dog’s dinner and, even though Salton Finnacre managed to jab a sword into Gruff’s thigh, the massive troll lumbered on, seemingly unhindered by the length of steel sticking out of his leg.

Mulch’s toes located the nerve clusters between Gruff’s ribs, and the dwarf used them to steer the troll into the barn.

I am a troll rider, he realized with a bolt of pride. I was born to do this, and steal stuff and eat loads.

Mulch resolved to find a way of combining these three pursuits if he made it through the night.

Inside the barn the plane lay balanced on a wheel and wing tip with arrows piercing its body. Holly’s face was pressed to the glass, her mouth a disbelieving O.

I don’t know why she’s surprised, thought Mulch. She should be used to me rescuing her by now.

Mulch heard the clamour of ranks re-forming behind him and he knew that it was only a matter of heartbeats before the archers launched a salvo at the troll.


And as big as my mount is, even he will go down with half a dozen arrows puncturing his vitals.

There was no time to open the glider door and scoop up its three passengers, so Mulch yanked on the dreadlocks, dug in his toes and whispered in the troll’s ear, hoping that his message was getting through.

Inside the solar plane Holly used the few moments before all hell would surely break loose to hustle a dazed Artemis into the pilot’s seat. She strapped herself in beside him.

‘I’m flying?’ asked Artemis.

Holly flip-flapped her feet. ‘I can’t reach the pedals.’

‘I see,’ said Artemis.

It was a banal yet necessary conversation as Artemis’s piloting skills were soon to be called into use.

Gruff shouldered the plane upright then put his weight behind it, heaving the light craft towards the open doorway. The plane hobbled forward on damaged gear, lurching with each rotation.

‘I did not foresee any of these events,’ said Artemis through clattering teeth, more to himself than his co-pilot.
 Holly placed both hands on the dash, to brace herself against an impact towards which they were rolling at full speed.

 ‘Wow,’ said Holly, watching arrows thunk into the nose and wings. ‘You didn’t foresee a troll-riding dwarf pushing your plane down the runway. You must be losing your touch, Artemis.’

He tried to connect himself to the moment, but it was too surreal. Watching the Berserker soldiers grow larger through the double frames of windscreen and barn doorway made the entire thing seem like a movie. A very realistic 3D movie with vibro-chairs, but a movie all the same. This feeling of detachment coupled with the old Artemis Fowl slow reflexes almost cost him his life as he sat dreamily watching a Berserker long-arrow arcing towards his head.

Luckily Holly’s reactions were stellar and she managed to punch Artemis in the shoulder with enough force to knock him sideways to the limit of his seat belt. The arrow punctured the windscreen, making a surprisingly small hole, and thunked into the headrest exactly where Artemis’s vacant face would have been.

Suddenly Artemis had no problem
 connecting to the moment.

‘I can air-start the plane,’ he said, flicking switches on the dash. ‘If we get off the ground at all.’

‘Doesn’t that require coordination?’ asked Holly.

‘Yes, split-second timing.’

Holly paled. Relying on Artemis’s coordination was about as sensible as relying on Mulch’s powers of abstinence.

The plane battered its way through the Berserkers, decapitating a terracotta warrior. Solar panels tinkled and cracked and the landing gear buckled. Gruff kept pushing, ignoring various wounds that now gushed with blood.

Bellico rallied her troops and hurried in pursuit, but none could match the troll’s pace except the hound who latched on to Mulch’s back, trying to dislodge him. Mulch was insulted that a dog would interfere in what was possibly the most valiant rescue attempt ever, so he locked its head in the crook of one elbow and shouted into the animal’s face.

‘Give it up, Fido! I am invincible today. Look at me, riding a troll, for heaven’s sake. How often do you see that any more? Never! That’s how often. Now, you have two seconds to back off, or I am going to have to eat you.’

Two seconds passed. The dog shook its head, refusing to back off, so Mulch ate him.

It was, he would later tell his fellow dwarf fugitive Barnet Riddles, proprietor of Miami’s Sozzled Parrot bar,
 a terrible waste to spit out half a dog, but it’s difficult to look heroic with a mutt’s hindquarters hanging out of yer mouth.

Seconds after the live hound disagreed with Mulch to his face, the dead dog disagreed with his stomach. It may have been the Berserker soul that caused the onset of indigestion, or it may have been something the dog ate before something ate him – either way Mulch’s innards were suddenly cramped by a giant fist wearing a chain-mail glove.

‘I gotta trim,’ he said through gritted teeth.

If Gruff had realized what Mulch Diggums was about to do, he would have run screaming like a two-year-old pixette and buried himself underground till the storm had passed, but the troll did not speak grunted Dwarfish and so followed the last command given, which had been: Push downhill.

The solar plane picked up speed as it ran down the clay ramp with the Berserkers in quick pursuit.

‘We are not going to make it,’
 said Artemis, checking the instruments. ‘The gear is shot.’

The runway’s end curved before them like the end of a gentle ski jump. If the plane went off with insufficient speed, then it would simply plummet into the lake and they would be sitting ducks alongside the actual ducks that were probably inhabited by Berserkers and would peck them to death.
 Artemis was almost reconciled to the fact that he was going to die in the immediate future, but he really did not want his skull to be fractured by the bill of a possessed mallard. In fact, death by aggressive aquatic bird had just rocketed to number one on Artemis’s Least Favourite Ways to Die list, smashing the record-breaking dominance of death by dwarf gas, which had haunted his dreams for years.

‘Not ducks,’ he said.
 ‘Please not ducks. I was going to win the Nobel Prize.’

They could hear commotion from underneath the fuselage. Animal grunting and buckling metal. If the plane did not take off soon, it was going to be shaken to pieces. This was not a strong craft, stripped back as it was to increase the power-to-weight ratio necessary for sustainable flight.

Outside the solar plane Mulch’s entire body was twisted in a cramped tree root of pain. He knew what was going to happen. His body was about to react to a combination of stress, bad diet and gas build-up by instantaneously jettisoning up to a third of his own bodyweight. Some more disciplined dwarf yogis can invoke this procedure at will and refer to it as the Once a Decade Detox, but for ordinary dwarfs it goes by the name Trimming the Weight. And you do not want to be in the line of fire when the weight is being trimmed.

The plane reached the bottom of the slope with barely enough momentum to clear the ramp.

Water landing, thought Artemis.
 Death by ducks.

Then something happened. A boost of power came from somewhere. It was as if a giant forefinger had flicked the plane forward into the air. The tail rose and Artemis fought the pedals to keep it down.

How is this happening? Artemis wondered, staring befuddled at the controls until Holly punched his shoulder for the second time in as many minutes.

‘Air-start!’ she yelled.

Artemis sat bolt upright. Air-start! Of course.

The solar plane had a small engine to get the craft off the ground and after that the solar panels took over, but without a battery the engine could not even turn over, unless Artemis hit the throttle at the right time, before the plane began to lose momentum. This might buy them enough time to catch a thermal for a couple of hundred metres, enough to clear the lake and outfly the arrows.

Artemis waited until he sensed the plane was at the apex of its rise, then opened the throttle wide.

Bellico and her remaining troops ran hell for leather down the runway, hurling any missiles in their arsenal after the plane. It was a bizarre situation to be involved in even for a resurrected spirit occupying a human body.

I am chasing a plane being pushed down a runway by a troll-riding dwarf, she thought. Unbelievable.

But nevertheless it was true and she’d best believe it or her quarry would escape.


They cannot go far.

Unless the vehicle flew as it was designed to do.


It won’t fly. We have destroyed the battery.


This thing flies without power once it is airborne. My host has seen this with her own eyes.

Her good sense told her that she should stop and allow the plane to crash into the lake. If the passengers did not drown, then her archers could pick off the swimmers. But good sense was of little use on a night such as this when ghost warriors roamed the earth and dwarfs rode once more on the backs of trolls, so Bellico decided she must do what she could to stop this plane leaving the ground.

She increased her pace, outstripping the other Berserkers, using her long human legs to their full advantage, and hurled herself at the troll’s midsection, grabbing tufts of grey fur with one hand and the pirate sword with the other.

Gruff howled but kept pushing.

I am attacking a troll, she thought. I would never do this with my own body.

Bellico glanced upwards through the tangle of limbs and saw the whole of the moon, gleaming above. Beneath that she saw a dwarf in considerable discomfort, changing his grip to hold on to the plane’s body, flattening himself to the fuselage.

‘Go,’ the dwarf instructed the troll. ‘Back to your cave.’

That is not good, thought Bellico.
 Not good at all.

The plane swept up the lift-off ramp into the air. At the same moment, Gruff obeyed his master and released his grip, sending himself and Bellico skipping across the lake like skimmed stones, which was a lot more painful than it sounds. Gruff had a coat of fur to protect his hide, but Bellico covered most of the distance on a face that would have water burns for several months.

Overhead, Mulch could hold on no longer. He released a jet stream of watery fat, wind and half-digested foodstuff that gave the solar plane a few extra metres of lift, just enough to send it soaring out over the lake.

Bellico surfaced just in time to be clocked on the forehead by what could have been a dog’s skull.

I will not think about that, she thought and swam back towards the shore.

Artemis pumped the throttle for a second time and the plane’s engine caught. The single-nose propeller chugged, jerked then spun faster and faster until its blades formed a continuous transparent circle.

‘What happened?’ Artemis wondered aloud. ‘What was that noise?’

 ‘Wonder later,’ said Holly,
 ‘and fly the plane now.’

This was a good idea as they were by no means out of the woods yet. The engine was running, it was true, but there was no power in the solar battery and they could only glide for a limited time at this altitude.

He pulled the stick back, climbing to thirty metres, and, as the wider world spread out below them, the magnitude of the devastation wrought by Opal’s plan became obvious.

The roads into Dublin were lit by engine fires fed by fuel tanks and combustible materials. Dublin itself was blacked out but for patches of orange lighting where generators had been patched up or bonfires lit. Artemis saw two large ships that had collided in the harbour and another beached like a whale on the strand. There were too many fires to count in the city itself and smoke rose and gathered like a thundercloud.

Opal plans to inherit this new Earth, Artemis thought. I will not let her.

And it was this thought that pulled Artemis’s mind back into focus and set him scheming on a plan that could stop Opal Koboi for the final time.

They flew over the lake but it was not graceful flight – in fact, it was more like prolonged falling. Artemis wrestled with controls that seemed to fight back as he struggled to keep their descent as gradual as possible.

They crested a row of pines and flew directly over the Berserker Gate where Opal Koboi laboured in a magical corona. Holly used the flyover as a chance to recon their enemy’s forces.

Opal was surrounded by a ring of Berserkers.
 There were pirates, clay warriors and other assorted beings in the ring. The estate walls beyond were patrolled by more Berserkers. There were mostly animals on the walls –
 two foxes and even some stags, clopping along the stone, sniffing the air.

No way in, thought Holly. And the sky is beginning to lighten.

Opal had given herself till sunrise to open the second lock.

Perhaps she will fail and the sunlight will do our work for us, thought Holly. But it was unlikely that Opal had made a mistake in her calculations. She had spent too long in her cell obsessing over every detail.


We cannot rely on the elements. If Opal’s plan is to fail, we must make it fail.

Beside her, Artemis was thinking the same thing, the only difference being that he had already laid the foundations of a plan in his mind. If Artemis had voiced his plan at that moment, Holly would have been surprised. Not by the plan’s genius – she would expect no less – but because of its selflessness. Artemis Fowl planned to attack with the one weapon Opal Koboi would never suspect him of possessing: his humanity.

To deploy this stealth torpedo Artemis would have to trust two people to be true to their own personality defects.

Foaly would need to be as paranoid as he had always been.

And Opal Koboi’s rampant narcissism would need to have run so wild that she would not be able to destroy humanity without her enemies at hand to witness her glory.

Finally Holly could not sit and watch Artemis’s clumsy attempts at aviation any longer.

‘Give me the stick,’ she said.
 ‘Give it full flaps when we hit the ground. They’re going to be on us pretty quickly.’

Artemis relinquished control without objection. This was not the time for macho argument. Holly was undeniably ten times the pilot he would ever be and also several times more macho than he was. Artemis had once seen Holly get in a fist fight with another elf who said her hair looked pretty, because she thought he was being sarcastic, as she was sporting a fresh crew cut on that particular day. Holly didn’t go on many dates.

Holly nudged the stick with the heel of her hand, lining up the plane with the manor’s pebble driveway.

‘The driveway is too short,’
 said Artemis.

Holly knelt on the seat for a better view.
 ‘Don’t worry. The landing gear will probably totally collapse on impact anyway.’

Artemis’s mouth twisted in what could have been an ironic smile or a grimace of terror. ‘Thank goodness for that. I thought we were in real trouble.’

Holly struggled with the stick as though it were resisting arrest. ‘Trouble? Landing a crippled aircraft is just a normal Tuesday morning for us, Mud Boy.’

Artemis looked at Holly then and felt a tremendous affection for her. He wished that he could loop the past ten seconds and study it at a less stressful time so he could properly appreciate how fierce and beautiful his best friend was. Holly never seemed so vital than when she was balancing on the fine line between life and death. Her eyes shone and her wit was sharp. Where others would fall apart or withdraw, Holly attacked the situation with a vigour that made her glow.

She is truly magical, thought Artemis. Perhaps her qualities are more obvious to me now that I have decided to sacrifice myself. Then he realized something. I cannot reveal my plans to her. If Holly knew, she would try to stop me.

It pained Artemis that his last conversation with Holly would be, by necessity, peppered with misdirection and lies.


For the greater good.

Artemis Fowl, the human who had once lied as a matter of course, was surprised to find that in this instance lying for the greater good did not make him feel any better about it.

‘Here we go,’ shouted Holly over the howl caused by the wind shear. ‘Shankle your bootbraces.’

Artemis tightened his seat belt.
 ‘Bootbraces shankled,’ he called.

And not a millisecond too soon. The ground seemed to rush up to meet them, filling their view, blocking out the sky. Then with a tremendous clatter they were down, being showered by blurred stones. Long-stemmed flowers fell in funereal bouquets across the windscreen and the propeller buckled with an ear-splitting shriek. Artemis felt his harness bite into both shoulders, arresting his leftward lean, which was just as well because his head would have naturally come to rest exactly where a prop blade had thunked through the seat rest.

The small craft lost its wings sliding down the avenue then flipped on its roof, coming to a shuddering halt at the front steps.

‘That could have been a lot worse,’ said Holly, smacking her harness buckle.

Indeed, thought Artemis, watching blood on the tip of his nose seem to drip upwards.

Suddenly something that looked like a giant angry peach slid down what was left of the windscreen, buckling the anti-shatter glass and coming to a wobbly stop on the bottom step.

Mulch made it, thought Artemis.
 Good.

Mulch literally crawled up the manor steps, desperate for food to replace his jettisoned fat. ‘Can you believe that supermodels do that every month?’ he moaned.

Artemis beeped the door and the dwarf disappeared inside, clattering down the main hallway towards the kitchen.

It was left to Artemis and Holly to lug Butler the length of the steps, which in the bodyguard’s limp unconscious state was about as easy as lugging a sack of anvils. They had made it to the third step when an uncommonly bold robin redbreast fluttered down and landed on Butler’s face, hooking its tiny claws over the bridge of the bodyguard’s nose. This in itself would have been surprising enough, but the note clamped in the bird’s beak made the little creature altogether more sinister.

Artemis dropped Butler’s arm.
 ‘That was quick,’ he said. ‘Opal’s ego doesn’t waste any time.’

Holly tugged the tiny scroll free. ‘You were expecting this?’

‘Yes. Don’t even bother reading it, Holly. Opal’s words are not worth the paper they are written on, and I can tell that’s inexpensive paper.’

Of course, Holly did read the note and her cheeks glowed brighter with every word.

‘Opal requests the pleasure of our company for the great cleansing. If we turn ourselves in, just me and you, then she will let your brothers live. Also she promises to spare Foaly, when she is declared empress.’

Holly balled the note and flicked it at the robin redbreast’s head. ‘You go and tell Opal no deal.’

The bird whistled aggressively and flapped its wings in a way that seemed insulting.

‘You want to take me on, Berserker?’ said Holly to the tiny bird. ‘Because I may have just crawled out of a plane crash, but I can still kick your tail feathers.’

The redbreast took off, its birdsong trailing behind it like a derisive chuckle as it flew back to its mistress.

‘You better fly, Tweety!’ Holly shouted after it, allowing herself an unprofessional outburst, and it did make her feel marginally better. Once the bird had disappeared over the treeline, she returned to her task.

‘We must hurry,’ she said, hooking her arm under Butler’s armpit. ‘This is a trick. Opal will have more Berserkers on our tails. We’re probably being watched by … worms … right now.’

Artemis did not agree. ‘No. The gate is paramount now. She will not risk more soldiers hunting for us. But we must hurry all the same. Dawn is hours away and we have time for only one more assault.’

‘So we’re ignoring that note, right?’

‘Of course. Opal is toying with our emotions for her own gratification. Nothing more. She wishes to place herself in a position of power, emotionally.’

The steps were coated with seasonal ice crystals, which twinkled like movie frost in the moonlight. Eventually Artemis and Holly succeeded in rolling Butler over the threshold and on to a rug, which they dragged underneath the stairs, making the hefty bodyguard as comfortable as possible with some of the throw pillows that Angeline Fowl liked to strew casually on every chair.

Holly’s back clicked as she straightened. ‘OK. Death cheated one more time. What’s next, brainiac?’

Holly’s words were glib, but her eyes were wider than usual, with desperation in the whites. They were so close to unthinkable disaster that it seemed even Artemis with his knack of pulling last-minute miraculous rabbits out of his hat could not possibly save humanity.

‘I need to think,’ said Artemis simply, quickstepping up the stairs. ‘Have something to eat and maybe take a nap.
 This will take ninety minutes at least.’

Holly clambered after him, struggling up the human-size steps.

‘Wait! Just wait,’ she called, overtaking Artemis and looking him in the eye from one step up.
 ‘I know you, Artemis. You like to play your genius card close to your chest until the big reveal. And that’s worked out for us so far. But this time you need to let me in. I can help. So tell me the truth, do you have a plan?’

Artemis met his friend’s gaze and lied to her face. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No plan.’







Chapter 17

Last Light
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THE LEP had several operatives working undercover in human theme parks around the world because humans did not even bat an eyelid at the sight of a dwarf or fairy so long as they were standing beside a rollercoaster or animatronic unicorn. Foaly had once reviewed footage from a ride in Orlando that the conspiracy theorists on the Council were certain was a training base for a secret government group of fairy killers. In this particular ride, the customers were put on a subway train that drove into an underground station. A station that was promptly subjected to every natural disaster known to man or fairy. First an earthquake split the tunnel, then a hurricane whipped up a storm of debris, then a flood pulled vehicles down from above and finally an honest-to-gods lava stream lapped the windows.

When Foaly finally got back to his office, he looked down on the streets of Haven from the fourth floor of the Police Plaza building and it occurred to him that his beloved city reminded him of that Orlando subway station. Totally trashed almost beyond recognition.


But my city cannot be reassembled by the touch of a button.

Foaly pressed his forehead against the cool glass and watched the emergency services work their magic.

Paramedic warlocks treated the wounded with rapid bursts of magic from their insulated mitts. Firegnomes cut through girders with buzz lasers, clearing paths for ambulances, and structural engineers abseiled from rock hooks, plugging fissures with flexi-foam.

It’s funny, thought Foaly.
 I always thought that the humans would destroy us. The centaur placed his fingertips on the glass. No. We are not destroyed. We will rebuild.

Any new tech had exploded, but there was plenty of outdated stuff that had not been recycled due to budget cuts. Most of the fire department vehicles were operational and none of the back-up generators had been refitted in the past five years. Commander Kelp was overseeing a clean-up operation on a scale never before seen in Haven. Atlantis had been hit just as badly, if not worse.


At least the dome was shored up. If that had imploded, the death count would have been huge. Not human huge but pretty big all the same.

All because one psychotic pixie wanted to rule the world.


A lot of families lost someone today. How many fairies are sick with worry right now?

Foaly’s thoughts turned to Holly, stranded on the surface, trying to deal with this situation without LEP support.


If she’s even alive. If any of them are alive.

Foaly had no way of knowing. All of their long-range communication was out, as most of it was piggybacked on human satellites that had by now been reduced to space garbage.

Foaly tried to comfort himself with the thought that Artemis and Butler were with his friend.


If anyone can thwart Opal, it’s Artemis.

And then he thought, Thwart? I’m using words like ‘thwart’ now. Opal would love that. It makes her sound like a supervillain.

Mayne clopped up beside him. ‘Mak dak jiball, Oncle. We’ve got something on your lab screens.’

Foaly’s nephew had no difficulty speaking Unicorn, but the boy had some difficulty getting to the point.

‘They’re big screens, Mayne.
 Usually there’s something on them.’

Mayne scraped his forehoof. ‘I know that, but this is something interesting.’

‘Really. Lot of interesting stuff going on today, Mayne. Can you specificate?’

Mayne frowned. ‘Specificate
 means to identify the species of a creature. Is that what you mean?’

‘No. I meant can you be more specific?’

‘About what species?’

Foaly scraped a hoof, scoring the tiling.
 ‘Just tell me what’s so interesting on the screen. We’re all busy here today, Mayne.’

‘Have you been drinking sim-coffee?’ his nephew wondered. ‘Because Aunty Caballine said you get a little jittery after two cups.’

‘What’s on the screen?’
 thundered Foaly, in what he thought of as his majestic tone, but was actually a little shrill.

Mayne reared back a few paces, then gathered himself, wondering why people always reacted to him in this way.

‘You remember those ARClights you sent to Fowl Manor?’

‘Of course I remember. They’re all dead. I send them, Artemis finds them. It’s a little game we play.’

Mayne jerked a thumb over his shoulder, towards the screen, where the blank square used to be. ‘Well, one of those suckers just came back to life. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.’

Foaly aimed a kick at Mayne, but the youngster had already trotted out of range.

FOWL MANOR

Artemis locked his office door behind him and gave the perimeter cams and sensors a cursory glance to make sure they were safe for the moment. It was as he expected. The only activity on the estate was over a kilometre away where the Martello tower used to be and where the Berserker Gate now poked from Opal’s impact crater. As a precaution, he set the alarm to the
 SIEGE setting, which featured deterrents not available on standard house systems, such as electrified windowpanes and flash bombs in the locks. Then again, Fowl Manor hadn’t been a standard house since Artemis decided to keep his kidnapped fairy in the basement.

Once he was satisfied they were locked down, Artemis opened a coded drawer in his desk and pulled out a small lead box. He tapped the lid with a nail and was satisfied to hear a skittering inside.


Still alive then.

Artemis slid the box open and inside, latched on to a three-volt battery, was a tiny bio-cam dragonfly. One of Foaly’s little toys, which were usually shorted out in Artemis’s regular bug sweeps, but he had decided to keep this one and feed it, in case he ever needed a private line through to Foaly. He had hoped to use this camera to announce the success of their assault on the Berserker Gate, but now the little bug would convey a more sombre message.

Artemis shook the bug on to his desk where it skittered around for a while, before its face-recognition software identified Artemis as the prime target and decided to focus in on him. The tiny lenses in its eyes buzzed almost inaudibly and a couple of stemmed microphones extended like an ant’s antennae.

Leaning in close, Artemis began to speak softly, so he could not possibly be overheard, even though his own sensors assured him that his was the only warm body of significant mass within six metres.

‘Good morning, Foaly. I know there is not so much as an atom of Koboi technology in this little mutation, so in theory it can transmit and I hope you are still alive to receive the transmission. Things are bad up here, my friend, very bad. Opal has opened the Berserker Gate and is working on the second lock. If she succeeds, then a wave of coded Earth magic will be released to destroy humanity utterly. This, in my opinion, is a bad thing. To stop this disaster from happening I need you to send me a couple of items in one of your drone mining eggs. There is no time for permits and committees, Foaly. These items must be in Fowl Manor in less than two hours or it will be too late. Get what I need, Foaly.’

Artemis leaned in even closer to the tiny living camera and whispered urgently.

‘Two things, Foaly. Two things to save the world.’

And he told the little bug what he needed and where exactly he needed them sent.

POLICE PLAZA, HAVEN CITY, THE LOWER ELEMENTS

The colour drained from Foaly’s face.


Koboi was working on the second lock.

This was catastrophic – though there were many fairies in Haven who would dance in the streets to celebrate the eradication of humanity, but no rational ones.


Two items.

The first wasn’t a problem. It was a
 toy, for heaven’s sake.


I think I have one in my desk.

But the second. The second.


That is a problem. A major problem.

There were legal issues and moral issues. If he even mentioned it to the Council, they would want to form a task force and a subcommittee.

What Artemis asked was technically possible.
 He did have a prototype mining egg in the testing area. All he had to do was program the co-ordinates into the navigation system and the egg would speed towards the surface.
 Built to transport miners from cave-ins, the egg could withstand huge pressures and fly at the speed of sound three times around the world. So Artemis’s time limit shouldn’t be a problem.

Foaly chewed a knuckle. Should he do what Artemis asked? Did he want to? The centaur could ask himself questions until time had run out, but there was really only one question that mattered.


Do I trust Artemis?

Foaly heard breathing behind him and realized that Mayne was in the room.

‘Who else has been in here?’ he asked the technician.

Mayne snorted. ‘In here? You think the alpha fairies are going to hang around dork central when there’s a big old crisis going down? No one has been in here and no one has seen this video. Except me.’

Foaly paced the length of his office.
 ‘OK. Mayne, my young friend, how would you like a full-time job?’

Mayne squinted suspiciously. ‘What would I have to do?’

Foaly grabbed item number one from his desk drawer and headed for the door.

‘Just your usual,’ he replied.
 ‘Hang around the lab and be useless.’

Mayne made a copy of Artemis’s video just in case he was being implicated in some kind of treason.

‘I could do that,’ he said.







Chapter 18

Soul Survivor
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ARTEMIS was making final preparations in his office, updating his will and trying to master his feelings, tamping down a flat grey sky of sadness that threatened to cloud his resolve. He knew that Doctor Argon would advise him against bottling up his emotions as it would lead to psychological scarring in the long term.

But there will be no long term, Doctor, he thought wryly.

After so many adventures Artemis felt he should have known that things never turned out exactly as planned, but still he felt surprised at the finality of this step he was being forced to take – and also that he was willing to even consider taking it.


The boy who kidnapped Holly Short all those years ago would never have entertained the notion of sacrificing himself.

But he was no longer that boy. His parents were restored to him and he had brothers.


And dear friends.

Something else Artemis had never anticipated.

Artemis watched his hand shake as he signed his last will and testament. How valid many of his bequests were in this new age, he was not sure. The banking system was almost definitely irretrievably damaged, as were the world’s stock exchanges. So there went the stocks, bonds and shares.

All that time spent accumulating wealth, Artemis thought. What a waste.

Then: Come now. You are simply being maudlin. You love gold almost as much as Mulch Diggums loves chicken. And, given the chance, you would probably do the same again.

It was true. Artemis didn’t believe in death-bed conversions. They were far too opportunistic. A man must be what he is and take whatever judgements are forthcoming on the chin.

If there is a Saint Peter, I will not argue with him at the Pearly Gates, he promised his subconscious, though Artemis knew that if his theory was correct he could be stuck on this plane as a spirit just as the Berserkers were.

I can be a supernatural bodyguard to Myles and Beckett.

This notion gave Artemis comfort and made him smile. He realized that he was not at all afraid, as if what he was about to attempt was a simulation in a role-playing game rather than an actual course of action. This changed when Artemis sealed the will in an envelope and propped it against the desk lamp. He stared at the document, feeling the finality in the moment.


No going back now.

And then the fear dropped on him like a tonne weight, pinning him to the office chair. He felt a block of lead solidify in his stomach and suddenly his limbs seemed grafted on and out of his control. Artemis took several deep breaths just to stop himself throwing up, and gradually his calm returned.


I had always imagined that there would be time for goodbyes. A moment for meaningful words with those I love.

There was no time. No time for anything but action.

The fear had passed and Artemis was still set on his course.

I can do it, he realized. I can think with my heart.

Artemis pushed his oxblood chair back on its castors, clapped his knees once and stood to face his ordeal.

Holly burst into the office with murder in her eyes.

‘I saw what came out of the wine cellar, Artemis.’

‘Ah,’ said Artemis. ‘The egg arrived.’

‘Yes, it arrived. And I had a look inside.’

Artemis sighed. ‘Holly. I am sorry you saw. Mulch was supposed to hide it.’

‘Mulch is my friend too, and I told him you would try to pull something. He was digging himself a last-minute escape tunnel when the egg came in on autopilot. Mulch figures this is the something you are trying to pull.’

‘Holly, it’s not what you think.’

‘I know what you’re planning. I figured it out.’

 ‘It seems radical, I know,’ said Artemis. ‘But it’s the only way. I have to do this.’

‘You have to do it!’
 said Holly, incensed. ‘Artemis Fowl makes choices for everyone as usual.’

‘Perhaps, but this time I am justified by circumstance.’

Holly actually pulled her gun. ‘No.
 Forget it, Artemis. It’s not happening.’

‘It has to happen. Perhaps in time, with resources, I could develop an alternate strategy …’

‘Develop an alternate strategy? This is not a corporate takeover we’re talking about, Artemis. It’s your life.
 You intend to go out there to kill yourself. What about Butler?’

Artemis sighed. It pained him to leave Butler unconscious, ignorant of the plan, especially as he knew that his faithful bodyguard would forever consider himself a failure.


Collateral damage. Just as I shall be.

‘No. I can’t tell him and neither will you …’

Holly interrupted with a wave of her gun.
 ‘No orders from you, Mister Civilian. I am the officer in charge. And I am categorically vetoing this tactic.’

Artemis sat in his chair, resting his face in his hands. ‘Holly, we have thirty minutes before sunrise then I die anyway.
 Butler dies and Juliet. My family. Almost everyone I love will be gone. All you’re doing is making sure that Opal wins. You would not be saving anyone.’

Holly stood beside him and her touch was light at his shoulder. Artemis realized suddenly that elves had a signature odour.


Grass and citrus. Once I would have filed that information.

‘I know you don’t like it, Holly my friend, but it’s a good plan.’

Holly’s fingers travelled to Artemis’s neck and he felt a slight tingle.

‘I don’t like it, Arty,’
 she said. ‘But it is a good plan.’

The tranquillizer pad took a few seconds to work and then Artemis found himself keeling over on to the Afghan rug, his nose parting the fibres in a tree-of-life motif. The drug numbed his mind and he could not fathom exactly what was happening.

‘I’m sorry, Artemis,’ said Holly, kneeling beside him. ‘Opal is one of my people, so this is my sacrifice to make.’

Artemis’s left eye rolled in its socket and his hand flapped weakly.

‘Don’t hate me forever, Arty,’ whispered Holly. ‘I couldn’t bear that.’ She took his hand and squeezed it tightly. ‘I am the soldier, Artemis, and this is a job for a soldier.’

‘You make a good point, Holly,’
 said Artemis clearly. ‘But this is my plan and, with all due respect, I am the only one who can be trusted to execute it.’

Holly was confused. Just a moment ago, Artemis had been on the verge of unconsciousness and now he was lecturing her in his usual supercilious way.


How?

Holly pulled back her hand and saw a small adhesive blister on her palm.

He drugged me! she realized.
 That sneaky Mud Boy drugged me.

Artemis stood and led Holly to the leather sofa, laying her down on the soft cushions.

‘I thought Foaly might tattle, so I took an adrenalin shot to counteract your sedative.’

Holly fought the fog clouding her mind.
 ‘How could you … How?’

‘Logically you have no right to be angry. I simply followed your lead.’

Tears filled Holly’s eyes, spilling down her cheeks as the truth called to her from far away, across a misty chasm.


He is really going through with it.

‘No,’ she managed.

‘There is no other way.’

Holly felt the hollowness of dread sour her stomach. ‘Please, Arty,’ she mumbled. ‘Let me …’ but she said no more as her lips had turned to slack rubber.

Artemis nearly broke – she could see it in his mismatched eyes, one human, one fairy – but then he stepped away from the couch and breathed deeply.

‘No. It has to be me, Holly. If the second lock is opened, then I will die, but if my plan succeeds, then all fairy souls inside the magical corona will be drawn to the afterlife. Fairy souls. My soul is human, Holly, don’t you see? I don’t intend to die and there is a chance that I may survive. A small chance, granted. But a chance nonetheless.’ Artemis rubbed his eye with a knuckle. ‘As a plan, it is far from perfect, but there is no alternative.’

Artemis made Holly comfortable with cushions. ‘I want you to know, my dear friend, that without you I would not be the person I am today.’ He leaned in close and whispered. ‘I was a broken boy and you fixed me. Thank you.’

Holly was aware that she was crying because her vision was blurred, but she could not feel the tears on her face.

‘Opal expects you and me,’ she heard Artemis say. ‘And that is exactly what she will get.’

It’s a trap! Holly wanted to scream. You are walking into a trap.

But, even if Artemis could hear her thoughts, Holly knew there was no turning him from his path. Just as she figured that Artemis had left the room, he reappeared in her field of vision, a pensive look on his face.

‘I know you can still hear me, Holly,’ he said. ‘So I would ask one last favour of you. If Opal outwits me and I don’t make it out of that crater, I want you to tell Foaly to power up the chrysalis.’ He leaned down and kissed Holly’s forehead. ‘And give him that from me.’

Then the teen genius left, and Holly could not even turn her head to watch him go.

Opal knew that the ranks of her warriors were depleted, but it didn’t matter; she had reached the final level of the Berserker Gate’s second lock. Satisfaction flushed through her system in a buzz that set sparks jumping from the tips of her ears.

‘I need peace,’ she called to whatever Berserker was guarding her flank. ‘If anyone comes close, kill them.’ She hurriedly amended this order to: ‘Except the human Fowl, and his pet LEP captain. Do you understand me?’

Oro, in the body of Beckett, understood well enough, but wished the fairy bonds gave him wiggle room to suggest that their leader forget her personal vendetta. However, Bruin Fadda’s rules were explicit: total obedience to the fairy who opens the gate.

We should hunt them down, he wanted to say. If we can capture these last few humans, then there is no need to open the second lock.

Opal turned and screamed into his face, spittle flying. ‘I said, do you understand me?’

‘I do,’ said Oro. ‘Kill anyone, except Fowl and the female.’

Opal tapped his cute button nose.
 ‘Yes, exactly. Mummy is sorry for raising her voice. Mummy is stressed beyond belief. You would not believe the brain cells Mummy is expending on this thing.’

Say ‘Mummy’ one more time, thought Oro. And bonds or no bonds …

The most Oro could do against the grip of the fairy bond was scowl slightly and bear the stomach cramps, but his scowling had no effect as Opal had already turned back to her task, a corona of black magic shimmering around her shoulders.

The final tumbler in Bruin Fadda’s enchanted lock was the warlock himself. Bruin had interred his own soul in the rock in much the same spiritual fashion as the Berserkers had been preserved in the ground.

As Opal ran her fingers over the rock’s surface, the druid’s face appeared in the stone, roughly etched but recognizable as elfin.

‘Who wakes me from my slumbers?’
 he asked in a voice of rock and age. ‘Who calls me back from the brink of eternity?’

Oh, please, thought Opal. Who calls me back from the brink of eternity? Is this the kind of troll dung I am going to have to put up with just to wipe out humanity?

‘It is I, Opal Koboi,’ she said, playing along. ‘From the house of Koboi. High Queen of the fairy families.’

‘Greetings, Opal Koboi,’ said Bruin. ‘It is good to see the face of another fairy. So we are not yet extinct.’

‘Not yet, mighty warlock, but, even as we speak, the humans approach the gate. Haven is threatened. We must open the second lock.’

The rock ground like a millstone as Bruin frowned. ‘The second lock? That is indeed a momentous request. You would bear the guilt for this action?’

Opal used the penitent face she had developed for parole hearings. ‘I would bear it, for the People.’

‘You are indeed brave, Queen Opal. The pixies were ever noble in spite of their stature.’

Opal was prepared to let the
 stature remark pass because she liked the sound of Queen Opal.
 Also, time was wasting. In less than an hour the sun would rise and the full moon would pass, and the chances of maintaining this little army for another day even with the humans chasing their own tails were pretty slim.

 ‘Thank you, mighty Bruin. Now, the time has come for your answer.’

The warlock’s frown deepened. ‘I must consult. Are my Berserkers by your side?’

This was unforeseen. ‘Yes. Captain Oro is at my shoulder. He is in total agreement with me.’

‘I would confer with him,’ said the stone face.

This Bruin character was really pushing Opal’s buttons. A second ago it was all Queen Opal, and now he wanted to consult the help?

‘Mighty Bruin, I don’t really think there is any need to consult with your soldiers. Time grows short.’

‘I would confer with him!’
 thundered Bruin, and the scored grooves of his face glowed with a power that shook Opal to her core.

Not a problem, she thought. Oro is bonded to me. My will is his will.

Oro stepped forward. ‘Bruin, comrade.
 I had thought you gone to the next life.’

The stone face smiled and he seemed to have sunlight instead of teeth. ‘Soon, Oro Shaydova. I liked your old face better than this young one, though I can see your soul beneath.’

‘A soul that aches to be released, Bruin. The light calls to us all. Some of my warriors have lost their wits, or close to it. We were never meant to be this long in the ground.’

‘That time of deliverance is at hand, my friend. Our work is almost done. So tell me, are the People yet under threat?’

 ‘We are. Queen Opal speaks the truth.’

Bruin’s eyes narrowed. ‘But you are bonded, I see.’

‘Yes, Bruin. I am in thrall to the queen.’

Bruin’s eyes flashed white in the stone. ‘I release you from your bonds so that we may speak freely.’

Not good, thought Opal.

Oro’s shoulders slumped and it seemed as though every one of his years was written on Beckett’s face.

‘The humans have weapons now,’
 said Oro and it was strange to see the words coming from a mouth full of milk teeth.
 ‘They seem miraculous to me. In this young one’s memory I have seen that, without us to hunt readily, they kill each other by their thousands. They destroy the Earth and have annihilated several thousand species.’

The stone face grew troubled. ‘Have they not changed?’

‘They are more efficient than we remember, that is all.’

‘Should I open the second lock?’

Oro rubbed his eyes. ‘This I cannot answer for you. It is true that Queen Opal has sabotaged their efforts, but already they mass against us. The gate has been assaulted twice, with two of our own among the attackers. An elf and a dwarf, both cunning adversaries.’

The stone face sighed and white light flowed from its mouth. ‘Always have there been traitors.’

‘We cannot hold on much longer,’
 admitted Oro. ‘Some of my warriors have already been called to Danu’s side.
 The world is in chaos and, if the humans attack the gate tomorrow, there will be none to defend it. With their new weapons, perhaps they will find a way to dismantle the second lock.’

Opal was quietly delighted and if she could have clapped her tiny hands without seeming unqueenly she would have done. Oro was convincing this craggy idiot better than she ever could.

‘The People wither and die without sunlight,’ she added, po-faced. ‘Soon we will disappear altogether.
 Suffering is our daily ritual. We must ascend.’

Oro could only agree with this. ‘Yes.
 We must ascend.’

Bruin ruminated for a long moment and his stony features grated as he thought.

‘Very well,’ he said finally.
 ‘I shall open the lock, but yours is the final choice, Queen Opal. When the end is in sight, then you must choose. Your soul shall bear the consequences as mine already does.’

Yes, yes, yes, thought Opal, barely concealing her delighted eagerness.

‘I am prepared for this responsibility,’ she said sombrely. And, though she could not see it, Oro rolled his eyes behind her, all too aware that Opal did not have the People’s interests at heart. But her motivations were of little importance as the end result, the
 extinction of humanity, would be the same.

Bruin’s features were suddenly submerged in a pool of bubbling magma that bled into the rock to reveal two sunken handprints. Opal’s original key and a fresh one glowing a deep blood-red.

‘Choose selflessly,’ said Bruin’s voice from deep within the stone. ‘Prudence will close the gate entirely, releasing the souls and destroying the path forever.
 Desperation will summon the power of Danu and wipe the humans from the face of our land.
 Fairies shall walk the Earth again.’

Handprint B it is, thought Opal happily. I have always found desperation a wonderful motivator.

Now that the climax had actually arrived, Opal paused for a thrilling moment to savour it.

‘This time it is impossible for me to lose,’ she said to Oro. ‘Mummy’s gonna press the big button.’

Oro would have pressed the button himself just to stop Opal referring to herself as Mummy but alas only the fairy who opened the gate could activate the second lock.

Opal wiggled her fingers. ‘Here we go.
 Mummy’s ready.’

Then a voice called from the lip of the crater. ‘The human is surrendering himself. And he’s brought the elf.’

Until that second, Opal had not realized that this moment was not quite perfect. But now it would be.

‘Bring them to me,’ she commanded. ‘I want them to see it coming.’

Artemis Fowl dragged a hooded figure along the ground, heels digging grooves in the earth. When they arrived at the crater that had been blasted by Opal’s arrival, one of the pirates nudged Artemis and he went tumbling down the incline, his face slapping the dirt with each revolution. The second figure skidded beside him and it seemed almost co-ordinated when they rolled to the foot of the Berserker Gate. They made a bedraggled beaten pair. The second figure landed face up. It was Holly Short. Obviously the elf had not come willingly.

‘Oh, my,’ said Opal, giggling behind her fist. ‘Poor dears. How pathetic.’ Opal felt proud of herself that she still had some sympathy in her for others.

I actually feel bad for these people, she realized. Good for me.

Then Opal remembered how Artemis Fowl and Holly Short had been responsible for her years in maximum-security confinement, and what she had been forced to do to secure her own release, and her feeling bad for those people evaporated like morning dew.

‘Help them up,’ Oro ordered Juliet who was squatting to one side, eating a bloody rabbit.

‘No!’ said Opal shrilly.
 ‘Search the Mud Boy for weapons, then let them crawl to my feet. Let the boy beg for mankind. I want this one with blood on his knees and tears of despair on his face.’

The fairy spirits sensed that the end was near and that soon their souls would finally be released from duty and granted peace, so they gathered at the base of the Berserker Gate in their borrowed bodies, forming the sealed magic circle. They watched as Artemis hefted Holly painfully up the stairs, his back bent with the effort.

I wish I could see his face, thought Opal. See what this is costing him.

Holly’s frame was limp as she bumped along the steps and one leg dangled off the tower’s edge. She seemed small and frail and her breathing was ragged. Opal allowed herself to imagine what Fowl had been forced to inflict on the elf in order to subdue her.

I turned them on themselves, she thought. The ultimate victory. And they did it for nothing, the fools.

Artemis reached the plateau and dropped Holly like a butcher’s sack. He turned to Opal, hatred written large on his normally impassive features.

‘Here we are, Your Majesty,’ he said, spitting the title. ‘I am surrendering myself, as ordered, and I have forced Holly to do the same.’

‘And I am so glad to see you, Artemis.
 So very glad. This makes everything simply perfect.’

Artemis leaned elbows on knees, panting for breath, blood dripping from his nose. ‘Holly said that you would never keep your word, but I tried to assure her that there was a chance at least and so long as there was a chance we had no choice. She disagreed and so I was forced to sedate my dearest friend.’ Artemis made eye contact with the pixie. ‘Is there a chance, Opal?’

Opal laughed shrilly. ‘A chance? Oh gods, no. There was never a chance. I love you, Artemis. You are too funny.’ She wiggled her fingers and sparks danced.

The colour drained from Artemis’s face and his hands shook from effort and anger. ‘Don’t you care about the lives you take?’

‘I don’t want to kill
 everybody. But either humans or fairies have to go, so that I can lead the others. I decided on your group because I already have quite a lot of support below ground. There’s a secret website and you’d be amazed at some of the registered names.’

The remaining Berserkers gazed up from the crater, swaying slightly, muttering prayers to the goddess Danu. Two pirates suddenly dropped, clattering to the ground in a rattle of bones.

‘My children are failing,’ said Opal. ‘Time for Mummy to send them to heaven. Bellico, move the pesky boy genius back a little. It’s not likely that Artemis Fowl will actually launch a physical attack, but he does have a knack for destroying my beautiful plans.’

Juliet tossed Artemis backwards into the dirt. No emotion showed on her face; she was simply unable to take any other course of action.

‘Should I kill the Mud Boy?’ she asked dispassionately.

‘Absolutely not,’ said Opal.
 ‘I want him to see. I want him to feel the ultimate despair.’

Artemis rolled to his knees. ‘Humans are no threat to you, Opal. Most of us don’t even know fairies exist.’

‘Oh, they do now. Our shuttle ports are all wide open without their shields. I have revealed our existence to the Mud People so now there is no choice but to eliminate them. It’s simple logic.’

Juliet placed a foot on Artemis’s back, flattening him to the earth. ‘He is dangerous, my queen. And, if the elf traitor wakes, she could harm you.’

Opal pointed at the terracotta warriors.
 ‘You restrain the elf and have those moving statues hold the boy. Mummy wishes to do a little grandstanding. It’s clichéd, I know, but after this I’ll probably have to be regal and selfless in public.’

Juliet lifted Holly by the scruff of the neck, easily hefting her aloft. Two Chinese warriors pinioned Artemis between them, holding him powerless in their grips of baked clay, with only his hands and feet mobile.

He can do nothing, thought Opal, satisfied.

‘Bring them here,’ she commanded. ‘I want them both to see me cleanse the planet.’

Artemis struggled ineffectually, but Holly’s head lolled in its hood, which was a little annoying for Opal as she would have preferred to see the elf wide awake and terrified.

Opal positioned herself by the raised dais, tapping her fingers on the stone like a concert pianist. She worked on the Berserker Gate as she spoke, dipping her hands into the rock, which became molten where she touched.

‘Humans had magic once,’ she said. Perhaps she should gag Artemis’s smart mouth in case he contaminated her buoyant mood with some of his snide observations. Though by the vacant look on this Mud Boy’s face, the snide had been beaten out of him.

‘That’s right. Humans wielded magic almost as well as demons. That’s why Bruin Fadda put so many hexes on this lock. His reasoning being that if any human grew powerful enough to decipher the enchantments, then Bruin had no choice but to unleash the power of Danu, for the good of the People.’ Opal smiled fondly at the Berserker Gate. ‘It looks simple now, like a child’s toy,’ she said. ‘Just two handprints on a rock table. But the computations I had to work out. Foaly could never have managed it, I can tell you. That ridiculous centaur has no idea what it took to solve this puzzle: enchanted runes in several dimensions, quantum physics, magic maths. I doubt there are four people in the world who could have brought that old fool Bruin back to life. And I had to do it all mentally. Without screens or paper. Some of it telepathically through my younger self. You know I didn’t even lose my memories when she died and I thought I would. Strange, isn’t it?’

Artemis did not reply. He had retreated into bruised sulky silence.

‘So here’s how it works,’
 said Opal brightly, as though explaining a maths problem to her kindergarten group.
 ‘If I choose the first handprint, then I close the gate forever and all fairy souls inside the circle are released – except mine of course as I am protected by black magic. But if I choose the scary red hand, then the power of Danu is unleashed but on humans only. It’s a pity we won’t see too much from here, but at least I can watch you die and imagine the magic’s effect on everyone else.’

Artemis wrenched one arm free of the clay warrior’s grip, tearing his sleeve and a layer of flesh. Before anyone could react, he placed his own hand in the Berserker Gate’s first lock.

Of course nothing happened apart from Opal barking with laughter. ‘You don’t understand, stupid boy.
 Only I can choose. Not you, not that pathetic centaur Foaly, not your little elf friend.
 Only Opal Koboi. That is the whole point. She who opens the lock controls the gate. It is coded right down to my very DNA.’ Opal’s tiny face grew purple with self-importance and her pointed chin shook. ‘I am the messiah. And I will shed blood so that the People may worship me. I will build my temple around this silly gate that leads nowhere and they can parade school tours past to learn about me.’

Artemis had a single strand of defiance left in him. ‘I could close it,’ he grunted. ‘Given a few minutes.’

Opal was nonplussed. ‘You could … You could close it? Weren’t you listening? Didn’t I make it simple enough? No one can close it but me.’

Artemis seemed unimpressed. ‘I could figure it out. One more hour, ten minutes even. Holly is a fairy, she has magic. I could have used her hand and my brain. I know I could. How difficult could it be if you managed it? You’re not even as smart as Foaly.’

‘Foaly!’ screamed Opal.
 ‘Foaly is a buffoon. Fiddling around with his gadgets when there are entire dimensions left unexplored.’

‘I apologize, Holly,’ said Artemis formally. ‘You warned me and I wouldn’t listen. You were our only chance and I tricked you.’

Opal was furious. She skirted the Chinese warriors to where Juliet stood holding Holly whose head was dangling.

 ‘You think this ridiculous
 thing could ever have accomplished what I have accomplished?’

‘That is Captain Holly Short of the Lower Elements Police,’ said Artemis. ‘Show some respect. She beat you before.’

‘This is not before,’
 said Opal emphatically. ‘This is now. The end of days for humanity.’ She grabbed Holly’s hand and slapped it vaguely in the area of the handprint on the Berserker Gate. ‘Oh, look at that. The gate is not closing. Holly Short has no power here.’ Opal laughed cruelly. ‘Oh, poor pretty Holly. Imagine, if only your hand would activate the gate, then your suffering could end right now.’

‘We could do it,’ mumbled Artemis, but his eyes were closing and it seemed as though he had lost faith in himself.
 His free hand tapped a distracted rhythm on the stone. The human’s mind had finally snapped.

‘Ridiculous,’ said Opal, calming herself. ‘And here I am, getting flustered by your claims. You vex me, Artemis, and I will be glad when you are dead.’

Two things happened while Opal was ranting at Artemis. The first thing was that Opal had a series of thoughts:


Holly’s hand seems very small.

Opal realized that she hadn’t closely examined the elf since she’d appeared at the crater’s rim. Either she’d been lying down, or Artemis had shielded her body with his own.


But her face. I saw the face. It was definitely her.

The second thing to happen was that the small hand in question, which still rested on the Berserker Gate, began to crab spasmodically towards the handprint, feeling its way with fingertips.

Opal pulled back Holly’s hood to take a better look and saw that the face crackled a little on close inspection.


A mask. A child’s projection mask. Like the one used by Pip …

‘No!’ she screamed. ‘No, I will not permit it!’

She reached under Holly’s chin and wrenched off the mask, and of course it was not Holly underneath.

Opal saw her own cloned face beneath the mask and felt instantly traumatized as though blindsided by a massive blow.

‘It is me!’ she breathed, then giggled hysterically. ‘And only I can close the gate.’

Two seconds of stunned inaction followed from Opal, which allowed Nopal’s fingers to arrange themselves perfectly in the handprint. The print turned green and radiated a warm light. The smell of summer emanated from the stone and there was birdsong.

Artemis chuckled, showing his blood-rimmed teeth. ‘I would imagine that you’re vexed now.’

Opal sent a vicious magical pulse directly into the clone’s torso, twisting her from Juliet’s grip and sending her rolling away from the gate, but all she accomplished with her brutality was to let the ethereal light flood through faster. The emerald rays spiralled upwards in a tight coil, then fanned out to form a hemisphere round the magic circle. The Berserkers sighed and bathed their upturned faces in the meadow-green glow.

 ‘It is finally finished, Opal,’
 said Artemis. ‘Your plan has failed. You are finished.’

There were people in the light, smiling and beckoning. There were scenes from times gone by. Fairies farming in this very valley.

Opal did not give up so easily and recovered herself. ‘No. I still have power. Perhaps I lose these Berserker fools, but my magic will protect me. There are other fairies to be duped and the next time you will not stop me.’

Opal slapped Oro hard to distract him from the light. ‘Make certain that clone is dead,’ she ordered. ‘The magic may not take the soulless creature. Finish her off if need be. Do it now!’

Oro frowned. ‘But she is one of us.’

‘What do I care?’

‘But it is over, majesty. We are leaving.’

‘Do as I say, thrall. It can be your last act before you ascend. Then I am done with you.’

‘She is innocent. A helpless pixie.’

Opal was enraged by the argument.
 ‘Innocent? What do I care about that? I have killed a thousand innocent fairies and I will kill ten times that if I deem it necessary. Do as I command.’

Oro drew the dagger, which seemed as big as a sword in his hand. ‘No, Opal. Bruin released me from my bonds. You shall kill no more fairies.’

And with a soldier’s efficiency he pierced Opal’s heart with a single thrust. The tiny pixie dropped, still speaking.
 She talked until her brain died, mouthing foul vitriol, still refusing to believe that it was over for her. She died staring into Artemis’s face, hating him.

Artemis wanted to hate right back, but all he could feel was sadness for the waste of life.

Something that may have been a spirit, or a dark twisted shadow, flickered behind Opal for a moment like a fleeing thief, then dissolved in the magical light.


All this time. All this strife and nobody wins. What a tragedy.

The light glowed brighter and shards detached themselves from the corona to become liquid, congealing around the Berserkers inside the circle. Some left their bodies easily as though slipping from an old coat;
 others were yanked out limb by limb, jerking into the sky. Oro dropped his dagger, disgusted by what had been necessary, then vacated Beckett’s body in a flash of green fire.

At last, he may have said, though Artemis could not be sure. On either side of him, the clay warriors disintegrated as the Berserker spirits vacated them and Artemis dropped to the ground, coming face to face with Nopal.

The clone lay with her eyes uncharacteristically bright and what might have been a smile on her face. She seemed to focus on Artemis for a moment, then the light died in her eyes and she was gone. She was peaceful at the end and, unlike the other fairies, no soul detached itself from her body.

You were never meant to be, realized Artemis, and then his thoughts turned to his own safety.


I need to escape the magic as quickly as possible.

The odds were in his favour, he knew, but that was no guarantee. He had survived against all odds so many times over the past few years that he knew that sometimes percentages counted for nothing.

It occurred to Artemis that, as a human, he should simply be able to hurl himself through the walls of this magical hemisphere and survive.


With all the genius in my head, I am to be saved by a simple high jump.

He scrambled to his feet and ran towards the edge of the gate tower. It was no more than three metres. Difficult but not impossible from a height.

What I wouldn’t give for a set of Foaly’s Hummingbird wings now, he thought.

Through the green liquid Artemis saw Holly and Butler cresting the hill, running towards the crater.

Stay back, my friends, he thought.
 I am coming.

And he jumped for his life. Artemis was glad that Butler was there to witness his effort, as it was almost athletic. From this height, Artemis felt as though he were flying.

There was Holly racing down the slope, outrunning Butler for once. Artemis could see by the shape of her mouth that she was shouting his name. His hands reached the skin of the magic bubble and passed through and Artemis felt tremendous relief.


It worked. Everything will be different now. A new world with humans and fairies living together. I could be an ambassador.

Then the spell caught him as neatly as a bug in a jar and Artemis slid down the inside of the magical corona as though it were made of glass.

Holly rushed down the hillside, reaching towards the magical light.

‘Stay back!’ Artemis shouted, and his voice was slightly out of synch with his lips. ‘The spell will kill you.’

Holly did not slow, and Artemis could see that she intended to attempt a rescue.

She does not understand, he thought.

‘Butler!’ he called. ‘Stop her.’

The bodyguard reached out his massive arms and folded Holly in a bear hug. She used every escape manoeuvre in the manual, but there was no slipping such a grip.

‘Butler, please. This is not right. It was supposed to be me.’

‘Wait,’ said Butler. ‘Just wait, Holly, Artemis has a plan.’ He squinted through the green dome. ‘What is your plan, Artemis?’

All Artemis could do was smile and shrug.

Holly stopped struggling. ‘The magic shouldn’t affect a human, Artemis. Why hasn’t it released you yet?’

Artemis felt the magic scanning his person, looking for something. It found that something in his eye socket.

‘I have a fairy eye – one of yours, remember?’ said Artemis, pointing to the brown iris. ‘I thought my human genes could overcome that, but this is perceptive magic. Smart power.’

 ‘I’ll get the defibrillator,’ said Butler. ‘Perhaps there will be a spark left.’

‘No,’ said Artemis. ‘It will be too late.’

Holly’s eyes were slits now and a pallor spread across her skin like white paint. She felt sick and broken.

‘You knew. Why, Artemis? Why did you do this?’

Artemis did not answer this question. Holly knew him well enough by now to unravel his motives later. He had seconds left and there were more urgent things to be said.

‘Butler, you did not fail me. I tricked you. After all, I am a tactical genius and you were unconscious. I want you to remember that, just in case …’

‘Just in case of what?’ Butler shouted through the viscous light.

Again, Artemis did not answer the question.
 One way or another, Butler would find out.

‘Do you remember what I said to you?’ said Artemis, touching his own forehead.

‘I remember,’ said Holly.
 ‘But …’

There was no more time for questions. The green mist was sucked backwards into the Berserker Gate as though drawn by a vacuum. For a moment Artemis was left standing, unharmed, and Butler dropped Holly to rush to his charge’s side. Then Artemis’s fairy eye glowed green and, by the time Butler caught the falling boy in his arms, Artemis Fowl’s body was already dead.

Holly dropped to her knees and saw Opal Koboi’s twisted body by the lock. The remnants of black magic had eaten through her skin in several places, exposing the ivory gleam of skull.

The sight affected her not one bit at that moment, though the pixie’s staring eyes would haunt Holly’s dreams for the rest of her life.







Chapter 19

The Roses
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THE world was resilient and so slowly fixed itself. Once the initial thunder strike of devastation had passed, there was a wave of opportunism as a certain type of people, i.e. the majority, tried to take advantage of what had happened.

People who had been sneered at as New Age eco-hippies were now hailed as saviours of humanity as it dawned on people that their traditional methods of hunting and farming could keep families fed through the winter.
 Faith healers, evangelists and witch doctors shook their fists around campfires and their following blossomed.

A million and one other things happened that would change the way humanity lived on the Earth, but possibly the two most important events following the Great Techno-Crash were the realization that things could be fixed and the detection of fairies.

After the initial months of panic, a Green Lantern fanatic in Sydney got the Internet up and going again, discovering that even though most of the parts in his antenna had exploded he still knew how to fix it. Slowly the modern age began to reassert itself as mobile-phone networks were rigged by amateurs and kids took over the TV stations. Radio made a huge comeback and some of the old velvet-voiced guys from the seventies were wheeled out of retirement to slot actual CDs into disk drives. Water became the new gold, and oil dropped to third on the fuel list after solar and wind.

Across the globe there had been hundreds of sightings of strange creatures who might have been fairies or aliens. One moment these creatures were not there, and the next there was a crackle or a bang and suddenly there were observation posts with little people in them, all over the world. Small flying craft fell from the sky and powerless submarines bobbed to the surface offshore of a hundred major cities.

The trouble was that all of the machinery self-destructed and any of the fairies/aliens taken into custody inexplicably vanished in the following weeks. Humanity knew that it was not alone on the planet, but it didn’t know where to find these strange creatures. And, considering mankind had not even managed to explore the planet’s oceans, it would be several hundred years before they developed the capacity to probe beneath the Earth’s crust.

So the stories were exaggerated until nobody believed them any more and the one video that did survive was not half as convincing as any Saturday morning kids’ show.

People knew what they had seen and those people would believe it to the day they died, but soon psychiatrists began to assign the fairy sightings to the mass traumatic hallucination scrap heap that was already piled high with dinosaurs, superheroes and Loch Ness monsters.

THE FOWL ESTATE

Ireland became truly an island once more.
 Communities retreated into themselves and began growing foodstuffs that they would actually eat rather than mechanically suck all the goodness out of, freeze all the additives into and ship off to other continents. Many wealthy landowners voluntarily donated their idle fields to disgruntled hungry people with sharp implements.

Artemis’s parents had managed to make their way home from London, where they had been when the world broke down, and, shortly after the funeral ceremony for Artemis, the Fowl Estate was converted into over five hundred separate allotments where people could grow whatever fruit and vegetables the Irish climate permitted.

The ceremony itself was simple and private with only the Fowl and Butler families present. Artemis’s body was buried on the high meadow where he had spent so much of his time tinkering on his solar plane. Butler did not attend because he steadfastly refused to believe the evidence presented to him by his own eyes.

Artemis is not gone, he asserted, time after time. This is not the endgame.

He would not be persuaded otherwise, no matter how many times Juliet or Angeline Fowl dropped down to his dojo for a talk.

Which was why the bodyguard showed not one whit of surprise when Captain Holly Short appeared at the door of his lodge at dawn one morning.

‘Well, it’s about time,’
 he said, grabbing his jacket from the coat stand. ‘Artemis leaves instructions and it takes you guys half a year to figure them out.’

Holly hurried after him.
 ‘Artemis’s instructions were not exactly simple to follow. And, typically, they were totally illegal.’

In the courtyard, a doorway had been cut into the orange glow of the morning sky and in that doorway stood Foaly, looking decidedly nervous.

‘Which do you think seems less suspicious?’ asked Butler. ‘An alien-looking craft hovering in the yard of a country home? Or a floating doorway with a centaur standing in it?’

Foaly clopped down the gangplank, towing a hover trolley behind him. The shuttle door closed and fizzled out of the visible spectrum.

‘Can we get on with this, please?’ he wondered. ‘Everything we’re doing here is against fairy law and possibly immoral. Caballine thinks I’m at Mulch’s ceremony. The Council is actually giving Diggums a medal, can you believe that? The little kleptomaniac managed to convince everyone he more or less saved the planet single-handed. He got a book deal. Anyway, I hate lying to my wife. If I stop to think about this for more than ten seconds, I might just change my mind.’

Holly took control of the hover trolley.
 ‘You will not change your mind. We have come too far just to go home without a result.’

‘Hey,’ said Foaly. ‘I was just saying.’

Holly’s eyes were hard with a determination that would tolerate no argument. She had been wearing that expression almost every day now for six months ever since she had returned home from the Berserker Gate incident. The first thing she had done was seek out Foaly in Police Plaza.

‘I have a message for you from Artemis,’ she’d said, once Foaly had released her from a smothering hug.

‘Really? What did he say?’

‘He said something about a chrysalis.
 You were to power it up.’

These words had a powerful effect on the centaur. He trotted to the door and locked it behind Holly. Then he ran a bug sweep with a wand he kept on his person. Holly knew then that the word meant something to her friend.

‘What chrysalis, Foaly? And why is Artemis so interested in it?’

Foaly took Holly’s shoulders and placed her in a lab chair. ‘Why is Artemis interested? Our friend is dead, Holly. Maybe we should let him go?’

Holly pushed Foaly away and jumped to her feet. ‘Let him go? Artemis didn’t let me go in Limbo. He didn’t let Butler go in London. He didn’t let the entire city of Haven go during the goblin revolution. Now tell me, what is this chrysalis?’

So Foaly told her and the bones of Artemis’s idea became obvious, but more information was needed.

‘Was there anything else?’ asked the centaur. ‘Did Artemis say or do anything else?’

Holly shook her head miserably. ‘No.
 He got a little sentimental, which is unusual for him, but understandable. He told me to kiss you.’

She stood on tiptoes and kissed Foaly’s forehead. ‘Just in case, I suppose.’

Foaly was suddenly upset, and almost overwhelmed, but he coughed and swallowed it down for another time.

‘He said, “Kiss Foaly.” Those exact words?’

‘No,’ said Holly, thinking back.
 ‘He kissed me, and said, “Give him that from me.”’

The centaur grinned, then cackled, then dragged her across the lab.

‘We need to get your forehead under an electron microscope,’ he said.

Holly explained their interpretation of Artemis’s plan to Butler as they walked towards the Berserker Gate. Foaly trotted ahead, muttering calculations to himself and keeping an eye out for early-bird humans.

‘The chrysalis was what Opal used to grow a clone of herself. It was turned over to Foaly who was supposed to destroy it.’

‘But he didn’t,’ guessed Butler.

 ‘No. And Artemis knew that from hacking into LEP recycling records.’

‘So Artemis wanted Foaly to grow a clone? Even an old soldier like me knows that you need DNA for that.’

Holly tapped her forehead.
 ‘That’s why he kissed me. There was enough DNA in the saliva for Foaly to grow an army, but it seemed like a natural trace to the airport scanners.’

‘A genius to the end,’ said Butler. He frowned. ‘But aren’t clones poor dumb creatures? Nopal could barely stay alive.’

Foaly stopped at the lip of the crater to explain. ‘Yes, they are, because they don’t have a soul. This is where the magic comes in. When the first Berserker lock was closed, all fairy spirits within the magic circle were released from their bodies, but Artemis may have had enough human in him and enough sheer willpower to remain in this realm, even after his physical body died. His spirit could be a free-floating, ectoplasmic, ethereal organism right now.’

Butler almost stumbled over his own feet.
 ‘Are you saying Artemis is a ghost?’ He turned to Holly for a straight answer. ‘Is he actually saying that Artemis is a ghost?’

Holly steered the hover trolley down the incline. ‘The Berserkers were ghosts for ten thousand years. That’s how the spell worked. If they lasted that long, it’s possible that Artemis held on for six months.’

‘Possible?’ said Butler.
 ‘That’s all we’ve got?’

Foaly pointed to a spot near the tower.
 ‘Possible is being optimistic. I would say barely conceivable would be a better bet.’

Holly undid the clips of a refrigerated container on top of the hover trolley. ‘Yes, well, the
 barely conceivable is Artemis Fowl’s speciality.’

Butler heaved off the lid and what he saw inside took his breath away, even though he had been expecting it. Artemis’s clone lay inside a transparent tent, breath fogging the plastic.

‘Artemis,’ he said.
 ‘It’s him exactly.’

‘I had to play with the hothousing,’ said Foaly, unhooking the clone from its life-support systems.
 ‘And I didn’t have access to my own lab, so he has six toes on his left foot now, but it’s close enough for a backstreet job. I never thought I’d say it, but Opal Koboi made good tech.’

‘It’s … He’s fifteen now, right?’

Foaly ducked behind a twist of nutrient pipes to hide his face. ‘Actually, the timing got away from me a little, so he’s a little older. But don’t worry, I gave him a total makeover. Skin shrink, bone scrape, marrow injections – I even lubed his brain. Believe me, his own mother wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.’

He rubbed his hands and changed the subject.
 ‘Now, to work. Show me where Artemis died.’

‘Down there,’ said Holly, pointing. ‘By the …’

She had been about to say tower, but her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the incredible roses that grew in thick curved bands emanating from the exact point where Artemis had collapsed.

The Fowl Estate roses were something of a sensation, blooming as they did in a perfect spiral at the foot of the round tower where no roses had been planted. Their unusual burnished orange petals made them visible from the other allotments and Juliet had been assigned the task of ensuring that none of the villagers helped themselves to as much as a single stem.

Because of recent little-people rumours, the allotment workers had taken to calling the flowers fairy roses, which was a better name for them than even they suspected.

Butler carried the enclosed clone in his arms and he was suddenly reminded of a night years ago when he had carried someone else through a field, watching the tall grass swish in Artemis’s wake.


Except that time I was carrying Holly.

Foaly interrupted his thought.
 ‘Butler, you must place the body in the roses. At the centre of the spiral.
 Without life support we have only minutes before degeneration begins.’

Butler laid the clone gently inside the spiral on a soft patch where there were no thorns to pierce it.

Holly knelt to open the tent’s zip.
 She pulled the flaps apart and inside lay Artemis’s new body in a hospital gown, its breath coming in short gasps, sweat sheening its forehead.

Foaly moved quickly around the clone, straightening its limbs, tilting its head back to clear the airwaves.

‘These roses,’ he said.
 ‘They are a sign. There’s magical residue here. I would bet this formation is pretty much the same shape as Bruin Fadda’s original rune.’

‘You’re pinning your hopes on a flower bed sprouting in the meadow?’

‘No, of course not, Butler. Bruin Fadda’s magic was powerful, and someone with Artemis’s willpower could easily last a few months.’

Butler held his own skull. ‘What if this doesn’t work, Holly? What if I let Artemis die?’

Holly turned quickly and saw that Butler was emotionally stretched. He had been hiding behind denial for half a year and would blame himself forever if Artemis didn’t come back.

If this does not work, Butler may never recover, she realized.

‘It will work!’ she said. ‘Now, less talk and more resurrecting. How long do we have, Foaly?’

‘The clone can survive for perhaps fifteen minutes away from the life support.’

Butler knew that the time for objections was past. He would do whatever was necessary to give this plan a chance to succeed.

‘Very well, Holly,’ he said, standing to attention. ‘What should I do?’

Holly squatted a metre from the clone, fingers wrapped round rose stems, oblivious to the thorns piercing her skin. ‘It is all done now. Either he appears or we have lost him forever.’

I think we will have lost something of ourselves too, thought Butler.

They waited and nothing out of the ordinary happened. Birds sang, the hedgerow bustled and the sound of a tractor engine drifted to them across the fields. Holly squatted and fretted, dragging flowers out by their roots.
 While she worried, Butler’s gaze rested on the clone’s face and he recalled times past spent with his principal.

There never was anyone like Artemis Fowl, he thought. Though he didn’t make my job any easier with all his shenanigans. Butler smiled. Artemis always had my back, even though he could barely reach it.

‘Holly,’ he said gently.
 ‘He’s not coming …’

Then the wind changed and suddenly Butler could smell the roses. Holly stumbled forward to her feet.

‘Something’s happening. I think something is happening.’

The breeze scooped a few rose petals from the flowers and sent them spinning skywards. More and more petals broke free as the wind seemed to curve along the orange spiral, quickly stripping each flower. The petals rose like butterflies, flitting and shimmering, filling the sky, blocking the sun.

‘Artemis!’ Butler called.
 ‘Come to my voice.’


Has he done it? Is this Artemis Fowl’s greatest moment?

The petals swirled with a noise like a chorus of sighs and then suddenly dropped like stones. The clone had not moved.

Holly moved forward slowly, as though learning to use her legs, then dropped to her knees, clasping the clone’s hand.

‘Artemis,’ she said, the word like a prayer. ‘Artemis, please.’

Still nothing. Not even breath now.

Butler had no time for his usual impeccable manners and moved Holly aside. ‘Sorry, Captain. This is my area of expertise.’

He knelt over the pale clone and with his palm searched for a heartbeat. There was none.

Butler tilted the clone’s head back, pinched its nose and breathed life deep into its lungs.

He felt a weak heartbeat under his hand.

Butler fell backwards. ‘Holly. I think … I think it worked.’

Holly crawled through the carpet of petals.

‘Artemis,’ she said urgently.
 ‘Artemis, come back to us.’

Two more breaths passed, then several rapid jerky ones, then Artemis’s eyes opened. Both a startling blue. The eyes were initially wide with shock, then fluttered like the wings of a jarred moth.

‘Be calm,’ said Holly.
 ‘You are safe now.’

Artemis frowned, trying to focus. It was clear that his faculties had not totally returned and he did not yet remember the people leaning over him.

‘Stay back,’ he said. ‘You don’t know what you’re dealing with.’

Holly took his hand. ‘We do know you, Artemis. And you know us. Try to remember.’

Artemis did try, concentrating until some of the clouds lifted.

‘Y-you,’ he said hesitantly.
 ‘You are my friends?’

Holly wept with sheer relief.
 ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We are your friends. Now we need to get you inside, before the locals arrive and see the recently deceased heir being escorted by fairies.’

Butler helped Artemis to his feet, which he was obviously unsteady on.

‘Oh, go on then,’ said Foaly, offering his broad back. ‘Just this once.’

Butler lifted Artemis on to the centaur’s back and steadied him with a huge hand.

‘You had me worried, Arty,’ he said. ‘And your parents are devastated. Wait until they see you.’

As they walked across the fields, Holly pointed out areas of shared experience, hoping to jog the teen’s memory.

‘Tell me,’ Artemis said, his voice still weak. ‘How do I know you?’

And so Holly began her story: ‘It all started in Ho Chi Minh City one summer. It was sweltering by anyone’s standards.
 Needless to say, Artemis Fowl would not have been willing to put up with such discomfort if something extremely important had not been at stake. Important to the plan …’
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The Killing Chamber

Bedford Square. Bloomsbury. London. 1898

There were two smudges in the shadows between the grandfather clock and the velvet drapes. One high and one low. Two pale thumbprints in a black night made darker still by blackout sheets behind the thick curtains and sackcloth tacked across the skylights.

The lower smudge was the face of a boy, soot blackened and slightly shivering inside the basement chamber. This was young Riley, brought this very night on his first killing as a test.

The upper smudge was the face of a man known to his employers as Albert Garrick, though the public had once known him by a different name. His stage name had been the Great Lombardi, and many years ago he had been the most celebrated illusionist in the West End, until during one performance he actually sawed his beautiful assistant in half. Garrick discovered on that night that he relished taking a life almost as much as he enjoyed the delighted applause from the stalls, and so the magician made a new career of assassination.

Garrick fixed his flat murderer’s eyes on Riley and gripped his shoulder, long bony fingers pressing through the fabric of the boy’s coat, pinching the nerves. He didn’t say a word but nodded once, a gesture heavy with reminder and implication.

Think back, said the inclined chin, to your lesson of this afternoon. Move  silently as the Whitechapel fog and slide the blade in until your fingers sink into the wound.

Garrick had instructed Riley to haul a dog carcass from the Strand to their Holborn rooms and then practise his knife work on the suspended remains so he would be accustomed to the resistance of bone.

Novices have the mistaken impression that a sharp blade will slip in like a hot poker through wax, but it ain’t so. Sometimes even a master like myself can come up against bone and muscle, so be ready to lever down and force up. Remember that, boy. Lever down and force up. Use the bone itself as your fulcrum.

Garrick performed the move now with his long stiletto blade, tilting his wide, blackened forehead at Riley to make certain the boy took heed.

Riley nodded, then took the knife, palming the blade across to the other hand as he had been taught.

Garrick nudged Riley from the shadows towards the large four-poster bed, on which lay the nearly departed.

Nearly departed. This was one of Garrick’s witticisms.

Riley knew that he was being tested. This was a real killing, a fat purse paid in advance. Either he snuffed out his first candle or Albert Garrick would leave an extra corpse in this terrible, gloomy chamber and swipe himself a new apprentice from the gutters of London. It would pain him to do it, but Garrick would not see any other option. Riley must learn to do more than fry sausages and polish boots.

Riley swept his feet forward, one at a time, tracing a wide circle with his toes as he had been taught, searching for debris. It slowed his progress, but one crackle of discarded paper could be enough to awaken his intended victim. Riley saw in front of him the blade in his own hand, and he could hardly believe that he was here, about to commit the act that would damn him to hell.

When you have felt the power, you can take your place as my junior in the family business, Garrick would often say. P’raps we should have cards of business made up, eh, boy? Garrick and Son. Assassins for hire. We may be low, but we’re not cheap.

Then Garrick would laugh, and it was a dark, faraway noise that caused Riley’s nerves to throb and his stomach to heave.

Riley moved forward another pace; he could see no way out of it. The room seemed to close in around him.

I must kill this man or be killed myself. Riley’s head started to pound, till his hand shook and the blade almost slipped from his fingers.

Garrick was instantly at his side like a ghost, touching Riley’s elbow with one crooked icicle of a finger.

‘From dust thou art …’ He whispered so softly that the words might have been formed from the gusts of a draught.

‘And unto dust thou shalt return,’ mouthed Riley, completing the Biblical quote. Garrick’s favourite.

My own last rites, he’d told Riley one winter’s night as they looked out on Leicester Square from their booth in an Italian restaurant. The magician had polished off his second jug of bitter red wine and his gentleman’s accent had started to slide off his words like fish from a wet slab.

Every man Jack of us crawled forth from the filth and dust, and unto that stuff we shall return, mark you. I just send ’em back quicker. A few heartbeats early so that we may enjoy life’s comforts. That is the way of our situation and if you have no steel in you for it, Riley, then …

Garrick never completed his threat, but it was clear that the time had come for Riley to earn his place at the table.

Riley felt the cracks between each board through the thin soles of his shoes that had been painstakingly shaved down on the lathe in Garrick’s workshop. He could now see the mark in the bed. An old man with a thatch of grey hair jutting out from under a puff quilt.

I can’t see his face. He was grateful for that much.

Riley approached the bed, feeling Garrick behind him, knowing his time was running out.

Unto dust. Dispatched to dust.

Riley saw the old man’s hand resting on the pillow, the index finger a mere nub due to some old injury, and he knew that he could not do it. He was no murderer.

Riley cast his eyes about while keeping his head still. He had been taught to use his surroundings in times of emergency, but his mentor was behind him, observing Riley’s every move with his eerie, non-blinking intensity. There would be no help from the old man in the bed. What could a grey-hair possibly do against Garrick? What could anyone do?

Four times Riley had run away and four times Garrick had found him.

Death is the only way out for me, Riley had thought. Mine or Garrick’s.

But Garrick could not be killed, for he was death.

Unto dust.

Riley felt suddenly faint and thought he would sink to the cold floor. Perhaps that would be for the best? Lie senseless and let Garrick do his bloody work, but then the old man would die too and that knowledge would weigh on Riley’s soul in the afterlife.

I will fight, decided the boy. He had little hope of survival, but he had to do something.

Plan after plan flitted through his fevered brain, each one more hopeless than the next. All the time, he moved onwards, feeling the frost of Garrick on his neck like a bad omen. The man on the four-poster grew clearer. He could see an ear now, with holes where a row of rings must have once pierced.

A foreigner perhaps? A sailor?

He saw a ruddy jaw with tallowy runs of flesh tucked underneath and a lanyard that ran to a strange pendant lying on the quilt.

Look for every detail, was one of Garrick’s lessons. Drink it all in with yer eyes and maybe it will save your life.

No chance of saving my  life, not tonight.

Riley took another sweeping step and felt his forward foot grow curiously warm. He glanced down and to his surprise and confusion saw that the toe of his shoe glowed green. In fact a cocoon of light had blossomed round the frame of the sleeping man, its heart an emerald blaze emanating from the strange pendant.

Garrick’s words gusted past his ear. ‘Hell’s bells. Trickery! Dirk him now, boy.’

Riley could not move, petrified as he was by the spectral light.

Garrick pushed him further into the strange warm glow, which immediately changed hue, becoming a scarlet hemisphere. An unnatural keening erupted from somewhere in the bed, piercing and horrible, rattling Riley’s brain in the gourd of his skull.

The old man in the bed was instantly awake, popping up like a wind-up Jack from his box.

‘Stupid sensor malfunction,’ he muttered, his accent Scottish, his eyes rheumy and blinking. ‘I have a pain in my …’

The man noticed Riley and the blade emerging from his fist like an icicle. He allowed his hand to trail slowly down towards the glowing teardrop pendant resting on his scrawny chest, then tapped the centre twice, silencing the dreadful wail. The pendant’s heart displayed a glowing series of numbers now, seemingly written in phosphorus. Flickering backwards from twenty.

‘Now there, lad,’ said the old man. ‘Hold on to those horses. We can talk about this. I have funds.’

Riley was transfixed by the pendant. It was magical certainly, but, more than that, it was familiar somehow.

Garrick interrupted Riley’s thoughts with a sharp prod in the ribs.

‘No more delay,’ he said briskly. ‘Make your bones, boy. Unto dust.’

Riley could not. He would not become like Garrick and damn himself to an eternity in the pit.

‘I-I …’ he stuttered, wishing his mind would supply the words to extricate both himself and this strange old man from these dire straits. The man raised his palms to show they were empty, as though fair play was on offer in this dark room.

‘I’m not armed,’ he said. ‘All I have is unlimited currency. I can run you up whatever you need. Easiest thing in the world to print a few thousand pounds. But, if you harm me, men will come to make sure you didn’t take my secrets – men with weapons like you have never seen.’

The old man spoke no more, as there was a knife suddenly embedded in his chest. Riley saw his own hand on the hilt and for a sickening moment thought that his muscles had betrayed his heart and done the deed, but then he felt the tingle of Garrick’s cold fingers releasing his forearm and he knew that his hand had been forced.

‘There it is,’ said Garrick  as the warm blood coated Riley’s sleeve. ‘Hold on tight and you will feel the life leave him.’

‘It wasn’t me that did it,’ Riley said to the man, the words trickling from his lips. ‘It was never me.’

The old man sat stiff as a board, the pendant’s chord fraying against the dagger’s blade.

‘I do not believe this,’ he grunted. ‘All the people on my tail and you two clowns get me.’

Garrick’s words crawled into Riley’s ears like slugs. ‘This is not credited to your account, boy. Mine was the hand that found the gap between this pigeon’s ribs, but there are circumstances here, I’ll give you that. So, I may allow you another chance.’

‘I do not believe this,’ said the old man once more, then his pendant beeped and he was gone. Literally gone. Fizzling into a cloud of orange sparks that were sucked into the pendant’s heart.

‘Magic,’ breathed Garrick, his tone approaching reverence. ‘Magic is real.’

The assassin stepped  sharply  back, protecting himself from whatever the consequences of the vaporization might be, but Riley did not have the presence of mind to follow. Still holding the dagger, all he could do was watch as the cloud spread along his arm, dematerializing him quicker than a beggar could spit.

‘I am going,’ he said, and it was true, though he could not know where.

He saw his torso turn transparent and his organs were visible for a moment, packed in tight behind translucent ribs, then all the workings were gone too, replaced by sparks.

The  gas that  Riley  had become was sucked into  the pendant’s heart. He felt himself go in a vortex that reminded him of being tumbled by a wave on Brighton beach and of a boy watching him from the shore.

Ginger. I remember you.

Then Riley was reduced to a single glowing dot of purest energy. The dot winked once at Garrick, then disappeared. The old man and the boy, both gone.

Garrick reached for the pendant, which had fallen to the sheets, thinking, I have seen this device before, or one like it. Many years ago … But his fingers touched only a smear of soot left behind where the strange talisman had been.

‘All my life,’ he said. ‘All my life …’

He mouthed the rest but did not say it aloud, as he was alone in this room of wonders.

All my life I have searched for real magic. And now I know it does exist.

Garrick was a man of turbulent emotions, which he usually kept tucked inside his heart, but now warm tears of happiness trickled down his face spilling on to his lapels.

Not simply conjuring. Real magic.

The assassin sank to the ground, his long spindly legs folding so that his knees were level with his ears. Blood soaked through the seat of his expensive breeches, but he cared not one jot, for nothing would ever be the same again. His only fear was that the magic had gone from this place forever. To have been so close and to have missed out by a whisker would indeed be devastation.

I will wait here, Riley, he thought. The Chinese believe that magic often resides in a place, so waiting is my only card to play. And, when the men come with  their fabulous weapons, I will avenge you. Then I will take the magic and bend it to my will and there will be none who can stop me.
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        Puffin is over seventy years old.
            Sounds ancient, doesn’t it? But Puffin has never been so lively. We’re
            always on the lookout for the next big idea, which is how it began all those years
            ago.
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    Penguin Books was a big idea from the mind of a man called
            Allen Lane, who in 1935 invented the quality paperback and changed the world.
                And from great Penguins, great Puffins grew, changing the face of
                children’s books forever.
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        The first four Puffin Picture Books were hatched in 1940
            and the first Puffin story book featured a man with broomstick arms called Worzel
            Gummidge. In 1967 Kaye Webb, Puffin Editor, started the Puffin Club, promising to
                ‘make children into readers’. She kept that promise and
            over 200,000 children became devoted Puffineers through their quarterly instalments of
                Puffin Post.

        
            [image: Image Missing]

        Many years from now, we hope you’ll look back and
            remember Puffin with a smile. No matter what your age or what you’re into,
                there’s a Puffin for everyone. The possibilities are endless, but one
            thing is for sure: whether it’s a picture book or a paperback, a sticker book or a
            hardback, if it’s got that little Puffin on it – it’s bound to be
                good.
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