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This one is to Freddy. And Jason. And Michael.

And Ghostface.

This is to all of the slasher movie killers, in fact – all of those icons of destruction with their terrible jokes and sublime threats and glowering, hulking silences.

This is to all of the wonderful ways they’ve thought of to kill somebody.

And this is also to those who survived their rampages, who stopped running, turned round and kicked their asses.
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“Valkyrie Cain,” said the Witch Mother as she stirred her tea with a crooked spoon. “I dreamed about her last night. It was a bad dream, with blood and screaming.”

“Does it change your plans?” asked Husk.

The Witch Mother cackled her laugh. “They’re not my plans, Leopold. Not my plans, at all. The plans of gods and monsters, so they are. What we’re trying to do, in our own little way, is to slip between those plans.”

“The world depends on it.”

A gap-toothed smile. “The world depends on it, indeed.”

“Do we help?”

“Hmm?”

“Valkyrie Cain. Do we help Valkyrie Cain?”

“Oh. To be honest with you, Leopold, I don’t know what to do. I wish I could warn her. I wish I could sit her down and tell her that she’s going to need to build steel walls around her heart for what comes next.”

“She’s going to lose someone?”

“Within the next six days, her heart will be broken. Within the next six days, Death will come knocking.”

“You wish you could warn her, you said. Why can’t you?”

The Witch Mother sighed. “There are people in this world who need to suffer, Leopold. They are made strong through this suffering. They are made powerful. What the future holds for this girl is beyond what any reasonable person could be expected to endure. But endure it, she must.”

“So Valkyrie Cain needs to suffer,” said Husk. “Which means she’s going to lose someone she loves.”

“And her heart will break,” said the Witch Mother. “Oh, and her heart will break.”
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Militsa splashed her again and this time Valkyrie looked up from her book, raising an eyebrow behind her sunglasses. Her girlfriend folded her arms over the edge of the pool and squinted against the brightness as she grinned.

“Your shoulders are burning,” Valkyrie said.

“The curse of the redhead,” Militsa replied. “When do you want lunch?”

“Immediately.”

“You can’t be hungry.”

“I’m always hungry.”

“We just had breakfast.”

“We had breakfast, like, two hours ago. And you’re the one asking about lunch.”

“Because I was thinking—”

“No.”

“Just hear me out.”

“No.”

“Before you reject my idea, please do me the courtesy of hearing what I have to say. Can you do that? Can you? Thank you. Before lunch, I was thinking that maybe we could go to the market on the way to the beach, the one with the cute stalls and the little puppy who tried to bite me, and pick up some trinkets and things. What do you reckon?”

Militsa gave Valkyrie her best smile. The last week had brought out so many new and adorable freckles, despite the sun cream, and she knew it. Valkyrie lowered her eyes to her book again.

“No,” she repeated.

“But it’s a lovely wee market and we’ve barely been out of the hotel since we got here. Do you not want to explore the area?”

“Not really.”

Militsa made a face. “You’re no fun.”

Valkyrie’s phone beeped and she glanced at it. “They’re inviting us to that thing again. The island thing.”

“When is it?”

“Tuesday night.”

“We might still be here, Tuesday night.”

“We might be.”

“If we’re still here, we can’t go,” Militsa said, and then frowned. “No, wait. I’ve always wanted to see a Mystical City materialise out of thin air.”

“A Mystical Island, really.”

“It’ll be a big to-do, won’t it? There’ll be a ceremony? Speeches?” Her eyes widened. “We’ll get to wear dresses! Oh, Valkyrie, we’ll get to wear the prettiest dresses! Yes! Tell them yes, we shall go to the ball!”

“Are you sure? We’ve already got the family reunion thing this weekend.”

“I know you’re not used to this sensation, pet, but when you’re with me, you become popular. People want us to go places, OK? Deal with it.”

Valkyrie grunted. “You might not be so thrilled after the family reunion, but fair enough. So long as we get finished here in time, we’ll go to both.”

“Social butterflies are what we are,” Militsa said, pushing herself back through the water.

Valkyrie smiled. She had never been on a resort holiday before and had expected to hate it, but it turned out that lazing around in a bikini all day was actually as relaxing as Militsa had promised. The hotel was luxurious and the pool – or series of pools, really, all of them different shapes, most of them connected – was gorgeous. The wonderful company didn’t hurt, either, although the fact that the resort was adults-only and the pools came equipped with swim-up bars had made her wary of drunken middle-aged men wandering up to her at all hours of the day. Case in point.

“Hello there.”

He stood in her light so that she had to look up. He was maybe fifty, maybe sixty. Maybe forty, for all she knew. Mortals tended to look their age but not always. And she was wrong about him being drunk – he didn’t appear even slightly inebriated. He was just an ordinary guy in a swimsuit. English, from the accent.

She wanted to tell him that he was blocking her sun but she was making a concerted effort to be nice to people, so she nodded to him but didn’t smile.

“I was over there,” he said, turning to point behind him, “with my friends. We’re here on business –” he did air quotes – “and we were taking bets on how much you lift. I’m at the gym a couple of times a week, myself, but I’m nothing like you – obviously.” He laughed, and slapped his paunch. “Mind if I sit?”

“I’m reading my book,” Valkyrie said.

“What is it?” he asked, sitting on the sunlounger beside her. He raised his sunglasses so he could read the title, revealing the pale skin around his eyes, and dropped them back. “Is it good? Haven’t read it. My name’s Michael. Mike.” He thrust his hand out, accompanying his next smile.

“Mike,” said Valkyrie, “I don’t want to be rude. I don’t know you, so I don’t want to be rude. I’m just here to read my book. I’m not here to make new friends.”

He kept his hand outstretched for a moment, for as long as it took his smile to drop a little, then he pulled it back in. “You’re trying not to be rude,” he said.

Valkyrie didn’t sigh, or roll her eyes, or lose her patience. “That’s right.”

Mike nodded, looked down at his feet. Valkyrie waited for the irritation to sharpen his words.

“I’m trying not to be rude, as well,” he said, looking up again. “A few years ago, I might very well have been rude to you, to cover up my embarrassment. But I’ve seen too many of my mates react that way with beautiful young ladies such as yourself, who are just lying out in the sun, minding their own business, and I don’t want to be like them. So I’m going to go back to that side of the pool and I hope you have a good and lovely day.” He stood.

She smiled at him. “Thank you, Mike.”

“You’ve a beautiful smile.”

“That’s very nice of you to say so.”

He hesitated. “Just because you’ve smiled at me, it doesn’t mean you’re suddenly interested, isn’t that right?”

She laughed. “That’s right, Mike.”

“I’m still way too old for you?”

“Way too old and way too male.”

He clapped his hands, lightly, and just once, like he was a gameshow host who’d just been given the right answer, and then he waggled his finger in the air and spun slowly on his heel.

“I don’t know why I’m doing this,” he said as he walked off, his finger still waggling, and she laughed again. He rejoined his friends on the far side of the pool and while their words were too quiet to reach her their laughter was not, and they slapped him on the back and he grinned sheepishly and a man in a linen suit passed behind them. Valkyrie watched him, watched two other men emerge from the shade of the hotel and welcome him with handshakes.

Militsa looked at Valkyrie to make sure she’d clocked it, but Valkyrie was already up, her book closed with the bookmark poking out, her sunglasses on the lounger beside it. She went to walk round the edges of the pool – quickly but not hurriedly – but the man in the linen suit glanced back at that exact moment, checking his surroundings. Without breaking stride Valkyrie dived in, barely making a splash, and stayed underwater until she was almost at the other side and he was walking away.

She climbed out of the pool, ignored the looks from Mike and his mates, and took a complimentary towel from the stack beside the archway. The three men entered the hotel and Valkyrie padded in behind them, dabbing at her arms and belly. She followed them across the lobby to the elevator. 

A young couple stood by the doors. When the elevator arrived the two men barged in first. The biggest of them turned, holding up his hand. The young couple stepped back, too startled by the sudden and unnecessary hostility to even think about arguing. The man in the linen suit stepped in like he was the most important person in the world. Valkyrie walked forward. The big guy tried to block her way, too, but she had the towel over her head, too busy drying her hair to pay attention.

She stepped in, turned, the towel still over her face. The men muttered something to each other, and a few seconds later the doors slid closed.

Valkyrie felt their eyes on her as she patted her hair with the towel. Her hair was shorter than it had been in forever, barely reaching her collarbones when it was down, and she pulled it back into a ponytail, using the hair tie she took from around her wrist.

She stood on one leg and dried the underside of her foot, and then she switched. Having dry feet was important for what was coming next.

The man in the linen suit raised his eyes to her face and he frowned. They’d never met, as far as she knew – not that it mattered. Valkyrie was pretty famous in sorcerer circles. But seeing her out of context like this – at a hotel resort, in a bikini, smiling – it was only natural that it’d take him a few seconds to place her.

His eyes widened when he realised and she flung the towel into the big guy’s face and cracked her elbow into the smaller guy’s jaw, right at the hinge, sent him crashing sideways. The big guy roared and Valkyrie’s hand lit up but he knocked it away, the lightning scorching the elevator wall. He grabbed her with those huge hands, lifting her off her feet, slamming her against the elevator doors. She kicked – not the big guy but the man in the linen suit, and caught him in the chest. He flew back into the smaller guy and they smacked their heads together.

The big guy took a step back, pulled her away from the doors, aiming to swing her into the wall opposite, but she got her feet against the wall first, bending her knees to absorb the impact. He was tall and strong and had all the muscles and all the ferocity, but Valkyrie was tall and strong, too, and she had all the muscles and all the ferocity, and when she snapped her legs straight she took him down like he weighed nothing. She had to scramble to stay on top, she had one shoulder jammed against the wall and one arm wrapped around his, but her right fist was using his face as a trampoline, and when she felt like her knuckles might break she switched to palm shots and caved in his jaw.

The elevator had mirrors on its walls so she saw the smaller guy lunging for her but couldn’t do anything about it. He hauled her up, hauled her back, tripped over something and fell. She landed on top but couldn’t manoeuvre properly, it was so cramped.

The elevator reached the top floor and a calm voice informed them they had arrived. Valkyrie spun, her elbow breaking this guy’s nose, and then she was kneeling on his thighs, pressing her belly into him, holding him tight against her with one hand while she hit him with the other.

The doors opened and the man in the linen suit stumbled out and collapsed in the corridor.

The smaller guy – smaller, he was still six foot or so, her height – managed to get his knees beneath him and he roared and they flipped, but Valkyrie’s right leg snaked over his shoulder, her left knee bending over her right instep. She choked him out and his eyes bulged and he made weird noises and then he went limp.

She stayed like that for another few seconds, then uncrossed her legs and kicked him away. His arm flopped out of the elevator. The door tried to close, hit his wrist, and opened again. 

Valkyrie got up, breathing deep, pausing to check herself in the mirror, and stepped out of the elevator. The man in the linen suit had a concussion, and it must have been a bad one, because he was trying to walk away but he couldn’t find his balance. Valkyrie followed him up the corridor, passed him and turned. She held him by his jacket collar, made sure he was going to stay upright, and then, aiming carefully, she drove her elbow into his chin. He pitched backwards, unconscious before he’d hit the floor.

She found the keycard in his pocket and went to the door at the end of the corridor and tapped it against the lock. When she stepped in the two heavies blinked, had a moment of confusion that let her press her hands against their chests. White energy crackled and they flew backwards. One of them hit a wall and one of them hit a side table. The one who hit the side table did a flip. It was kinda cool.

Valkyrie stepped over them and moved into the main part of the room, where a man in golf shorts and a polo shirt was frozen, half out of his chair, his briefcase spilled open on the ground in front of him. First he saw the bikini, and he frowned and started to straighten, then he saw her face, and he returned to his original position.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” he blurted.

“Spoken like a true innocent. You know who I am?”

“You’re Valkyrie Cain,” he said.

“And who might—”

“The World-Killer.”

“Well, no, that’s not actually part of my—”

“The Ghost-Killer.”

“That’s not something we generally—”

“This isn’t fair,” he said. “How are my men supposed to stand up to you? You’re God.”

“I’m not God,” Valkyrie said firmly. “I just look like her.”

He dived for his briefcase and she crossed to him in three strides and he fell back, fumbling the gun he’d grabbed, crying out when it flew from his grip. She put her foot on his chest and straightened her leg, pinning him awkwardly between the wall and the chair, which tipped slightly and got stuck in the corner. He clicked his fingers repeatedly, generating multiple sparks.

“Stop that,” she told him.

He kept doing it, but was panicking too much to cultivate it into a fireball. She turned her foot sideways and slid it up to his throat. He gagged, then opened both hands and kept them open, signalling surrender.

“I’m sorry,” he gurgled.

She eased off, ever so slightly. “What’s your name?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“You’d rather not say?”

“If it’s all the same to you.”

White energy crackled around her hand. “The next words out of your mouth are going to form your name. If the name you give me doesn’t match the one the guy out in the corridor gave me, I’m going to beat you unconscious, which is exactly what I did to the guy out in the corridor.”

The man in the golf shorts sagged. “Dour,” he said. “Grantley Dour.”

“Grantley, pleased to meet you. I’m in the unfortunate position of having to tell you that you’re in an enormous amount of trouble.”

He licked his lips. “Maybe.”

“Oh, there’s no maybe in this conversation.”

“I just don’t know if you have any jurisdiction here, in Mexico, that’s all. So I’m not altogether convinced that this is even legal. I think I might be able to charge you with assault, now that I think about it.”

She shook her head, mainly to keep her patience from running out. “I’m an Arbiter, Grantley. Do you know what an Arbiter is?”

“Yes.”

“Do you?”

“Not really.”

“An Arbiter is a cop who has jurisdiction over everyone. I don’t need any Sanctuary’s approval to operate within their territory. Isn’t that fun? For me, of course. Not for you. For you, it sucks. Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in for pulling a gun on me?”

“I … I didn’t mean it.”

“You didn’t mean it? Like, it was an accident?”

He nodded, or did his best to. “I’m not someone who uses guns. I brought it with me today because, you know …”

“You were expecting to deal with terrorists.”

He screwed his face up. “Would we call them terrorists?”

“They perpetrate acts of terror, so, yes, we’d call them terrorists.”

“Surely you’ve heard that one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter?”

“You say terrorist, I say tomato, Grantley? Is that your argument?”

He paused before responding. “I don’t think I’m even sure who you’re talking about. I’m just here on holiday.”

“See, you should have started with pleading ignorance, so then, when that failed, you could move on to the freedom-fighter angle. You’re not very good at this, are you?”

“I don’t think so, no. Could you … could you let me up?”

“Are you uncomfortable?”

“This position is quite painful.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have pulled a gun on me.”

“But I threw it away!” he protested.

“It fell out of your hands.”

“Which was my subconscious overriding that particularly rash decision – a rash, desperate and, may I say, out-of-character decision.”

Valkyrie took a moment, then removed her foot from his throat.

“Thank you,” he said. “Can I stand?”

“No. Where is it?”

He swallowed, and blinked and then said, unconvincingly, “Where is what?”

“Grantley,” Valkyrie said, her voice stern, “we have established, have we not, that you’re not very good at this? Do not try to stall, do not try to lie, and do not try to talk your way out of it. I have caught you about to meet with a known terrorist with the intention of selling him a weapon he had intended to use in an upcoming attack.”

“It’s not a—”

“If we were mortals, I’d be reading you your rights and telling you to get yourself a lawyer, but as sorcerers we don’t have to deal with stuff like that, do we?”

“No,” he said quietly.

“Where is it?”

He pointed, with a trembling finger, to the briefcase. She hunkered, turned it towards her, picked out the glass cylinder within, the interior of which was separated into six sections with clear tubes running through it all.

“What is it?” Valkyrie asked, straightening up.

“It’s not a weapon. It’s a filter I invented.”

“What does it filter?”

“It filters and settles assorted energies.”

“What is it used for?”

“That’s actually the prototype. I built it to stablise Dimension Boxes, you know? To maintain the integrity of portals when travelling from one dimension to the other?”

“I didn’t know the portals were losing integrity.”

“Well, they aren’t right now,” said Dour. “But they could, in the future. So I built the filter to compensate. But nobody was interested because, well …”

“Because portal integrity isn’t a problem?”

“According to the experts,” said Dour, rolling his eyes. 

“And why do a bunch of terrorists want it?”

“Honestly? I have no idea.”

“Grantley, the man who was here to meet you is not even who we want. We want whoever sent him. We want the name of your contact.”

Dour winced. “I would love to give it to you, but I think there might be a code of conduct for things like this. Like, snitches gets stitches. Have you heard that?”

“I have heard that, yes – but that’s for criminals, Grantley. You’re not a criminal. You look like a nice, decent, respectable fellow. I doubt you’ve ever had so much as a brush with the law up till now, have you?”

“Not a brush.”

“I have to ask: why did a good guy like you come all this way to meet with known terrorists?”

“Well, it all started when they called and offered me money.”

“That’s it? They didn’t have anything on you? They weren’t blackmailing you or threatening you or someone you love?”

“No. Just the money. I think the only reason I haven’t done anything like this before is just because nobody asked.”

“I’m not going to lie to you, Grantley, that’s disappointing.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Giving us the name of your contact will go a long way towards a reduced sentence. You really want to spend the next twenty years in Ironpoint Gaol? In Coldheart Prison? Give me the name of your contact and it’ll only be a few years, somewhere small, minimum security.”

“That does sound nice.”

“Doesn’t it?”

“Don’t you tell her one more little thing,” said a man walking in, and by the time the sentence was done Valkyrie had already turned, energy crackling around the hand not holding the filter.

The man with the long grey hair was lean, with tightly packed muscles. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his frayed jeans were tucked into old, battered combat boots. His torso was alive with tattooed demons crawling out from beneath his skin, and he had a grinning mouth tattooed over the lower half of his jaw. His name was Gleeman Shakespeare but the press and the police had another name for him, on account of what he carved into the bodies of his victims.

Mr Glee.
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“Fly away, little birdy,” Glee said to Dour while he kept his eyes on Valkyrie. The knife in his hand was long. “I’ll handle the girl.”

“I don’t think I know him,” Dour said quietly to Valkyrie, like they were on the same side. Then he said, louder, “Do I know you?”

“No, you don’t,” said Glee, “but don’t worry about it. I come along to these things to make sure nothing goes wrong.”

“You’re one of the terrorists?”

“Ah-ah. I thought we didn’t like the t-word.”

“You’re one of the freedom fighters?”

“Nope.”

“But they sent you?”

“Yep.”

“Don’t go anywhere, Grantley,” Valkyrie said.

“Do, Grantley,” said Glee. “Get out of here.”

Dour hesitated. “I mean … I appreciate the offer, but this is Valkyrie Cain, and I don’t want to make things any worse for myself by leaving the scene and then if you try to kill her but fail, then it looks like I’m involved, or I condone that, when I don’t condone violence, not at all.”

“If you don’t fly away right this second, I’ll kill her, and then I’ll kill you.”

“That sounds fair enough,” said Dour, and he started for the door, but Glee blocked his exit.

“I said fly.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You’re an Elemental, aren’t you? You’ve been learning to fly, have you not?”

“I have,” Dour said, with a smidge of apprehension in his voice. “But I haven’t flown more than a few feet off the ground, and we’re on the top floor of a very tall hotel.”

Glee shrugged. “If you need my help, I will gladly throw you off that balcony.”

Dour paled, glanced at Valkyrie, and then opened the sliding door and hurried out on to the balcony.

“He’s going to get himself killed,” Valkyrie said.

Mr Glee gave what he probably thought was a mischievous grin. “I know, but don’t tell him that. It’ll be funny.”

Dour stood against the railing, his head down, waving his hands by his sides. He started to lift into the air.

Moving slowly, Valkyrie placed the filter on to the bedside table beside her. “Haven’t seen you in a while, Gleeman. Thought maybe you’d died.”

“Even if I had, so what? Not like death’s enough to stop some people these days. A few friends of yours came back to life with the Great Reset, did they not?”

“That they did.”

“You think, if I kill you here, our Lord and Saviour Darquesse will bring you back?”

“I doubt we’ll get the chance to find out,” Valkyrie said, and sent a fistful of lightning into his chest.

Or that’s where she aimed, at least. As she thrust her hand out he tapped a tattoo and a blue shield flashed up, caught the lightning and dispersed it around him as he came forward. The blue shield was already flickering and dying as he drove the knife towards her belly. She caught his wrist with both hands and jerked her hips out of range, the tip of the blade scraping her skin. With his other hand he grabbed her hair and yanked, forcing her back. She hit the wall and redirected the knife, wrapped her arm around his, swung an elbow into that tattooed grin. They fell on to the bed and he got his knife hand free but she caught it again, the danger too immediate to risk using magic. She squirmed out from under him, hit the floor, pulled herself under the bed and pressed both hands to the underside of the mattress. Twin lightning strikes tore through the fabric and foam and Mr Glee cried out, fell to the ground in a spin, his left shoulder burning. He hissed at Valkyrie and turned invisible.

Cursing, Valkyrie scrambled out the other side of the bed, getting to her feet and backing away, listening for footsteps, for breathing, for the sounds of an imminent attack. She glanced out the sliding door. Grantley Dour was technically flying, but doing little more than hovering and letting the warm breeze take him further away from the balcony. He started to spin in a circle, panic on his face. He was going to fall. She knew it.

He fell.

“Dammit,” she muttered.

She ran for the balcony and launched herself over, energy crackling around her body as she plummeted. Dour was below, spinning wildly out of control. She piled on the speed, reached him, grabbed his wrist. With the wind rushing into her ears she could barely hear him screaming. She ducked her head under him, grabbed a leg so she was carrying him in a fireman’s lift – carrying being an optimistic use of the word as they both turned and flipped and spun on the way down. Once Valkyrie was roughly diagonal to the quiet road below, she put on a little blast, steering them down and then looping gently upwards. Dour wasn’t a particularly heavy man as far as men went but he was still a man, and Valkyrie grunted and muttered curses as she shouldered his weight, her bare feet skimming treetops. She found a secluded patch of green for them to land, and dumped him on the grass before she touched down.

Dour spread himself out on the ground, hugging the earth like a grateful starfish, repeating the words “thank you” in a quiet stream of horrified whispers.

Her heart thundering in her chest, Valkyrie retied her ponytail. “The name of your contact,” she said.

Dour shifted so he could look up at her. “You saved me.”

“I’m aware.”

“I could have died.”

“You were certainly going to.”

He nodded his head into the grass. “He made me do it. I knew I couldn’t fly, I told him, but he made me do it.”

“Serial killers aren’t your friends, Grantley. Neither are terrorists, for that matter. Who’s your contact?”

Dour got to his hands and knees, then fell over to a seated position. His face was incredibly, ridiculously pale, and his hands were shaking. “I don’t know,” he said. “They never gave me their name. But they were speaking to me on behalf of Chorus Wild.”

Valkyrie frowned. “You were going to sell the filter to Chorus Wild? After everything he’s done? Everyone his group has killed?”

“They … said they’d pay me a lot of money.”

She pointed at him. “You stay here.”

“OK.”

“If you run, we’ll find you. I won’t be happy.”

“I’ll stay here.”

She nodded, then ran to the hotel. She found a wall near the corner where the chances of being seen seemed slimmer and she took off, flying up, between the windows, to the very top of the building, then drifting sideways and landing on the balcony. The two heavies were still unconscious and there was no sign of Mr Glee, but that didn’t mean anything, not when dealing with an invisible man.

Valkyrie narrowed her eyes, focusing her magic on flicking the switch in her head that let her see auras. When the switch finally flicked, it brought with it a headache that made her wince. The sleeping beauties on the floor glowed with a lacklustre orange, the auras of the men in the corridor were visible through the wall – and Mr Glee’s aura, a swirling mass of colour, stood by the bed as he watched her step into the room.

She filled her hands with energy, her gaze passing over him, as she made her way closer to the filter. She couldn’t see his weapon – invisible knives didn’t have auras – but she knew he held it in his right hand because of the way he drew it back, waiting to strike. She stepped closer to the bed and he stepped closer to her. She stepped again and so did he. When he was almost in lunging distance she stopped pretending and let loose, but Glee twisted at the last moment, the lightning skimming by his shoulder as he popped back into visibility.

She charged, grabbed him and hit him, and then another aura came hurtling in, wrapping an arm round Glee’s neck from behind. They all fell back in a scramble and Valkyrie got in one good punch before Glee kicked to his feet, turned invisible again, and ran, stumbling, from the room.

Valkyrie followed his aura through the wall, and watched him burst through a door and run down the stairs until his colour faded from view. She closed her eyes and shook her head, and when the aura-vision flicked off she looked at the newcomer.

“Oh, yeah,” she said.

Myosotis Terra gave her a smile. “You’re OK?” she asked.

“I’m OK,” said Valkyrie. She’d forgotten Myosotis had brought her into this investigation in the first place, had been in the hotel for two weeks before Valkyrie and Militsa had arrived. She didn’t feel bad about forgetting, though. Myosotis’s whole thing was vanishing from people’s memories once she moved out of their line of sight.

“You’re bleeding,” Myosotis said.

“I am?” Valkyrie looked down at the slice across her belly. “Aw, man.”

Myosotis went to the bathroom and Valkyrie looked around for something to soak up the blood. It wasn’t a deep cut, just an awkward one, though now that she was aware of it her mind was searching for the pain and, yep, there it was.

Myosotis Terra suddenly stepped out of the bathroom and Valkyrie cursed in shock.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, and Myosotis tossed her the towel. She held it to her belly and the blood quickly started to soak into the cotton. It was all down her legs, and she realised she had left bloody footprints coming in from the balcony. “Oops,” she said, and picked up the filter from the bedside table.

“Did you get a name?” asked a voice behind her and Valkyrie spun, lightning ready to blast. She relaxed when she saw Myosotis. “Oh, yeah,” she said.

Myosotis sighed. “If you won’t wear the bracelet I gave you, you won’t remember me.” 

“We took them off when we got paranoid that the bad guys would have someone scanning guests for magical items,” Valkyrie responded, shrugging. “And yes, I got a name. Chorus Wild.”

Myosotis raised an eyebrow. “This is a Conductors operation? Then it’s a good thing we’re here.”

“The supplier’s a gent named Grantley Dour,” Valkyrie said, looking over the filter. “He’s sitting on the grass out there, re-examining his life choices.”

“I’ll get someone to bring him in,” Myosotis said, tapping her phone. She worked for the German Sanctuary but she seemed to have friends everywhere – a remarkable feat for someone with her ability. “We might want to leave, though, before the mortals notice what’s going on.”

“Good point,” Valkyrie said, but before she took another step she focused, letting the magic churn inside her. Energy danced over her skin, burning the blood off in small clouds of quickly dispersing steam. When it was done she pressed the towel to her midsection again and led the way out. The man in the linen suit was still unconscious, but the big guy was crawling out of the elevator on his hands and knees.

“I’ve got him,” said a voice behind her and Valkyrie jerked away as Myosotis Terra walked by.

“Oh, yeah,” Valkyrie muttered. Myosotis kicked the big guy in the face and he flopped over and fell back asleep, and then she stepped into the elevator. Valkyrie walked up. The doors were held open because of the smaller guy’s outstretched arm, which was nice of him. She stepped into the elevator and jumped back, hand on her chest, feeling her rapidly beating heart.

“Jesus!” she said to Myosotis, who had the smaller guy’s ankles tucked under her arms. “You do this on purpose, don’t you?”

“Sometimes,” Myosotis said with a sneaky grin, and hauled the smaller guy out into the corridor. Valkyrie pressed her back against the wall, feeling the coolness on her skin and trying to ignore the pain in her belly. Myosotis dumped the guy clear of the doors, and grinned again at Valkyrie.

Valkyrie glared. “Don’t you dare, I swear to—”

Myosotis stepped out of sight and Valkyrie frowned, her train of thought disrupted. She waited for the doors to close, and then Myosotis Terra jumped into view and Valkyrie yelled in shock.

“Oh, I hate you,” Valkyrie grumbled, and Myosotis laughed and joined her in the elevator.

Before they reached the ground floor, Valkyrie reactivated her aura-vision, just to make sure Mr Glee wasn’t waiting for them in the lobby. She hung back while Myosotis went to the pool to get Militsa, and did her best not to bleed on the floor. A member of staff walked by and Valkyrie smiled. She knew they had a rule about walking around in swimwear but he didn’t come over, probably because of how uncomfortable she was looking. When he was gone she hurried across the lobby towards the pool to get Militsa, surprised to see her coming this way, walking beside someone, a blonde girl with—

Oh, yeah.

All three went to Valkyrie and Militsa’s room, where they quickly packed. Fletcher came to pick them up, teleporting straight into the room.

Myosotis immediately started blushing. She’d had a bit of a crush on Fletcher Renn for years and her awkwardness never failed to amuse Valkyrie. 

“Myosotis,” Fletcher said, surprised. “I didn’t know you were here. Did I? Did I know and forgot, or did I just not know?”

“If you’d known, you would have remembered when you saw me,” Myosotis told him.

“You didn’t know,” Valkyrie said. “Highly sensitive information can only be trusted to people who can be trusted with highly sensitive material. Which isn’t you.”

Fletcher nodded. “Yeah, I’m bloody awful at keeping secrets. Did you get whatever you were after? Wait, are you bleeding?”

“We did,” Valkyrie said, “and I am.”

“So our first stop is the Medical Wing,” said Militsa.

They grabbed their bags and linked up and a moment later they were on the seventh floor of the High Sanctuary, and Reverie Synecdoche was hurrying over.

“It’s not a big deal,” Valkyrie told her as Reverie removed the towel from Valkyrie’s abdomen.

“Are you a doctor, Detective Cain?” Reverie asked, her eyes on the wound.

“Like, professionally?”

Reverie had a particular look she could deliver that told Valkyrie when it was OK to joke around and when Reverie was just too busy for tomfoolery.

“No,” Valkyrie said, her voice quiet like a chastised schoolkid. “I’m not a doctor.”

“And can you heal yourself?”

“Not any more.”

Reverie nodded, and straightened, and gave a smile that wasn’t a smile. “Then how about you leave the diagnosis to me, yes? Your usual bed is waiting for you. I’ll have someone with you shortly.”

“So does that mean my diagnosis was right?” Valkyrie asked, but Reverie was already walking away.

“I have to make my report to the Council,” Myosotis said, giving her a hug. “But I’ll be in touch. We have to figure out what to do about Chorus Wild.”

“Thanks for your help,” Valkyrie said.

“What are friends for?” Myosotis smiled. Fletcher held out his arm and Myosotis actually giggled as she looped her arm through his, and they teleported away.

Valkyrie had a vague notion of wanting to set Fletcher up with someone as Militsa accompanied her to her bed in the corner of the ward, but couldn’t remember who. 

“What’s your pain level?” Militsa asked. “One being a paperback falls on your foot, thirteen being your entire body is on fire.”

Valkyrie frowned. “The scale goes up to thirteen?”

“Where are you? At, like, a two?”

“What would a two be on your scale?”

“Two is when you accidentally hammer your thumb putting up a shelf.”

“That’s a drastic increase from a paperback book falling on your foot.”

“This scale is wildly inconsistent, yes.”

“Then I’m maybe a three.”

Militsa nodded. “So a shark eating you. I see.”

Valkyrie smiled. “I’m so glad you’re in my life. Nobody else could possibly match my weird but you.”

“Skulduggery matches your weird.”

“Nobody living.” She took Militsa’s hand. “I’m OK.”

“I know you are. You’re obviously OK.”

“Mill, sweetie, look at me. I’m OK.”

Militsa nodded and then a tear rolled down her cheek. “Oh my God,” she said, horrified. “Where the hell did that come from?”

“This is what always happens when you see that I’ve been injured. You joke and you act like it doesn’t bother you and then your eyes well up and your chin prunes and your bottom lip does the quivery thing.”

“You’re making all that up.”

“No, I’m not.”

“I don’t even have a bottom lip.”

“No?” Valkyrie said, pulling her in. “Then what am I kissing?”

Militsa put her hand to Valkyrie’s face as they kissed, and when they parted she said, “I just don’t like seeing you hurt.”

“I know.”

“It makes me worry.”

“I know.”

“Like, what if it had been worse? What if it had been deeper? You could have been killed.”

Valkyrie held her gaze. “That’s not going to happen.”

“You don’t know that.”

“What did that puppet say in that movie you love? I promise, I will never die.”

Militsa blinked. “I hated that movie.”

“You loved it. We watched it together and we couldn’t stop laughing. That’s one of my favourite memories of us. The hammer on the bar. Matt Damon. I mean, that’s a great movie.”

“Val, I never watched it with you. It’s such a Tanith movie.”

“It is very much a Tanith movie, yes,” Valkyrie said. “In fact, I think that’s who I saw it with.”

“And that’s one of your favourite memories of us, is it?”

“All this blood loss is making me delirious,” Valkyrie said, lying back.

“Militsa, want a lift?” Fletcher asked, walking in with the holiday suitcases in his hands.

“Sure.” Militsa gave Valkyrie a peck on the cheek before she vanished into thin air with Valkyrie’s ex-boyfriend.

Alone now, Valkyrie tried to keep the long cut closed by squeezing it between her fingertips. Years ago, she would have been able to heal this all by herself. If it had been a more complicated wound, she would have been able to reach out, latch on to a doctor’s mind with her own and draw from their skill and expertise until she knew exactly what to repair and how to do it. At that point, her magic would just do what she wanted it to do.

But not these days. These days her glorious powers were becoming more and more restricted. She didn’t mind losing some of her abilities – the psychic stuff, in particular – but if she ever lost the ability to fly or shoot lightning, she would be pulling every string to reverse whatever the hell was happening to her.

There was, in the back of her thoughts, a vague suspicion that her decreasing power set had something to do with absorbing all of that katahedral energy when the Sceptre of the Ancients had exploded in her hand, but she didn’t like to think about that amount of destructive potential swirling around inside her. She was already the Ghost-Killer and the World-Killer. She didn’t want to add to her tally.

One of the junior doctors came in, fixed her right up. The pain went away – without having to chew any of those hanna leaves – and the cut closed without leaving the faintest trace of a scar. He told her to eat a lot of chicken and fish in the next few days, and to drink plenty of water, and then he walked off to deal with the next idiot who landed in one of these beds. She stood up, suddenly aware that she was wearing a bikini.

“Mission accomplished, and you got a tan,” Fletcher said from the doorway. He had a shopping bag with him.

“Jealous?” Valkyrie asked.

“I would love to take a week’s holiday in Mexico and call it work – but some of us do actually have jobs. When I’m not shepherding you secret-agent types from one dangerous situation to the other, I’m teaching the next generation of Teleporters how to be the best they can be.”

She gazed at him in wonder. “You truly are an inspiration.”

“Aren’t I?” he said, and tossed her the bag. “Militsa thought you might need this.”

Ooh, she loved her girlfriend. “Turn round, please.”

Valkyrie got changed into what had long since been a kind of uniform for her: black trousers, black boots, black tank top. She carried her jacket in her hand, and binned the blood-drenched bikini. 

“Where am I going now?” she asked, joining Fletcher in the doorway.

“What makes you think I know?”

“You’re a busy guy, Fletch, and I know you love me, but you’re not waiting around unless you’ve got somewhere to take me. What’s happened?”

He hesitated.

“Is Skulduggery all right?”

“He’s fine,” said Fletcher. “He’s waiting for you at the scene.”

“At what scene?”

Fletcher was vain about his looks, and about his hair, and he could be such a dope, and when they’d been together Valkyrie had cheated on him with a vampire of all things, so she had never been the kind of girlfriend he’d deserved. He’d had it rough, as far as love went, but he’d never lost his smile, and the last ten years, which had seen him become a valued member of the Corrival Academy teaching staff, had just made him into a goofier, more lovable version of himself. Valkyrie knew him better than just about anyone, and she knew the depths of sensitivity of which he was capable. Right now, he had that look on his face, the one he had when things were about to get serious.

“It’s Cadence Clearwater,” he said.

She knew Cadence, of course. They’d had to remove her from the case she’d been investigating last year, the case involving Rumour Mill and Ersatz and the murders of mortals. Since then, Cadence had been busy proving herself as a resourceful detective who refused to let that one setback – and the fact that she’d been partnered with the lunatic who was secretly behind it all – derail her dedication to the job.

“What about her?” Valkyrie asked.

“I’m sorry,” said Fletcher. “Skulduggery’s waiting and I’m to take you over there now. She’s dead, Val. Somebody killed her.”
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Fletcher teleported them to the spot in this apartment where the living room became the kitchen, and the first thing that struck Valkyrie was the smell. She brought her jacket up to her face, breathed through the material, but that wasn’t nearly enough to keep out the stench. A Sanctuary operative in coveralls and a mask collected stray hairs from the couch cushions. On the wall beside the fridge was a wedding photograph of two people, a man and woman she’d never seen before. Fletcher, who was holding his nose, gave her a nod and vanished, and Skulduggery Pleasant entered the room.

Navy blue suit today, matching hat, and black shoes, black gloves. Light blue shirt. Navy tie. She hadn’t seen him in a week but this wasn’t the time for hugs. He held up his hand and a breeze wafted across Valkyrie’s face. She took a tentative sniff at the air, now filtered of any bad smell.

“Cory and Arlene Hatch,” he said. “Married eight years. Lived here for six. No children, no pets.”

“That’s them I smell, I take it? How long have they been dead?”

“Five days.”

He led her into the small hallway, passing two closed doors on the way to the bedroom.

Cory and Arlene Hatch lay in the corner of the room. Cory was on the bottom, his skull crushed. Arlene lay over him, dumped carelessly, like an unwanted doll. Skulduggery held out his phone to Valkyrie. It showed CCTV footage of the landing of an apartment building – this apartment building, she presumed. A man in a coat, wearing a hood that covered his face, walked up the staircase. There were four doors on the landing. He knocked with a gloved hand on one of them and a few moments later Cory Hatch appeared. He didn’t even have time to look surprised before the man pushed his way into the apartment and shut the door behind him.

“I imagine he killed Cory there and then,” Skulduggery said. “That was at 2:17, last Friday afternoon. Arlene got back from work at 6:54 pm. She entered the apartment and that’s the last footage we have of her. Note the bed.”

The bed was made, but crumpled slightly on one side. The other side, which had three teddy bears placed neatly on the pillow, was neater.

“There’s an ATM on the street outside, with a camera that shows this building,” Skulduggery continued. “The killer didn’t leave through the windows. He didn’t leave through the door, either – not for five days.”

“He slept here,” Valkyrie said.

“Yes.”

“He slept on one side of the bed, on top of the covers, with Cory and Arlene dead in the corner.”

“He moved from the bedroom to the living area, where he would sit on the couch and eat from the kitchen, and back. He also used the bathroom. We’ve already completed one forensic sweep, and we’ll be conducting another once the bodies have been removed.”

Valkyrie put her jacket on. She wasn’t in Mexico any more. She was in Ireland, and it was winter, and it was cold. “Where’s Cadence?” she asked.

Skulduggery led her back out into the hallway, opened the first door they came to.

“Jesus,” she said softly.

Skulduggery held up his phone again so she could see the landing outside. “From this morning.”

One of the other apartment doors opened and Cadence Clearwater emerged, shrugging into a coat and then hanging her bag off one shoulder. 

Valkyrie frowned. “I thought she lived in Roarhaven.”

“As part of Mayor Graveside’s drive to better integrate sorcerers into mortal society, Detective Clearwater volunteered to live in Dublin for the full three years of the trial period. You look surprised.”

They watched Cadence walk down the stairs.

“She never struck me as someone who particularly liked living among mortals, that’s all,” Valkyrie murmured.

On the screen, Cadence paused, almost out of shot. They couldn’t see her face because of the camera angle, but watched her hand go to her nose. She came back up the stairs, hesitated, and then stepped to this apartment. She knocked. Knocked again. She looked around, and now Valkyrie could see the wary expression on her face. She reached under her coat, to her hip, to where she kept her gun, but pulled her hand away when the door started to open. The killer snatched her inside and then gently closed the door.

“He threw her in here, which is where he killed her,” Skulduggery said. “She put up a fight but it was brief and ineffectual. She didn’t use any magic.”

“None at all?” Valkyrie asked, surprised. “Not even in panic?”

“There’s no trace of it.”

The spare bedroom was small, and had acted as something of a walk-in wardrobe for Arlene Hatch. Clothes dangled from portable racks. There were clear plastic boxes packed with shoes, stacked on top of each other. Cadence lay on the floor beside the bed. She was still wearing the coat and her bag, incredibly, was still on her shoulder. There was a lot of blood.

“He used a long blade,” said Skulduggery. “A machete, possibly some kind of sword. Forty-eight seconds after he opened the door for Detective Clearwater, the killer left the apartment. When she didn’t turn up at work and didn’t answer her phone, a routine alert was put out. Her phone was traced here, and an operative was sent to check she was OK.”

They left the apartment and he dropped his hand, the unfiltered air bringing the stench back as they crossed the landing. They entered Cadence’s place and the smell went away. It was as neat as it could be, with everything still in boxes waiting to be unpacked.

“How long has she lived here?” Valkyrie asked.

“Three months.”

She nodded. “Sounds about right.”

The essentials were taken care of, at least – a couch and a TV and a crate of books and a coffee machine on the countertop. There wasn’t anything in the way of family photos or signs of a personal life, but that wasn’t especially surprising. Cadence had been the kind who was willing to put all that stuff on hold while she focused on rising through the ranks. There would be time later, after all.

The lament of many a mage.

A team had already been here, but Valkyrie and Skulduggery gave the apartment a search anyway, coming up with nothing that raised an eyebrow. Despite her ambition, it appeared that Cadence was not one to take her work home with her – especially since that home was firmly in mortal territory.

“What about her phone?” Valkyrie asked when they met back in the living area. “Or her bag?”

“We have someone working on opening the phone, and the bag contained nothing related to a case.” 

Valkyrie looked around, imagining Cadence relaxing at home. An unexpected knock on the door would have put her, ever-so-slightly, on her guard, which could have meant the difference between winning and losing the encounter that followed. Suddenly, the killer going to all that trouble of clearing the apartment across the way and waiting for Cadence to come knocking made a lot more sense. 

“So what was she working on?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Skulduggery said. “We’re due to meet with Ramfeezle at twelve.”

“What is it now? My time zones are all messed up.”

“11:03,” he said, without looking at a watch. He could do that. He’d told her once that part of his mind simply kept counting in the background of his thoughts, and the only reason he ever checked the time was to prove himself right. Which was such a typical Skulduggery thing to do.

They left the apartment and headed downstairs.

“So how was the holiday?” he asked, his tone brighter.

He could do that, as well, switch from sombre to enthusiastic without pausing to adjust. It took Valkyrie a little longer.

“Good,” she said. “Hot. A lot of lying around on sunloungers and reading.”

“Did Militsa get sunburned?”

“A little.”

“And Myosotis?”

“Who?”

“The reason you were there.”

“Oh, the case. Yeah, a guy called Grantley Dour was selling an energy filter to the Conductors.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “Chorus Wild is involved?”

“Looks like. He sent Mr Glee to make sure the trade went smoothly. In case you’re wondering, it did not go smoothly.”

“You recovered the filter?”

“Yep. Dour built it to stabilise the energy in Dimension Boxes, but nobody was interested because—” 

“The energy in Dimension Boxes doesn’t need stabilisation.” 

“And I haven’t a clue why the Conductors would want it, either. It’s being examined in the German Sanctuary, so I’m sure we’ll hear soon enough how it could have been turned into a weapon.”

“And Mr Glee?”

She shrugged. “Glee hurt me, I hurt Glee. I’m better, I assume he is, too.”

He tapped the sigils carved into his collarbones and pale skin flowed over his skeleton beneath his clothes, giving him a face. They left the apartment building, heading for the Bentley sitting in the small car park out front.

“How are Potato and Soup?” she asked.

“That is not their names.”

“You didn’t name your kittens, so I had to.”

They got in the car.

“I didn’t name them,” he said, putting his hat on the dashboard, “because it is not my place to name them. They are autonomous creatures and, as such, they are free to name themselves.”

Valkyrie buckled up. “And until they do, they are Potato and Soup.”

“They are not.”

“OK, so if you had to name them, if they asked you to name them, and you absolutely had to, what would you name them?”

He pursed his lips as he thought. He’d recently started to do that, though she doubted he was aware of it. “I would name them Miaowy and Purr-Purr.”

“Dear God.”

“Are those not good names?”

“I mean … for cats? Maybe, yeah. They’re just not what I was expecting you to say.”

They pulled out on to the road and started driving.

“What were you expecting?” he asked.

“Like, Aristotle and Einstein, or Plato and some other guy. Or something more pretentious. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, maybe.”

“Too obvious.”

“Vladimir and Estragon?”

“Good Lord, Valkyrie, what have you been reading?”

“It’s your fault,” she grumbled. “You’re always referencing books and plays that I’ve never read and using obscure facts to solve cases – cheating, basically – that I, y’know, felt pressured into, like, broadening my horizons. Which sucks.”

“I thought Valkyrie Cain never caved to peer pressure.”

“That’s only because, generally speaking, I don’t have any peers. I am peerless.”

“Yes, you are. You’ve actually read Waiting for Godot?”

“And I saw the play. I was a little disappointed in the play, though. When I read it I thought the name Estragon sounded like Aragorn, so that’s what I imagined he looked like.”

“Aragorn, from The Lord of the Rings?”

“But in the play he just looked dishevelled, and didn’t have a sword.”

“Despite the lack of swords, what did you think of it?”

“It was OK. It didn’t really go anywhere.”

“But that’s the—”

“I know that’s the point. I was joking.”

“Ah,” he said, and nodded. “The cats are doing well, to answer your question.”

She smiled. “I’m glad.”

The road looked like it would wreck any car that dared approach, but the Bentley travelled over it so smoothly it was like the potholes were mere illusions – which they emphatically were. There were more illusions ahead, beyond the private property signs and the old farmer in the shack who gave them a wave – illusions of badly tilled fields and overgrown hedges that disappeared once the car pierced the lightly shimmering wall and the city of Roarhaven appeared before them. They passed through Shudder’s Gate, stopped to let a tram go by, and continued on. The Dark Cathedral was quiet at this time on a Wednesday so Valkyrie didn’t have to sink lower in her seat. Although most people in Roarhaven had stopped making a big deal about her, there were always visiting mages to freak out about the woman who had brought the world Darquesse. They took the ramp down to the car park beneath the High Sanctuary, and took the tiles up to the lobby.

The High Sanctuary was much quieter since it had restricted itself to Sanctuary business, allowing the running of Roarhaven to rest with Mayor Graveside and her governing body over at City Hall. This afternoon, the lobby was practically empty save for the Cleavers providing security. They stepped into the elevator and on the way up Skulduggery realised he was still wearing the face. He tapped his collarbones and the façade flowed away, revealing his skull once again.

They found Honest Ramfeezle on the phone in his office, his desk piled high with folders and his face its usual shade of exasperated red. He hung up as Valkyrie and Skulduggery sat, and expelled a breath. 

“You’ve seen the body?”

“We have,” Skulduggery said.

Honest Ramfeezle had never been much of a detective but he was very good at organising other detectives, assigning them cases according to their capabilities and providing support when support was needed. He was an excellent, if overworked, manager of people better suited to policing than he ever had been.

“You’re taking the case?” he asked, and if he was trying to keep the hope out of his voice he failed spectacularly. Finding a Sanctuary detective dispassionate enough to investigate the murder of one of their own would have been next to impossible – but that’s what the Arbiters were for.

“We’re taking it,” Skulduggery said. “But we need to know what Detective Clearwater was working on.”

Ramfeezle leaned forward, passing a folder to Valkyrie. She opened it, and the first thing inside was a mugshot of a man with hair a little shorter than her own. He had a narrow face, a distinctive chin, and angry eyes.

“Orson Sparse,” said Ramfeezle. “He’s suspected of killing a mortal by the name of Paul Keyes. Cadence was putting the case together.”

“Suspected?” Valkyrie said, looking up.

Ramfeezle sighed. “Sparse is one of Iota Trick’s Isolationists. The moment we arrested him she swooped in with her lawyers.”

“Wait, what? Lawyers? They can do that?”

“Oh, they can. They’re citing an old law nobody has paid attention to in half a century to block the use of Sensitives. She says a Sensitive can bring their own biases to reading a mind, so assessing the guilt of a suspect is a fundamentally flawed process.”

Valkyrie looked between Ramfeezle and Skulduggery. “But that’s how we put bad guys away. That’s how we’ve always done it.” She straightened. “Wait – is that not accurate?”

“It is accurate,” Skulduggery said. “Mostly.”

“Mostly accurate is not accurate-accurate – not the kind of accurate that we’d need to throw people in prison.”

Ramfeezle sighed again. “I’ll be honest with you, Valkyrie. That whole business with Romeo Gideon really didn’t do us any favours.”

“But Romeo Gideon was fired.”

“After two years of working for this very Sanctuary. We’d grown complacent. Whoever hired him didn’t complete all the necessary checks and we ended up with, essentially, a psychic who wasn’t very good at being a psychic, who told detectives what he thought they wanted to hear. Ever since the two of you exposed him as the fraud he is, every single case he was involved with has to be investigated all over again. It is, quite frankly, a mess. The lawyers used this as an example of a flawed system, which meant that Cadence Clearwater had to prove Orson Sparse was a murderer the old-fashioned way.”

“Did she have any theories?”

“The number-one cause for mage-on-mortal murders ever since the Deletion,” Ramfeezle said. “Revenge.”
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Winter watched her best friend get harassed by a racist.

The pharmacy was pretty busy, even for a Saturday afternoon, and this little altercation was drawing quite a crowd. The racist in question was a woman of, maybe, sixty, but a young-looking sixty, or at least young-looking as far as mortals went … which translated as a pretty old-looking sixty now that Winter thought about it. She glanced at all the other mortals, the ones that were paying attention and the ones that were passing by, oblivious, and reckoned if anyone deserved to suffer the ravages of time, it was definitely mortals. Small-minded, petty, and so shockingly full of hate, they were clumsy scatterguns on legs, stumbling through life, desperate to find a target for their vitriol.

Right now, this particular mortal’s target was Mia Pizazz, possibly the loveliest, goofiest, most optimistic person on the planet – and a birthday girl, no less, which really should have excluded her from any nastiness, today of all days.

Mia stood with a slightly puzzled look on her face as the racist continued racisming.

“I saw you do it,” the racist said. “You’re not even denying it any more, are you? You didn’t think anyone would stop you. Well, I’m stopping you, young lady. I’m standing up to you.”

A member of staff hurried through the small crowd, dragging a security guard behind her.

“OK,” said the security guard, and didn’t follow up with anything else.

“This girl was stealing make-up,” the old racist said.

“No, I wasn’t,” said Mia.

“She put it right in her pocket,” the nasty old racist said. “Make her empty her pockets. Then you’ll see.”

The security guard shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “Miss,” he said to Mia, “would you mind emptying your pockets?”

Mia frowned at him. “Why should I?”

“So we can clear all this up.”

“But I didn’t steal anything.”

“I’m not saying you did.”

“I’m saying she did,” the ugly old racist squawked.

The security guard held up a hand to silence the squawking, and focused on Mia. “If you don’t want to empty your pockets, that’s fine. We’ll just wait for the Gardai to get here.”

“You’re calling the police?” Mia asked.

“We will, yes. Shoplifting is a crime.”

“A crime!” echoed the smelly old racist woman, who was seventy if she was a day.

“Yeah,” Mia said, talking slowly like she was dealing with infants – which, in a way, she was. “I know what shoplifting is, and I also know that I haven’t shoplifted, so I have nothing to worry about.”

“That’s good to know,” the security guard said as he detached his walkie-talkie from his belt. He asked for the cops to be called and Mia watched him, and Winter watched her. 

Nobody watched Winter. Nobody watched the tall, blonde, white girl as she took a lipstick from the display and dropped it into the expensive bag that hung from her shoulder. 

When the security guard was done speaking, the two-way radio burst out with a garbled voice that sounded very irate, and then cut off. “Understood,” the security guard replied, although Winter doubted that very much. He put the walkie-talkie back on his belt. “They’ll be here in a few minutes – but we could clear this up right now if you’d just empty your pockets.”

Mia nodded. “So you’ve said.”

The octogenarian racist hobbled forward a step. “If there’s nothing in your pockets, why won’t you empty them?”

“Why don’t you empty your pockets?” Mia responded.

The racist laughed. “I’ll happily empty my pockets, because I’ve got nothing to hide! I’ll tell you what – we’ll both empty our pockets, how about that?”

Mia looked at her. “No.”

“And why not?”

“Because you’re not being accused of anything.”

“Then prove me wrong! Show us you haven’t stolen anything!”

Winter picked up another lipstick. It wasn’t one she wanted, and it wasn’t her colour, but, even so, she dropped it into her bag.

Mia observed the withered old crone haranguing her. “You think you saw me put something in my pocket, do you?”

“I know I saw you.”

“But you think it’s something I stole, right?”

“A lipstick.”

“A lipstick,” Mia repeated. “Right. Well, this is the lipstick aisle, so that’d make sense. But you’re wrong. You didn’t see me steal a lipstick. You saw me put away some lip gloss, that I own. I took it out of my pocket, used it – which explains why my lips are so wonderfully glossy – and then I put it back. In my pocket.”

The batty old bat shook her bat head. “Now you’re just trying to get out of it. I know your type.”

“And what type is that?” Mia asked.

Immediately the racist’s eyes narrowed and she sucked in her cheeks. “I see what you’re trying to do.” She glanced at the security guard. “Do you see what she’s trying to do? She’s trying to get me to say it’s because of her race.” She looked back at Mia. “It’s got nothing to do with where you’re from, young lady.”

“I’m from, like, twenty-three minutes away by bus.”

“It’s got nothing to do with the colour of your skin. I’m not a racist.”

Mia nodded. “The favourite phrase of all non-racists everywhere.”

The withered crone racist lady raised a withered crone finger. “I knew you’d accuse me of racism!”

“Lady, you brought it up.”

“The colour of your skin does not protect you, not in this country!”

“I am well aware of that.”

“You’re a thief,” said the woman, “and I’d call you a thief no matter what you looked like.”

Winter watched the manager wave to the security guard to catch his attention, then furiously mime something. The security guard nodded.

“Let’s move this conversation to a more private space,” he said, stepping forward to usher Mia back.

Mia didn’t budge. “And what do you think you’re doing?”

“We just want to move away from the shop floor. You don’t want an audience for this, do you?”

“An audience for what?”

“Just move back here and we can continue talking.”

Once again, he loomed over her and once again Mia didn’t budge.

“Miss,” the security guard said.

“What exactly are you going to do?” Mia asked. “Are you going to escort me? Nudge me?”

“I don’t know why you’re making this difficult.”

“Because this woman is accusing me of stealing something and you’re automatically believing her.”

“Why would she lie?”

“Oh, I’m not lying,” the lying liar lied.

“I don’t know,” Mia said, “but it’s not up to me to explain anything she’s doing. She said I stole something, but because I didn’t steal anything, nothing she says matters to me.”

“It should matter,” said the racist, adding a bit of a sneer to her ancient wrinkled ninety-year-old face.

Mia glanced at her. “But it doesn’t. It’s irrelevant. You’re irrelevant.” She looked back at the security guard. “And you can’t keep me here. You don’t have the training, the skills, or the authorisation. Any serious attempt on your part to restrain me could lead to injury, which would leave both you and this shop open to all manner of lawsuits.”

“I’m not restraining you,” the security guard said. “I’m asking you to remain here while we wait for the Gardai.”

“You haven’t asked me anything remotely like that.”

“Well then, that’s what I’m asking you now.”

“You still haven’t asked it, though.”

The security guard was not getting paid enough for this. “I ask that you remain here, while we wait for the Gardai to arrive.”

“When will they be here?” Mia asked.

“In a few minutes.”

“You don’t know that.”

“They have been alerted.”

“Yeah,” said Mia, “alerted to a shoplifting that didn’t actually happen. How many of these calls do you make every day? Does a Guard turn up within a few minutes every single time?”

A few of the onlookers were drifting away, Winter noted, and marvelled at her friend’s ability to defend her position and defy instruction, all the while defusing the drama.

“Not every single time,” the security guard admitted.

“Look,” said Mia, “the only reason I’m not walking out of here right now is that this store has the option of refusing me entry in the future, and this is the closest store to where I live that stocks the brands I like. I’m very picky about my lip gloss and my eyeshadow. I’m sure you understand.”

“Of course,” the security guard said, deflating.

“So I’m doing my best not to make trouble,” Mia continued, “but I just can’t stand here and not say anything while complete strangers accuse me of horrible things.”

The complete stranger folded her racist arms huffily. “If you’re so reasonable, empty your pockets.”

Mia ignored her. “When you’re accused of a crime that you didn’t do, and you realise that the accusation might, on some level, be motivated by something about who you are, then it kinda becomes a matter of principle, wouldn’t you agree?”

“There she goes again, accusing me of being a racist!” the definite-racist howled.

The manager was back to miming at the security guard but he ignored her and gave a deep, weary sigh. “I would agree, yes,” he said.

“So purely as a matter of principle,” said Mia, “I’m not going to co-operate with you.”

He nodded. “I understand. Would you mind standing to one side, maybe?”

She made a face. “I would love to, but that’d be technically co-operating with you, so …”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” said the security guard. “Just thought I’d try.”

“I need an iced coffee,” Mia said.

“I’m gonna pop to the loo,” said Winter. “Order me a hazelnut oat latte, will you?”

Mia gave her the rock-out sign, the devil’s horns, and walked off, and Winter turned and followed the horrible old racist woman as she validated her ticket and headed for the car park.

She stayed ten steps behind her the whole way, and the woman never looked round, not once. Her car chirped as she approached and the boot opened and the racist went round, placing her shopping bags carefully inside. Winter walked up beside her.

“Oh, sorry,” the woman said, moving to allow Winter to squeeze between her and the SUV parked behind. But Winter didn’t move, and the woman looked at her for the first time. “Can I help you?”

Winter smiled. “You were talking to my friend,” she said. “The Black girl.”

The woman’s face hardened, and she went to close the boot but Winter grabbed her wrist.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the woman said, her eyes widening with outrage. She tried pulling her hand free but Winter tightened her hold.

It was interesting, watching this mortal attempt to process what was going on. There was that immediate reluctance to acknowledge a bad situation – Winter could see it happening. In an attack, in any kind of escalating situation, that reluctance could get you killed. Every ounce of intuition this woman possessed was screaming at her to run or fight or call for help, yet, at the same time, she didn’t want to risk embarrassing herself by overreacting. Funny how the mind can barricade itself against its own best interest.

The only thing preventing Winter from doing what she wanted – from hitting this nasty middle-aged racist – was a very thin veneer of civilised behaviour that draped over her like a sheet. It had been there all her life, and she’d become so accustomed to it that she’d started to think it was part of her.

But, of course, it wasn’t. It was a sheet that she could rip off at any moment. She just had to be angry enough to do it, and determined enough to live with the consequences.

The legal consequences she wasn’t too bothered about. The mortal cops were unlikely to go to the effort of tracking her down for merely smacking some woman in a car park.

But there was another consequence. To give in, here and now, to the urges within her, to tear off that sheet and become someone who used violence to batter the world into a more palatable shape … she wasn’t ready to take that step. Not yet.

Winter released the woman’s wrist. The woman, emboldened by what she thought was Winter backing down, squared up to her. Winter smiled, and clicked her fingers and flicked her hand.

“Your car’s on fire,” she said, and walked away as all that shopping burst into flames.
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Oldtown was the original Roarhaven, before the walled city that it would become was summoned from the dimension in which it was built to fit neatly over its humble foundations. Most of it remained as it was, small and narrow and crooked, glaring jealously out at the larger, grander buildings around it, at the wider streets, at the gleaming spires. The citizens of Roarhaven had brought with them the culture and traditions of a magical society that had been born with the first sorcerers, and they had worked to integrate that into their new reality. It was not always easy, and certainly not straightforward. Their culture had always been secretive, and quiet, and to suddenly be allowed to exist in the open, proud and without fear, was taking some time to adjust to.

But Oldtown had its own traditions, and its own culture, as long ago it had transformed the quiet and the secretive into the bitter and the resentful – and the dangerous. Oldtown was where the disgruntled came to gripe about the mortals, about the modern day’s new breed of mage, about all the ways in which the world fought to keep the good, honest, old-fashioned sorcerer down.

Skulduggery and Valkyrie took the tram to the stop closest to Oldtown – there were no tram lines that dared traverse its streets. They could have driven, but the last time Skulduggery parked here, they had returned to discover that somebody had put a brick through the Bentley’s windscreen. Sanctuary agents were not welcome, it seemed – Arbiters even less so.

“Lovely afternoon, is it not?” Skulduggery called out cheerfully to an old woman on the other side of the road. In reply, she spat, then hissed, and then hurried down a dark alleyway.

“Do you have to do that?” Valkyrie asked as they walked on.

“Do what?” Skulduggery responded. “Be nice to passers-by? Spread a little sunshine in a world so sadly lacking in friendliness? Is that what you mean?”

“I mean antagonise the people who already hate us.”

He waved a hand dismissively. “They don’t hate us. They don’t even know us. If they got to know us, they’d love us. I know us, and I think we’re great.”

“If they don’t hate us, why didn’t we drive here?”

“For various non-windscreen-related reasons, including but not limited to the fact that I don’t use the trams as often as I should. Is it wrong to want to spend some time among the people of this fine city? When was the last time you had a conversation with someone from Oldtown?”

“When was the last time you had one?”

“This is exactly what I mean!” he exclaimed. “We’re cutting ourselves off from a section of society just because they don’t agree with our views. Today, Valkyrie, that changes. Right this moment, that changes.”

A man was walking towards them and Skulduggery stepped into his path.

“Hello!” Skulduggery said.

Valkyrie lowered her head.

The man went to move round but Skulduggery matched him, forcing the man to stop.

“We were wondering if you could help us,” Skulduggery said. “My name is Skulduggery Pleasant.”

“OK,” said the man.

“This is my associate, Valkyrie Cain.”

“OK.”

“We’re looking for a woman named Iota Tricks. Do you know her? She leads a rather large Isolationist faction.”

“What’s an Isolationist?” the man asked, with the easy insolence of someone deciding they’d quite like to play dumb for a few minutes.

Skulduggery responded like he always did in situations like this – seizing the opportunity to indulge himself. “Mages, like you and me who have decided they might like to split away – or isolate themselves – from the mortal world at large.”

“Why would they want to do that?”

“Why would they, indeed? The mortal world is a marvellous place. Did you know that a mortal invented the toaster? And the toaster is not all they invented, oh no. The hairbrush. The game of Monopoly. Keyrings.”

“All invented by the same mortal, were they?”

“What a splendid mortal that would be, wouldn’t you say? But no, sadly, this is not the case. The first commercial version of the electric toaster was released in 1893, but people had already been toasting their bread over a fire long before that. I don’t know who invented toast. I doubt anyone does, to be honest. It was probably an accident, like the invention of penicillin, matches, and dynamite. Maybe somebody was carrying a slice of bread around the campfire and they tripped – perhaps over a large stone, or a branch, or the sleeping form of a colleague, and the bread fell into the fire where it stayed for a minute or two while this person – this mystery inventor – apologised profusely to the aforementioned colleague, stick, or rock, and by the time they retrieved it from the fire, the bread slice had achieved a crispy, golden texture that this individual – last name, presumably, Toast – then marketed to the world as a viable alternative to slightly warm bread.

“But even if this mysterious mortal was not the same one to invent the hairbrush, Monopoly, and keyrings, that is still quite a strong record of achievement, is it not? For a species? Why would anyone want to remove themselves from such a society?”

“Probably because they killed so many of us,” the man said, his eyes flicking to Valkyrie as he spoke. “Darquesse might have wiped away those few weeks when the Faceless Ones returned, but we still remember how the mortals reacted. Lot of mages were killed. Beaten, shot, hanged. Burned alive. I remember that. Do you?”

“I do,” Skulduggery said in that tone of voice that indicated his displeasure at having to cease his ridiculousness before he was ready. “I also remember the panic, and the fear, and the desperation of that time. I remember that hundreds of millions of mortals were killed.”

“Not saying there wasn’t,” said the man. “Which maybe proves the Isolationists’ point, though, mightn’t it? That it’s safer for everyone if we all just live apart?”

“What a sad, small world that would be.”

The man shrugged. “For you, maybe.” He indicated the building behind him, across the street. “That’s where they meet, the Isolationists. Iota might be in there now, if you’re lucky.”

“Thank you for your help,” Skulduggery said.

“Of course,” the man said. “We’re all neighbours, aren’t we?”

Skulduggery stood aside and the man walked on. Valkyrie waited with an eyebrow arched.

“You have something to say, Miss Cain?” Skulduggery asked.

“Nope.”

“You look like you might.”

“Not me.”

“OK then.”

“It’s just …”

“Aha.”

“It’s not often you meet someone who isn’t bamboozled by one of your little digressions, is it?”

“My digressions?”

“I’m used to it, when you babble on about something irrelevant—”

“Babble?”

“But most people just stand there, open-mouthed, and your words just kind of bully them into submission. It’s why you do it, isn’t it? To catch them off-guard, to keep them off balance, so you can dominate the moment?”

“You paint me in such an unflattering light.”

“It isn’t often I get to see it, that’s all I’m saying.”

“Do you think we could go and talk to the woman we’re here to talk to? For the case? Do you think we could do that?”

“Are you in a bad mood? Did that naughty man put you in a bad mood?”

“My mood is unchanged. Shall we cross the road?”

“Oh, we shall,” she said, grinning.

The building looked like it may have been some kind of town hall in the original Roarhaven, but a squalid and unimpressive town hall, like no one wanted to be accused of having notions of grandeur. They walked in through the open door and climbed the stairs, passing two people who pointedly ignored them. The hall part of the town hall was a virtual hive of activity that looked like a political headquarters – lots of tables, lots of people, lots of phone calls and fast talking.

“If you’re here to volunteer, give your names to the man with the glasses,” a mage said as he carried a box full of papers past them. “If you’re here to accuse us of being terrorists, you can see yourselves out.”

The mage was gone before they could answer.

A woman came forward – brown hair and stylish glasses, wearing a Kylie T-shirt from the 1980s. “Can I help you?”

“Miss Tricks,” Skulduggery said, extending his hand. “Arbiters Pleasant and Cain. We were wondering if we could ask you some questions.”

Iota Tricks shook his hand, and then Valkyrie’s, though she did so quickly. “I’m kind of busy here, as you can see.”

“Indeed we can,” Skulduggery said, looking around. “Such energy! Some enterprise! Are you building up to something big, or is it always like this?”

“We’re always busy.”

“In which case, we won’t take but a moment of your time.”

“I doubt that’s true,” Iota replied with a sigh. “Fine, OK. Let’s talk somewhere quiet.”

She led them into a side room with a desk and a few chairs, and closed the door behind them. She sat on the desk and waited.

“Do you know why we’re here?” Skulduggery asked.

“I don’t play guessing games, so if you could get to the point, that would be great.”

“A Sanctuary detective, Cadence Clearwater, was investigating the murder of a mortal, Paul Keyes.”

“And?”

“The prime suspect in the murder is Orson Sparse. I believe you know Mr Sparse.”

Iota nodded. “And?”

“He works for you, doesn’t he?” Valkyrie asked.

“He volunteers for our organisation, yes.”

“Organisation,” Skulduggery repeated.

“Yes,” said Iota. “We’re a group, we have an agenda, we need to be organised, so we’re an organisation. What would you prefer to call us, Detective Pleasant? A faction? A cell?”

“What does Mr Sparse do for you here?”

Iota looked like she was about to evade the question, then changed her mind. “He’s our special operations manager.”

“That sounds important,” said Valkyrie.

“Every job is important. Every volunteer is valued.”

“So what special operations does Mr Sparse manage?”

“I’m afraid that’s a confidential matter.”

“Oh, not to worry, we’re Arbiters. You know what that means, don’t you?”

She hesitated – for quite a long time – before answering. “Orson is overseeing the acquisition of an island.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “When you say acquisition …”

“I mean acquisition.”

“You want to buy an island?”

“Is there something wrong with that?”

“Buying an island seems extravagant.”

“Tell that to the mortal billionaires of this world. Tell it to Edmund Risk and his ilk. The difference is, we’re not buying it for tax reasons – we’re buying it to make it our home.”

“Which island?” Valkyrie asked. “I just got back from a holiday in Mexico.”

“It’s not near Mexico.”

“It is tropical? Does it have palm trees?”

“No.”

“Is it sunny?”

“It’s three kilometres off the coast of Galway.”

“You’re buying an island off Galway? In the Atlantic? Why would you want to buy a tropical island where it rains all the time?”

“We don’t want to buy a tropical island.”

“Good, because you’re not. It rains there, all the time.”

“Not all the time,” Iota said, a little defensively. “And we want it to live on, not just to sunbathe.”

“I doubt there’ll be any sunbathing three kilometres off the coast of Galway.”

“Valkyrie,” Skulduggery said.

“What? Nobody will want to sunbathe when it’s raining.”

“I think you’re fixating on an aspect of this conversation that only exists in your mind.”

“Wait,” Valkyrie said. “An island three kilometres off Galway … Are you buying Insadoom? Are you buying a Mystical City that only appears every fifty years?”

“First of all,” Iota said, “it’s a Mystical Island, and, secondly, Insadoom can appear at any time, providing certain criteria have been met. It’s due to return on Tuesday.”

“We know. We’re going to the ceremony.”

“You are?” Skulduggery asked.

“Aren’t you?”

“I am. I didn’t know you were.”

“I’m taking Militsa. We’re getting all dressed up and everything. But can you buy a Mystical Island? I thought they were the property of, like, all sorcerers everywhere.”

“Why would that be true?” Iota asked. “Most Mystical Cities are independent townships, answerable to no one but themselves. Insadoom has an actual owner, and that owner would very much like to sell. And we would very much like to buy.”

“But they do research there, don’t they? Doesn’t it have a whole bunch of labs and research stations?”

“It does, and we are hoping that the research facilities continue their work. In fact, their participation will be the bedrock of our economy, at least at the start.”

There was a knock on the door as it opened, and a man poked his head in. “Iota, call for you.”

Iota pushed herself off the desk. “Be right there. If that’s all?”

“Your organisation is paying the lawyers protecting Orson Sparse,” Skulduggery said.

“We’re ensuring that he’s treated well and according to the law, yes. Don’t tell me you object to these lawyers forcing the Sanctuary to conduct an actual investigation? Aren’t we all after the same thing? Don’t we all want the truth to come out?”

“A good Sensitive will get to the truth faster than an investigation.”

“A good one might, yes – but how could we trust that the Sensitive sent to poke into Orson’s mind isn’t going to bring their own assumptions to whatever it is they think they see? I have to thank you, actually. It’s because of you, because of your sterling work in exposing Romeo Gideon as a charlatan, and revealing the Sanctuary to be as lazy, inept, and corrupt as we always thought it was, that true justice is even possible. Thank you both. Sincerely.” She didn’t sound sincere. She sounded like she was mocking them. “And now I have my work to get back to.”

“One more thing,” said Skulduggery. “Did Detective Clearwater come to talk to you?”

“Yes, she did, and we had a conversation quite like this one. Has she been taken off the case? Was pressure brought to bear? It’s dreadful when that happens, isn’t it? When fine detectives such as yourselves are not left alone to decide the guilt or innocence of whoever is unfortunate enough to stumble across your path.”

“Indeed,” said Skulduggery. “But no, Detective Clearwater wasn’t taken off the case. She was murdered last night.”

The muscles in Iota’s face went slack.

“Thank you for your time,” Skulduggery said. “If we need anything, we know where to find you.”
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Necromancers, for the most part, believed their own hype.

They wore black, they said spooky things, and they acted like they knew something the rest of the world was ignorant of. Like they were in on one of the Great Secrets, just because their magical discipline was based around death. The problem with buying into the legend of the Necromancers was that, sometimes, image came before practicality.

Melancholia adored Sable. She was funny, talented, strong and – if ever someone could be described as quirky without it being annoying – she was quirky. As a fellow Wreath Necromancer, they bonded quickly, and Melancholia discovered that Sable had a wickedly savage sense of humour and a magnificently dirty laugh. None of which, however, meant that Melancholia actually fancied Sable. She was attractive, absolutely, and in another life, maybe, but – aside from the fact that Sable was straight – the spark between them was pure friendship.

Besides, Melancholia’s heart fluttered for someone else, and if she ever got another chance with Epiphany she intended to seize it with both hands. But there she went again, letting her mind drift away from the point she was trying to make, even in her own head.

Sable was great. Sable was smart and cool. But Sable also believed the hype, and so when they went to trample through the woods on a grey and rainy afternoon, Sable had worn tight black clothes with leather boots and a coat that billowed dramatically. Melancholia, meanwhile, was outfitted in a thick coat, hiking boots and warm gloves and her blonde hair was wrapped in a braid under a woollen hat that kept the branches from snagging it as she passed.

Sable swiped at another branch that dug into her hair. “I hate trees,” she said.

Melancholia didn’t reply; she just kept leading the way.

“Trees are so irritating,” Sable said after another few seconds. “Like, what’s the point of all these sharp bits? It’s like, dude, we get it, you’re a tree; you’ve got sticks poking out of you, well done. I can walk from one place to the other, I can form sentences with my mouth … but you don’t hear me bragging about it.”

Melancholia did her best to keep the smile from her voice. “You doing OK back there, hon?”

“Trees are attacking me.”

“Are you sure you’re not just walking into them?”

“It’s like they’re purposefully trying to— Ow! OK, that one almost poked me in the eye! Am I scratched? Did it draw blood?”

Melancholia turned as Sable hurried up, both hands at the corner of her left eye, pulling the skin tight to show a slightly red mark.

“That’s pretty bad, all right. Can you go on?”

Sable rubbed her face. “I mean, I can go on if you need me to.”

“I do. I really do.”

“Then I’m here for you.”

“Thank you,” Melancholia said with great solemnity, and led the way.

Literally two seconds later, Sable howled in pain and shouted, “Stupid trees!”

Melancholia turned, laughing, to watch Sable whip her hand through the air, throwing shadows as sharp as razor blades to shear through the tips of every branch ahead of them. As the twigs fell, the shadows retracted into the ring she wore and she straightened her shoulders and fixed her hair and smiled serenely.

“That’s the last time any tree will mess with you,” said Melancholia.

“I don’t even care. They don’t bother me.”

“So you didn’t lose your temper just now?”

“Nope.”

“You’re calm, cool, and collected?”

“Couldn’t be cooler.”

“I’m glad to hear it. It looks like it might rain.”

“That’s fine.”

“Does your coat have a hood? Do you have a hat?”

“No to both questions.”

“But you don’t care if it rains?”

“I’m too calm to care. If it rains, it rains.”

Melancholia gave her a nod and trudged on, the ground quickly getting muckier. Every few steps, Sable would let out a whimper as her beautiful leather boots got ruined. When the first few drops of rain became a steady downpour, Melancholia was pretty sure she heard Sable start to cry. She may have been mistaken, though. It was pretty hard to hear over the rain tapping against her hood.

She checked the compass on her phone, then checked for new messages, but there was still no word from Covin. She wasn’t concerned. He was a sharp investigator with a scarily keen mind, but he did have a habit of going off on his own. He’d join them eventually, whenever he’d finished following whatever hunch had delayed him. She couldn’t begin to guess at how many other things he was working on – he’d agreed to help Melancholia because Melancholia had agreed to help Sable, but they all wanted to get back to the mission that Solomon Wreath had set for them.

Before that, however, this: a rogue Necromancer – neither affiliated with the long-established Necromancer Order nor the newly established Wreath Necromancers – making disreputable deals with disreputable people. The stories that Sable had heard were sufficiently worrying for valuable resources like Melancholia and Covin to be diverted to investigate.

Valuable resources. That made her smile. Once upon a time, maybe that was true. Back when she’d been the Death Bringer, back when Cleric Craven had carved those sigils into her skin, back when she’d been forced to endure unimaginable amounts of pain. Back before she’d died.

She shook her head beneath her hood as she walked, banishing the bad thoughts. She didn’t like remembering those days, didn’t like remembering the look on Darquesse’s face as she opened her hands, letting the impossible light escape. The blast that followed had obliterated Roarhaven’s East Quarter, but Melancholia had been far too dead to care. And now here she was, brought back to life along with Solomon Wreath and a few other distinguished – and not so distinguished – individuals for reasons suspected, and speculated upon, but for the most part unknown.

The rain eased off, became a light spattering, and the ground was firmer here. Melancholia took down her hood and tried not to grin at Sable’s drenched misery.

There was a clearing ahead, of sorts, just big enough to fit the shack. Covin, for it was he who had told them of the place, had described it as a cabin – or that’s how it had been described to him, anyway. But a cabin could be cute: warm and inviting. This was a shack, barely bigger than a toolshed. It had a dark window and a roof that without a doubt had let in most of the rain that had just fallen. The door looked like it had been patched up half a dozen times before the enthusiasm for home repairs had run out.

Next to it was an old-fashioned water pump. There was no way the shack had room for a bathroom.

“Watch your step,” Melancholia said softly. “One of these trees has definitely been used as a toilet.”

“Ew,” said Sable.

They stood together at the edge of the clearing, observing.

“There doesn’t appear to be anyone home,” Sable said.

“He might be sleeping.”

“He might be.”

Melancholia tapped Covin’s name on her phone, but the call went unanswered. She put it away, then took off her woollen hat and stuffed it into her jacket pocket. “Let’s announce our presence and get this over with,” she said, and stepped forward. “Hello? Lazare Siderion?”

No answer.

“Lazare,” Sable called louder. “It’s Sable Wreath. You knew me as Sable Darkthorn. I’m here with a friend of mine and we’d like to talk to you.”

From the shack, not a sound.

“Is he dangerous?” Melancholia asked.

Sable thought about it. “Probably. He was never a threat to me or anyone at the Temple but … that was years ago, when things made sense. If he has since hooked up with the Hidden God, like we’ve heard, then these days he might be a homicidal maniac for all I know.”

“We should probably wait for Covin.”

Sable nodded. “We probably should.”

“Or …”

“I like this plan.”

“We go in ourselves, the two of us, and check it out.”

“Audacious and yet logical.”

“Three against one – if Siderion turns out to be a threat – is obviously preferable, but two against one is also pretty good odds.”

Sable nodded. “There is, like, practically twice as many of us as there is of him.”

“You’re so good at maths.”

“Thank you. Also, it’s a small cabin. Once we poke our heads in, we’ll be able to tell immediately if he’s there.”

“Plus,” said Melancholia, “if we do it now, the two of us, then Covin won’t even need to come here. If he intends to come by car, that’ll save the environment.”

Sable frowned. “That one act will save the environment?”

“Well, no, it won’t save the whole environment, but it might save some of it.”

“Like how much?”

“Like, a tree.”

“I don’t like trees.”

“It might save a squirrel, and they live in trees.”

“I do like squirrels,” Sable said, and gave another nod. “Let’s do it for the squirrels.”

They walked forward. They didn’t speak as they neared, or call Siderion’s name again.

A lot of Necromancers, like Sable, kept their magic in rings. Melancholia kept hers in a light chain that wrapped around her wrist, a chain that was growing colder against her skin. There was death nearby. She removed her gloves, put them in her pockets, and dropped her jacket.

Sable crept forward to stand with her back against the shack’s outer wall. At Melancholia’s nod she reached out, pushed the door open, and Melancholia’s shadows filled the doorway and swept round, angry spikes searching for whoever may have been hiding. When they didn’t strike anything Melancholia shook her hand, releasing the shadows, letting them dissipate. Reassured only slightly, she motioned for Sable to stay where she was, and stepped inside.

It was, as she’d guessed, a one-room affair. There was a stained bedroll in the corner and an old stove against the opposite wall, its crooked tin chimney snaking up to the hole in the ceiling. There was a table and a stool. Pots and pans. A cup. A plate. Tools on the wall. A corpse on the floor. Clothes and blankets and a ragged coat hanging from nails.

Sable stepped in behind Melancholia. She didn’t say anything when she saw Covin; she just exhaled, breathing out her sudden sadness. He lay flat on his back, his arms out wide – or as wide as they could get in this small space, with all this clutter. His feet were up on the edge of the bedroll. After his throat had been cut, he’d been dragged in by the ankles and then dumped. Which meant the killer had wanted to conceal the body. Which meant the killer had wanted to draw them into the shack.

Melancholia went to the window and looked outside as Sable turned, putting her shoulder to what passed for the door frame, taking a peek for herself. Trees and trees and a man watching them, a man in a coat, with a hood over his head, hiding his face. His hands were by his sides, and it was impossible to tell, from this angle, at this distance, if those hands held a weapon, though they probably did. Something sharp, no doubt. Something sharp and maybe still dripping with Covin’s blood.

Melancholia bumped fists with Sable and then darkness swirled and she shadow-walked into the woods. She emerged a healthy distance behind the man. Sable stepped out of her own set of twisting shadows, a little closer to him. He turned, his head down, a machete in his hand. A machete. Like something out of a horror movie.

“Lazare Siderion?” Melancholia said. “We’ve been looking for you.”

The killer didn’t raise his head or pull down his hood, didn’t take the opportunity to reveal his face. That didn’t mean it wasn’t Siderion, but it didn’t mean it was, either. He wore an interesting coat – dark green, almost black, fastened, and layered. The hood was wide. He wore gloves.

Hefting the machete in his right hand, he was suddenly walking straight for Sable. She watched him come, her shadows waiting. When he moved into optimal range, she shrugged.

“Hope it was worth it,” she told him, waving her hand, and her shadows turned sharp and then to vapour.

Sable looked at her ring, shook her hand, started to call out, and the killer kept walking, and in the time it took for Melancholia to realise something had gone seriously wrong the killer had swung the machete down through the point where Sable’s neck met her shoulder.

Melancholia screamed.

Her friend dropped heavily to her knees, and the killer put his boot to her chest and pushed her off his blade. Melancholia charged forward, whipping her shadows into spears that faded to nothing as the killer turned to her. She gasped, struggling to connect with her magic, but if magic was an appendage, an arm, say, then the arm had gone numb. She looked up and the killer was coming for her.

She backed off, tried her magic, tried again, cursing and then screaming at herself – Work, goddamn you, work – and he kept coming and she didn’t want to run, didn’t want to retreat, didn’t want to leave her best friend unavenged but without her magic she was a blonde girl in the woods being chased by a maniac and she’d seen the horror movies – she knew what came next.

So she turned, and she ran.
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Fletcher wasn’t available – too busy teaching the next generation of Teleporters, apparently – so the Sanctuary sent one of their up-and-comers to take Skulduggery and Valkyrie to Coldheart Prison. They arrived in a small circle of sigils painted on to the centre of the prisoner yard – the only part of the flying island where teleportation was possible. The new warden took his job very seriously.

Under the watchful eye of prison security – which included Cleavers with scythes and sorcerers with sniper rifles – they waited for Chief Officer Obelus to look over their documents. It was freezing up here, despite the clothes Valkyrie wore that regulated her body temperature, and the wind messed with her hair. Even though the documents had been issued and checked in the minutes before their arrival, Obelus still took her sweet time checking their authenticity.

Finally satisfied, she handed them back and Skulduggery folded them and tucked them into his inside jacket pocket.

“Sorry about that,” she said, having to shout to be heard over the wind. “The warden’s new protocols. Please follow me.”

Valkyrie kept an eye on Skulduggery as they walked across the yard to the Brute, the biggest and ugliest of the prison’s buildings. This was their first time here since the new warden had taken up his new post. She didn’t know how Skulduggery was going to act. She doubted he did, either. Heavy doors screeched open on heavy hinges, and clanged shut once they were inside.

It got warmer the further they walked from the doors. Pipes crossed the walls and the ceilings around them, conduits for water, power, and magic. Obelus took them to the control room, a space that had been dramatically redesigned since Valkyrie’s first visit to the place. Prison officials worked at consoles down one end and the warden stood at the other, looking out through the floor-to-ceiling glass at the cavern below. The prison’s convicts, for the most part, lived either in the cells etched into the rock walls or the cells etched into the rock tower that rose like an impossibly huge stalagmite. The prisoners who couldn’t be allowed to mix with the general population were kept in cubes of steel and glass, hidden in the chasm at the base of the island.

The warden turned as Skulduggery and Valkyrie approached.

“Hello, me,” said Cadaver Cain. Skulduggery didn’t respond to that so Cadaver angled his skull – cracked, chipped, with metal staples keeping the fractures from splitting – towards Valkyrie. “Is he in a mood?”

“People are dying,” she said. “We’re both in a mood.”

Cadaver shrugged. “People are always dying. It’s what people do.”

Cadaver wore black trousers tucked into combat boots. His black shirt was open at the neck and the sleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms – or radiuses and ulnas. Whatever. He didn’t wear a jacket, a tie, a hat, or gloves. His clothes, while definitely not shapeless, were designed to emphasise his skeletal nature – unlike Skulduggery’s suits, which were designed to make him pass for a flesh-and-blood living person.

“I looked at the forms you sent through,” Cadaver said, “but I didn’t see the name of the convict you’re here to talk to.”

“Because we didn’t include it,” Skulduggery replied.

“And this one time, I am willing to overlook that. In future, however, I will need you to fill out the forms as they are meant to be filled out. As is required.”

“It’s not required of us.”

“It’s required of everyone.”

“We’re Arbiters,” Skulduggery said. “We’re different.”

“You are Arbiters,” Cadaver agreed, “and you are different, but you still have to fill out the forms.”

Valkyrie waited to see what would happen, though she doubted either one of them would throw a punch. To launch an attack, she reckoned, would be seen as losing, and neither Skulduggery nor his older self from a now defunct timeline were willing to concede defeat to the other.

But then again, every moment brought with it a fresh chance for them to try to kill each other.

“New regulations—” Cadaver began.

“Don’t be absurd.”

“—clearly delineate the situations and circumstances in which the Arbiter Corps is exempt from following the same rules as Sanctuary operatives and those situations and circumstances in which they are not – to wit, operating within a high-security facility such as Coldheart Prison.”

“You’re hiding behind regulations now, Cadaver?”

“You yourself agreed to these measures.”

“We didn’t agree to anything of the sort.”

“Then you should have read the fine print when you allowed the Advisory Board to dictate your actions and responsibilities.”

“The Advisory Board advises—”

“The Advisory Board approves the cases you’re sent to undertake. Its very existence makes a mockery of who the Arbiters are meant to be – independent, unimpeachable—”

“We’re still independent.”

Cadaver laughed. “If you were truly independent, if you were truly free to wield the power that comes with the badge, then why am I warden? Why didn’t you stop the Sanctuaries from taking that most unusual of steps? Or was this all part of your plan? Did you secretly want this older, wiser, better version of you to go from being a prisoner here to being in charge? Have we all unwittingly fallen into your trap, Skulduggery, or have you been outmanoeuvred yet again?”

“You’re still a prisoner.”

A careless shrug. “I’m not permitted to leave the prison, that is true. But I have freedom. I have autonomy. I have power. It must be beyond galling to have watched me persuade one Council of Elders after another what a waste of a valuable resource it would be to keep me locked away.”

“Your tactics were impressive,” Skulduggery said. “I’ll admit that.”

“Thank you.”

“Credit’s due where it’s due. You’re welcome.”

Cadaver nodded, then tilted his head. “When you say you’re welcome …”

“Yes?”

“That’s in response to me thanking you a moment earlier, yes?”

“What else would it be?”

They looked at each other.

“Please use your words,” said Valkyrie. “I’m lost.”

“Skulduggery is taking credit for me becoming warden,” Cadaver told her.

“It seems only logical,” Skulduggery said. “He’s the older version of me, so everything he does is as a result of who he was. And because I’m who he was, he’s only able to outthink the people around him today because of me. So everything he achieves is my achievement.”

“Stop,” said Valkyrie, “the pair of you. Telling you that you’re as bad as each other is both redundant and infuriating. Cadaver, we’re here to talk to Orson Sparse.”

“Really? The Paul Keyes murder is rather a mundane case for Arbiters, is it not? Or is there some element to it that I am not privy to? Something extra that I have not been made aware of?”

“If there is, we can’t talk about it to you.”

“Of course, of course. We’re keeping Sparse in solitary confinement, away from Coldheart’s nastier sort of inmate, until he’s actually found guilty. Are those lawyers of his still insisting on due process? Barbarians.”

“Could you raise his cell?” she asked.

“It will be ready for you.”

“Thanks,” she said, Skulduggery already walking for the door. “You’re looking well, by the way.”

“As are you. Strong.”

“Prefer you with a hat, though.”

“Hats are for the old me,” Cadaver said, a smile in his voice. “I’m the new breed of Skeleton Detective.”

Skulduggery was waiting for her in the corridor, and they took the stairs down.

“New breed of Skeleton Detective,” Skulduggery mocked.

“You realise you don’t have to put on a stupid voice when you do that? You sound the exact same as him.”

“We do not. My voice is smoother. Richer. Deeper.”

“The exact same, I’m telling you.”

“And he’s not the new breed of Skeleton Detective. He might very well be the new breed of Skeleton Prison Warden, but I doubt that title is going to catch on.”

“It’s a hell of a thing, though,” she said, passing through the next set of security gates, “serving out the remainder of his prison sentence as warden of the prison he’s staying in.”

“He is nothing if not resourceful.”

“How did he do it? How would you have done it?”

“You mean if I’d been imprisoned here for the last six years? I’d have made myself useful. Start with helpful suggestions to the staff, moving on up to helpful suggestions to the warden – suggestions that would seem brilliant on the surface but would require constant innovation to keep viable. Within a year or two, I’d be indispensable. This place couldn’t run without me. I’d trade this for favours – small at first, and never for myself. Everything I asked for would be to ease the burden on individual members of staff. I’d gain their absolute trust. Little by little, my influence over the warden, my authority, would grow. And then I’d ask for it.”

The doors ahead rumbled and slid slowly open. A cold wind rushed at them, and Valkyrie looked at Skulduggery. “Ask for what?”

“A message to be sent to the Sanctuary.”

“What would the message be?”

He spoke louder to be heard over the wind that howled up from the chasm. “It would be a warning. I’d have spent the last few years running scenarios in my head until I had an actual threat to warn them about. They’d act on it, lives would be saved, and they’d thank me. Then I’d do it again.”

“Until you became indispensable.”

“We know Cadaver was already reaching out to people. We know he manipulated Clutter Gaines into sending us those codes for us to break – and we know why.”

“He wants to be out there, saving the world.”

“And when we wouldn’t help him, he convinced Ghastly and a host of other Grand Mages to trust him with a prison.”

They got to the edge of the chasm and Valkyrie peeked over, saw the clouds below them and, below that, the distant ocean. Chains rattled and a cell was pulled from the chasm wall, came trundling upwards. She stepped back as it drew level. Through the glass wall, Orson Sparse watched them.

“I want to speak to my lawyers,” Sparse said. The interview room was small and grey and warm and quiet. Sparse sat on his side of the table with his arms folded.

“I’m afraid your lawyers aren’t coming,” Skulduggery told him.

“I’m not talking to anyone without legal representation.”

“You don’t need lawyers, Orson. This is just a casual chat to get our facts straight. If you’ve nothing to hide, you won’t have any problem with answering a few questions, will you?”

“Get me,” Sparse said, “my lawyers.”

Skulduggery sighed. “Orson, I’ll be honest with you. The reason your lawyers aren’t coming is because we haven’t told them we’re talking to you.”

“Under the Justice Act of—”

“The Justice Act doesn’t apply to us,” Skulduggery said. “We’re Arbiters. The Arbiter Corps goes back to a time before the Sanctuaries were even a thing.”

Valkyrie had no idea if the Justice Act applied to them or not – she’d had no idea there even was a Justice Act – but Sparse didn’t look impressed. Without a Sensitive to look into his thoughts, they weren’t going to get anything out of him today. So a different tack was needed.

“Cadence Clearwater was murdered last night,” she said.

Sparse looked at her, taking a moment to absorb that information. “I was here. In my cell.”

“We’re aware that you didn’t physically kill her, don’t worry.”

“I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“I’d like to believe you. No, really, I would. It’s just, when a detective solving a murder gets murdered herself? I don’t want to dazzle you with investigator jargon, but that’s what we call suspicious. Skulduggery?”

“That’s what we call it.”

“And you seem to be a well-liked guy, Orson. You certainly have people who like you in that little Isolationist club you’re part of. They like you enough to pay lawyers to keep the Sensitives away. Maybe there’s someone over there who likes you so much that they’d be willing to kill the detective to stop her from solving the murder?”

“This is ridiculous,” said Sparse. “You’re setting me up.”

“If you didn’t have anything to do with Detective Clearwater’s death, then we want to find that out as quickly as possible so we can shift our focus to whoever did do it.”

“You don’t care who did it. You’re going to pin this on me, no matter what.” He looked at them. A moment later, he shrugged. “OK, go. Ask your questions.”

“Paul Keyes was killed last Thursday at approximately six o’clock outside his place of work,” Skulduggery said. “Where were you?”

“I was shopping.”

“Where were you shopping?”

“You know where.”

“Yes, we do. According to the CCTV footage you were standing outside an electronic goods store, on the other side of the road to Mr Keyes when he walked to his car. Is that where you were shopping?”

“Window-shopping, yeah.”

“Mr Keyes moved out of range of the CCTV camera, and you followed him eight seconds later.”

“I was headed to my car.”

“Your car was parked in the opposite direction.”

“I took a wrong turn.”

“Mr Keyes was found with a cauterised wound in his upper torso, entering through his chest and exiting through his left shoulder blade, indicating a point-blank discharge of energy. You’re an ergokinetic, aren’t you?”

“An Energy Thrower, yeah.”

“You’re next seen on the CCTV footage hurrying back the way you’d come.”

Sparse nodded. “I’d remembered where I’d parked.”

“And you were hurrying because …?”

“I thought I might get clamped.”

“And you didn’t see anything a moment before, as you were following Mr Keyes towards his car? You didn’t see anyone approach him? You didn’t see anyone else in the vicinity?”

“Didn’t see anyone at all.”

“His body was found a little over a minute after you were seen hurrying to your car.”

“So the other detective said. It’s a shame, it really is, what happened to that Keyes guy. If I’d seen whoever attacked him, I could have maybe helped. I could have maybe saved him.”

“Detective Clearwater couldn’t find anything that linked you to Paul Keyes,” Valkyrie said.

“That’s right.”

“You’d never met him before?”

“Never met him at all.”

“So you’d have absolutely no reason to watch his place of work, follow him, and kill him?”

“None whatsoever.”

“And what about during the Deletion?”

Sparse gave a half-shrug. “What about it?”

“Did you meet him then?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“How did you fare during all that?” Skulduggery asked.

“As well as could be expected.”

“It was a scary time.”

“I suppose it was.”

“When the Faceless Ones arrived and the Shalgoth started the slaughter, a lot of people – mortal people – panicked. They couldn’t tell the monsters from the mages.”

Sparse nodded, and said nothing.

“A lot of sorcerers were killed,” Valkyrie said. “And not by the monsters, either. They were killed by the people they were trying to save. They were shot, lynched, burned alive …”

“Beaten to death,” said Sparse.

“Beaten to death, yeah.”

“And then Darquesse snaps her fingers,” Skulduggery said, “and those weeks are just wiped away and the world, the universe, is reset. Anyone who died gets brought back, the damage gets fixed, the mortals forget about the sorcerers and the monsters … But the sorcerers remember.”

“Yes, they do,” said Sparse.

“Is that why you’re an Isolationist, Orson?”

“That’s not the question you should be asking. The question you should be asking is how come you’re not? How come every single mage isn’t realising that these people are not worth protecting? They murdered us. They hunted us down when we were trying to help them and they killed us in the streets. You can tell me they were scared and desperate and they were, but you didn’t see their eyes. You didn’t hear the excitement in their voices when they cheered each other on. They are … they are monsters, just waiting for an excuse to … You know what they’re like? Vampires. They have their jobs and their marriages and their hobbies and they have their civilisation and they wear it all like a skin but if you give them a reason, if you give them a chance, they’ll rip it all off and they will come for you and they’ll tear your throat out. And the Sanctuary wants us to protect them? To shield them and shelter them from the threats that we have to face? They’re the threat. They’re the danger. We’ve had enough and we want to live apart. Why is that so difficult for you Sanctuary folks to understand?”

“We don’t work for the Sanctuary.”

“You’re doing Sanctuary business, aren’t you? You’re working for them, of course you are. That’s why you’re setting me up.”

“Why would the Sanctuary want to set you up? Because of Insadoom? Iota Tricks told us about your plans.”

“And you’re here to tell me why it’ll never work, are you?”

“We’re just here to find the truth.”

He laughed. “You don’t care about the truth. You’re just looking for some way to spoil the deal. You don’t want us having our own island. You don’t want us leaving, gaining independence, living outside your little system …”

“It’s not our system,” Skulduggery said. “We don’t care where you live or what you do, so long as you don’t hurt anyone else.”

“Yeah,” said Sparse. “So long as we don’t hurt anyone else. If we do, you come for us, right? But when the mortals hurt us? When they murder us? What do you do then? You just shrug, don’t you? You say Darquesse made it all better, she fixed it, she reset reality, so that none of it ever really happened. Only, it did happen. They get to carry on with their lives, and we have to live with what they did to us. Where’s the justice in that?”

“There is none,” Skulduggery said. “None that I can see.”

“So why am I here?”

“Because justice has to start somewhere.”

“There’s no getting through to you, is there?” Sparse said. “There’s no chance of fairness.” He sat back. “I’m done talking to you. I tried, but you’re in too deep. You might not think that you work for the Sanctuary, but all you care about is keeping things the way they are. Either take me back to my cell, or get my lawyers in here.”
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There was a new kid in school who had just discovered that magic existed two months earlier, and everyone called him New Fish because he hadn’t yet picked a name for himself. His parents – totally ordinary mortals – had been there when he’d found out he had super-powers – his words – and once they’d been walked through what this entailed, they’d signed him up to Corrival Academy and shipped him off to Roarhaven, where he now sat two rows over and one row ahead of Winter.

There were special modules designed for such eventualities – the guy was sixteen and had lived a completely mortal life until he’d set his bed on fire. Which wasn’t a euphemism. He was now on a specialised course that would fast-track him through the curriculum – though some things were still taking him by surprise.

“Atlantis does not exist,” New Fish said. “The Atlantis? The one with the advanced civilisation that sank without a trace a million years ago? Is this the one ruled by Namor, the Sub-Mariner, or the one ruled by Aquaman?”

He was a comic-book nerd. Of course he was.

“Neither of those people you just mentioned are real,” Mr Herringbone said, “and as far as we can tell it vanished twenty thousand years ago, not a million. Also, it’s not actually called Atlantis, and it didn’t actually sink. But apart from all that: yes, it exists.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Yes, it does.”

Winter marvelled at this impressive display of wit and wordplay along with everyone else in class. Mr Herringbone stood there, waiting for New Fish to accept what he was telling him. 

New Fish was having some problems. He shook his comic-book-loving head. “Not everything can be real,” he said.

“Not everything is,” Herringbone assured him.

“Vampires are real, and werewolves are real, and trolls and goblins and ghosts.”

Herringbone nodded. “And dogs and cats and zebras, yes.”

“Is the Loch Ness Monster real? Is Bigfoot real?”

“The Loch Ness Monster, as far as we know, was a Sea Hag, and there’s no reason to think that Bigfoot wasn’t real. I doubt his name was Bigfoot, though, and I doubt he stayed in the area after he was seen. He may have been a yeti that got lost, or any number of trolls or ogres.”

“Bigfoot’s a nudist,” said Calliope.

Calliope was really pretty so when Big Fish realised he was in a conversation with her he started to blush madly. “Was he?”

“That’s what my dad says,” Calliope replied, shrugging. “Guy was a Sasquatch who went for a walk without his clothes and ran off when some dumb mortal took out a camera.”

“Hey, hey,” said Herringbone. “Enough with the denigration of mortals.

“What about aliens?” New Fish asked. “Are they real?”

“We have people from alternate worlds living among us in Roarhaven right now. They’re not from this exact planet, so would you classify them as aliens?” Herringbone looked around the room, inviting discussion.

“Aliens have weird ears or forehead ridges or they’re blue or green,” said Mia.

Herringbone peered at her. “Are you just going by Star Trek for this?”

“Maybe. I consume a lot of media so I can’t be sure where my opinions come from. All I know is that people from alternate worlds are still from a version of Earth, so I don’t view them as being, you know, aliens. Aliens have to be from a different planet and they have to arrive on flying saucers or I will not be happy.”

“Aliens are real,” said Gossamer, a Darquesse freak who only hung around with other Darquesse freaks. “When Saint Valkyrie used the Isthmus Anchor to save Skulduggery Pleasant from the Faceless Ones, she travelled to a distant planet where there were creatures that could not be identified as human.”

Winter waited till Gossamer had finished speaking before saying, “She’s not a saint.”

Gossamer turned her head to her. “I’m sorry?”

“My sister is not a saint,” Winter said. “Your religion doesn’t have saints.”

“My religion is your religion. Darquesse brought us all back, did she not?”

“I know what she did,” said Winter. “I’m just saying, there are no such things as saints in the religion you practise – and if there were, my sister would definitely not qualify.”

Gossamer looked like she was about to argue, but New Fish wasn’t finished puzzling this out.

“So there are aliens,” he said, “and there is a God.”

Everyone – even Mr Herringbone, even Winter – had to admit to that one.

“And if there is a God, is there a Devil?”

All eyes turned to the teacher, who took his time before answering. “There are those who say no. Then there are others who—”

The bell went, and Herringbone sighed in happy relief. He said something about homework and a test but Winter was already out the door. She dumped her bag in her locker and continued on to the dining hall. She joined Mia at their usual table.

“Yo,” Winter said, taking her seat.

“Wassup,” Mia replied.

They’d been doing this thing recently where they greeted each other with short bursts of sound that quickly degenerated into mere grunts. It was pretty funny. 

Their routine was interrupted by Aphotic, who sat in the seat beside Mia. “I’ve been doing some digging,” he said.

Winter side-eyed Mia and then stared at Aphotic. “Digging into what? If it’s anything other than a hole, I do not care. Also, if it is a hole? I don’t care, either. What do I care about holes or why you’re digging them?”

“I’ve been digging – I’ve been looking – into Brazen’s recent activities.”

Ever since they’d done a little amateur detective work to track down their one-time sleepover pal Brazen Yarrow, Aphotic had latched on to the idea that they were now a crime-busting team of magical adventurers, eager to stumble from one incredible escapade to the next. Mia hadn’t the heart to tell him this was not the kind of secondary-school life they were interested in, but Winter had no such compunction.

“Leave us alone with this crap,” she said.

Aphotic checked around him to make sure no one was eavesdropping but, really, it was a wasted effort. Nobody but Mia and Winter paid him any attention whatsoever, and Mia was the only one who’d ever said anything nice to him. He leaned forward. “She’s been getting in deeper with the Isolationists.”

“Brazen made her choice,” Mia said.

“She’s hooked up with Chorus Wild and the Conductors.”

Winter hesitated, her bottle of water halfway to her lips. She knew who Chorus Wild and the Conductors were. Everyone knew who Chorus Wild and the Conductors were. They sounded like a rock ’n’ roll group from the 1960s and, indeed, Chorus Wild himself was something of a rock star – but a rock star in international terrorism, which wasn’t half as cool as he seemed to think it was. The Conductors had been called Perfect World until a few months ago, when Wild’s notoriety demanded a rebranding. T-shirts featuring the group’s logo were banned in school – were banned in Roarhaven – but that didn’t stop every third student from owning one.

If Brazen had hooked up with the Conductors, if she had fallen under the (apparently) magnetic allure of Chorus Wild, then she was mixing it up with killers of innocent men, women, and children. Mortal men, women, and children, but even so.

Winter took a drink of water and shrugged. “What do we care who Brazen is hanging around with?”

Mia looked doubtful, and Winter glared.

“It’s just,” Mia said, “the Conductors are a pretty serious bunch.”

“It’s not our problem,” Winter reminded her.

“I know, I do, but … but she used to be our friend.”

“And then she tried to kill a load of people. And then tried to kill me.”

“Yes,” said Mia. “Yes, and that is definitely bad and also wrong and the final straw, if a final straw was needed.”

“So now we don’t care what she does, do we?”

Mia made a noise that indicated otherwise.

“I hate you,” Winter growled.

“Brazen is on the wrong path,” said Mia, “and she got on it all by herself because of whatever stupid thoughts are in her head. But she used to be our friend, and if we can help steer her back on to, like, a proper path, then that might be worth looking into. Mightn’t it?”

“No,” said Winter.

“I think we should look into it,” Aphotic said.

Oh, good. Someone new to glare at. “We’re not a team,” Winter told him. “We don’t look into stuff or dig around or hunt for clues or solve mysteries. That isn’t what we do. Aphotic, you’re not even a friend of ours. You’re a lonely weirdo who’s been obsessed with Brazen for years. It’s not healthy, dude. It’s sad and pathetic.”

“Winter,” Mia said, frowning at her.

“It is!” Winter said. “You know it is! Everyone knows it is!”

Aphotic looked at her with tears threatening to spill down

his cheeks, and he blinked rapidly and nodded. “OK,” he said, and got up and walked off.

Winter watched him go.

“Don’t try to make me feel bad,” she said. “I just told the truth.”

“You could have been nicer about it.”

“Nice takes too long and is often misinterpreted.”

“But maybe the least we can do is ask Alter Veers about how Brazen is doing?”

“You mean the least I can do.”

“He is your friend.”

“Brazen doesn’t want our help. You realise that, yes?”

“I do, and you’re right, and I’ll totally understand if you decide it’s all just too much hassle.”

Mia chomped on her apple slices.

“Fine,” Winter said, sighing. “I’ll ask Alter.”
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“I miss my old shop,” Ghastly said, working the sewing machine.

“I miss your old shop, too,” Valkyrie told him, emerging from the kitchenette and putting a mug of tea before him. “Though having this one in Roarhaven has to be handier than the one in Dublin.”

“But I liked having the one in Dublin. It meant I didn’t have to be around sorcerers every minute of every day. No offence.”

“You’re a sorcerer, too,” she said, and when he shrugged she raised an eyebrow. “You’re the Grand Mage, and you’re four hundred years older than I am, so it could be argued that you’re more of a sorcerer than me.”

He shrugged again as she took her own mug and sat. “How was your holiday?” he asked.

“Lovely. Sun, sea, and serial killers. How’s your day off?”

He smiled as he adjusted the jacket he was working on. “Relaxing,” he said. “Or it was, before he walked in.” He being Skulduggery, currently at the other end of the shop, talking on the phone. “Ever notice how he brings trouble, wherever he goes?”

“I have, actually.”

“It’s a trait you both share.”

“Thanks for that.”

The sewing machine whirred, the needle glowing hot and red. Ghastly took his foot off the pedal and the heat faded.

“I think that’s done,” he said, handing the jacket over. Despite their best efforts after the killer Ersatz had damaged Valkyrie’s necronaut suit, Sanctuary technicians had been unable to return it to its former glory. Refusing to accept defeat, and reluctantly admitting to the suit’s better qualities, Ghastly had been working to integrate it into the armoured clothes he’d made for her.

She pulled on the jacket, and zipped it all the way up. The black metal skull now rested low on her right side. She tapped it, and the suit bonded with her clothes, forming a seal that covered her hands in black and her head with an angular white skull, protected by a black hood.

Valkyrie grinned under the mask. “Does it look as good as it feels?”

“It looks indecently good,” Ghastly replied.

“And that’s how it feels,” she said, tapping the skull again. The mask flowed off and her clothes returned to normal. She bumped fists with Ghastly and retook her seat. “Would it be cheeky of me to enquire as to the status of my outfit for the Insadoom ceremony?”

“Oh, that one? It’s already been delivered to your home.”

“Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

Ghastly shrugged. “Skulduggery’s going to turn up in a tuxedo I made for him. The least you can do is outshine him in every way.”

“My thoughts exactly. I don’t get dressed up that often, but when I do I like to make a splash. My outfit for tomorrow night is less awesome, but only by a little.”

“What’s happening tomorrow night?”

“Edgley family reunion,” she said, smiling.

“Is this the first one since—?”

“The vampire attack when I was thirteen, yep.”

“I hope tomorrow’s is less eventful.”

“Me too.”

He glanced in Skulduggery’s direction. “So how was he with Cadaver?”

“As you’d expect,” she answered, keeping her voice soft. “There’s a big difference between knowing Cadaver Cain is getting out of his cell and seeing Cadaver Cain out of his cell. It’s a hell of a risk you’re taking.”

Ghastly took his first sip of tea. “I’m aware.”

“Cadaver worked with Crepuscular Vies. He tried to take down mortal civilisation. In fact, forget all that – he worked with the Viddu De. They want to kill the universe.”

“And he’s sorry about that.”

“Ghastly—”

“Apologies. That was unduly flippant of me. The Viddu De abandoned him, which means he is no longer subject to their influence. He’s on our side.”

“You think. You hope.”

“He has proven to be astonishingly helpful since he’s been locked up.”

“Or else this is all part of some bigger picture that we just can’t see yet.”

Ghastly hesitated. “Or else that, yes.”

Skulduggery ended the call and came over.

“Insadoom,” he said.

“Yes,” Ghastly responded.

“It’s true, then?”

“That the Isolationists want to buy it? It’s true.”

“And the Sanctuary is OK with that?”

“Unfortunately, the High Sanctuary has little say in the matter.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “You realise, of course, that this is precisely the kind of Isolationist activity that Cadaver Cain is supposed to be warning you of. He’s the one who identified them as a threat that could leave us vulnerable to enemies we don’t even know about yet.”

“I realise this, yes.”

“But how is it even being allowed?” Valkyrie asked. “Insadoom is a Mystical Island. They’re not supposed to be sold, are they?”

“Insadoom is privately owned, so the owners can do what they like.”

“How much is it being sold for?”

“I have no idea.”

“Who owns it?”

“The Divines,” Skulduggery said, “a formerly well-connected Legacy family that has apparently fallen on hard-enough times to make them want to sell their prized dimension-hopping island. The brother overseeing the island is, I think, Tantamount?”

“Tantamount Divine, yes,” said Ghastly. “I can understand him wanting to sell – he never wanted to be governor in the first place – but I admit to being surprised that the rest of them would be so willing to part with it.”

“Orson Sparse thinks the Sanctuary is setting him up because they don’t want the deal to go through,” Valkyrie said.

“We don’t want the deal to go through,” Ghastly told her. “Having an island of Isolationists could be a disaster waiting to happen, and then there’s the sheer amount of research that we could be cut off from – but there isn’t anything we can do about it. As for Sparse, I talked to Detective Clearwater about the murder case the day she died. She told me the details, told me about the CCTV. Seems open and shut.”

“Agreed,” said Skulduggery.

“The fact that he has lawyers is complicating things. So much so that, with Cadence dead, we’re going to have to release him from prison until you can actually gather evidence.”

Valkyrie frowned. “The camera footage and the cause of death isn’t enough?”

“All circumstantial. All can, and will, be argued away. That’s why I asked you two to get involved. Finding Clearwater’s killer is as much a priority as the killing of any Sanctuary operative, but building a case against Sparse for the murder of Paul Keyes is essential. We need it solved quickly and we need there to be no doubt in anyone’s mind. With the actions his lawyers are taking, our entire justice system could be upended if this goes on too long. There have always been objections to using Sensitives to uncover someone’s guilt or innocence but, in the past, we managed to maintain an image of infallibility.”

“See, this is what Honest Ramfeezle was getting at that I did not like,” Valkyrie said, “the image of infallibility instead of actual infallibility.”

“No Sensitive is right one hundred per cent of the time.”

“But shouldn’t they be if we’re using them like this? What does that mean, then? Have Sanctuaries around the world been accidentally imprisoning innocent people?”

“The Sanctuaries work hard to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“That’s not a no.”

Ghastly sighed. “We try our best.”

“And how come this is the first I’m hearing about this problem?”

“It’s not something we like to talk about,” Skulduggery said. “Our society needs to trust that the system works, otherwise the structure we depend on collapses in on itself. But Sensitives were never meant to have the final say.”

“Not every detective is like you,” Ghastly argued. “You’ve already figured out most of whatever case you’re investigating by the time you get a psychic involved.”

“That’s how it’s meant to be.”

“But it’s not how it always is. Look, the system is flawed. I accept that. But if we don’t fight these lawyers on this, then, like you say, it all collapses. The prisons are emptied. The guilty walk free.”

“And some innocents.”

Ghastly sighed. “And some innocents.”

Valkyrie watched him. “What are you going to do about it all?”

His laugh was short. “I’m going to make sure Sparse’s lawyers don’t win. That’s the priority. Once we’ve solidified our base, once there isn’t anyone trying to dismantle how we do things, then we can start changing the system. I’m not promising it’ll be perfect, and we might have to take some short cuts early on, but possibly the answer is, well, reintroducing trials as a standard part of any and all criminal investigations.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “You will not be popular.”

“I don’t imagine I will.”

“The other Sanctuaries will object.”

“That’s guaranteed.”

“But you’d be doing the right thing.”

“I never wanted to be Grand Mage,” Ghastly said, shaking his head. “I never wanted to be an Elder, but I really never wanted to be Grand Mage. All I wanted to do was make exquisite clothes in relative obscurity and occasionally punch a bad guy, just to remember what it was like.”

“You’re doing good work,” Valkyrie said, smiling again. “You inherited a nightmare. No one expected you to untangle that Supreme Mage web without a little bit of ugliness every now and then.”

“I don’t know how China did it.”

“Oh, China loved every second of it. Well, maybe not when Creed deposed her and took over, but everything up to that was her lifelong dream come true. In charge of every Sanctuary around the world, with access to every secret … I’ve never seen anyone happier to work harder.”

“You see,” said Ghastly, “that’s where I have to disappoint you. I didn’t get rid of the role of Supreme Mage because I was humble, and I didn’t separate the High Sanctuary from Roarhaven because I was noble. I did it because I wanted some time off. I thought if I could find someone stupid enough to become mayor of this city, to run it and leave me to run the Sanctuary, I might actually be able to spend some time with Tanith.”

“And, uh, where is Tanith?”

“Exactly!” he said, and rolled his eyes. “She’s in Dublin for a meeting. It’s a Cleaver thing. She’s busier than me most days. We’re meant to be meeting up later. We have a dinner with one of the Masked Sisters and that slightly worrying gent from the Dark Cathedral – you know the one?”

“I don’t know anyone from that place,” Valkyrie said. “Darquesse worshippers freak me out.”

“I don’t blame you. But if she doesn’t get back in time, I’ll have to go on my own. Unless you two would like to accompany me?”

“I don’t eat,” Skulduggery pointed out.

“It sounds boring,” Valkyrie pointed out.

Ghastly shook his head again. “You two are the worst. Are you going to be searching Orson Sparse’s houses?”

“Houses? Plural?”

“He has one in Roarhaven, that’s the house he lives in, and he has one he had lived in, before the Reset, and still owns – one that’s actually quite close to where Tanith is right now.”

Valkyrie smiled. “So if we were passing …”

“You might want to stop by, say hi, maybe remind her of the dinner?”

“Well, I can check out this second house –” she glanced at Skulduggery – “if you want to search his house here.”

“Whatever we can do to make the Grand Mage’s life a little better.”

“Much appreciated,” Ghastly said, tapping his phone. “Sending you the addresses now.” He looked up. “But don’t tell her I told you to tell her about the dinner. She gets annoyed about things like that.”

“So what’ll I say?”

“Just casually enquire about her plans for this evening.”

“And if she’s already forgotten?”

“Then casually ask if she has any plans with me.”

“And if she doesn’t remember?”

“Then casually mention that sometimes people have dinner plans that sometimes one of them forgets.”

“And I’m supposed to do all this without her realising you’ve sent me?”

“You’re on your way to search a suspect’s home and you realised your dear friend was in the area and you’re curious about her plans for the evening. What’s suspicious about that?”

“You’re absolutely right. Don’t worry. I’ll be subtle.”

Ghastly looked at her. “Wait, no, this is a mistake.”

“Too late,” Valkyrie said, walking for the door.
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There was a time when Tanith Low’s presence would have been signalled by the sight of her motorbike, leaning on its kickstand, a ruthlessly efficient mode of high-speed transport just waiting to be unleashed. These days, as likely as not, her presence was signalled by the armoured Cleaver van she was no longer allowed to drive on account of how she had already crashed it twice. Granted, both crashes were intentional collisions in which she had rammed cars full of bad guys off the road, but the sheer delight she took in doing so had worried the people who worried about such things. Hence, her new life of riding shotgun while on official business.

Valkyrie pulled up beside the van, leaned her own bike – a ruthlessly efficient mode of high-speed transport – on its kickstand, and hung her helmet off the handlebar. She wandered into the small hotel, found the meeting room that had been rented out for the day, and found Tanith waiting within – standing upside down on the ceiling.

“What are you doing here?” Tanith asked, dropping to the floor with a flip that threw her blonde hair over her face. Her personally redesigned uniform – armoured trousers and a sleeveless top – used to match the grey of the Cleavers but such days of half-assed conformity were long gone, and she was back in her usual brown.

“I was on my way to search a suspect’s home,” Valkyrie said, walking over, “and I realised my dear friend – who I haven’t seen in days – was close by, so I thought I’d take the opportunity to see her because, really, who knows how many more of these opportunities there’ll be? We live dangerous lives, Tanith, and we need to value each and every—”

“Ghastly sent you to remind me about this stupid dinner.”

“He did, yes.”

She sighed. “He thinks I forget about these things, but the reason I sometimes don’t turn up is because this job requires a lot more work than I’d anticipated.”

“It just sounds like it’ll be a boring dinner without you.”

“They’re all boring dinners,” Tanith grumbled, “even with me there. I have to be on my best behaviour. I have to wear things that aren’t leather. I can’t even take my sword.”

“You can’t?”

“Or I have to leave it under the table, which is pretty much the same thing.”

“Is it, though?”

“And you know the worst kind of dinner? It’s the kind we’re having tonight, where we meet with the religious people and we talk about matters pertaining to the continued and healthy worship of Darquesse.”

Valkyrie winced. “Sorry.”

“But why are they so boring? That’s what I want to know. Why is anything to do with Darquesse boring? These people never even met her! When Darquesse was alive, she was a hoot.”

“Well …”

“She was funny, and weird, and she killed random people for random reasons …”

“Yeah …”

“Say what you want about the thousands of innocents that Darquesse mindlessly slaughtered, but at least the girl had charisma, you know?” Tanith took a deep breath, expelled it in a long sigh, and looked at Valkyrie anew. “But enough about my problems. How are you? How was your week off? What did you get up to?”

“Fought a serial killer. Stopped a bunch of terrorists from acquiring some stupid new weapon.”

“Oooh, that sounds fun.”

“It was.”

“Not to make it all about me again, but I miss those days. The days when I could jump on my bike, fight a serial killer, fight a monster, help save the world, make some jokes, and look good doing it. These days it’s all about talking to people and finding solutions to problems.”

“You’re the Cleaver Commander. You’ve got responsibilities.”

“Responsibilities suck.”

“You’re such a grown-up. It’s what I’ve always respected about you.”

“It’s not easy being a role model for young ladies such as yourself.”

“You handle it with aplomb.”

“That has been said about me.” She squared her shoulders. “OK, grown-up Tanith come through in three, two …”

A man entered the room, dressed in loose trousers and a light shirt. He walked like a fighter – no swagger, no strut, but there was a readiness to him. He had a familiar face.

“Commander Low,” he said, shaking Tanith’s hand. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

“Thank you for agreeing to talk,” Tanith responded. “This is Valkyrie Cain.”

“I know Valkyrie,” he said, smiling as he shook her hand. “You don’t remember me, do you? We were never formally introduced. My name is Spry. Will you be joining us today?”

“No, actually,” Valkyrie said. “I’ve got things to be getting back to.”

The expression on Spry’s face dimmed slightly. “That’s unfortunate. We could have used your perspective.”

Tanith put a hand on Valkyrie’s arm in case she was about to suddenly bolt. “We could?”

Spry gave a small shrug. “You were trained to be a knife in the shadows, Commander, and Valkyrie spent two years learning the Way of the Scythe. These are perspectives that I would be interested in hearing from.”

“That’s who you are,” Valkyrie blurted. “You were at my place in Colorado. You were a friend of Coda Quell’s.”

“I trained with him and fought alongside him as a Cleaver, and we were some of the lucky ones, to walk away from that life and become Rippers.”

“My girlfriend killed him.”

“I’m aware.”

“We broke up and he came back for me and didn’t like the fact that I’d moved on.”

“If you think I’m angry about it, don’t be. Quell walked into a fight he couldn’t walk out of.”

“So you’d like Valkyrie here?” Tanith said. “While we talk?”

“She has glimpsed what Cleavers go through in their training,” Spry answered. “It might be advantageous.”

“But I have no idea what you’re here to talk about,” said Valkyrie.

Tanith took a moment, like she was deciding something, then turned her head to Valkyrie. “We’re running out of Cleavers.”

“Are we?”

“Numbers around the world have halved in the last twenty-five years. Cleavers are meant to be our soldiers and our sentries, and yet mages have been sending them into battle as nothing but cannon fodder. I’m guilty of that. I’ve sent plenty of Cleavers to their deaths. Hell, you were there the first time it happened, when we went to rescue Skulduggery from Serpine.”

Valkyrie remembered – remembered especially the look on Tanith’s face when she realised the Cleavers had fallen.

“I talked to Elder Bespoke about it,” Tanith said, using his formal title in front of Spry. “When he made me Commander I told him I might want to make some changes. I don’t think he quite realised what he was in store for. Neither did I, for that matter. I told him I wanted to approach the Ripper community to see if they’d be interested in coming back into the fold.”

Valkyrie looked at Spry. “And are you? Interested?”

“Some of us are, yes,” said Spry. “We’re not one homogenous group, of course. When a Cleaver stops being a Cleaver, when they leave that life of rigid discipline, the majority tend to … flounder. We’re advised to rejoin the world one step at a time, but it’s easy to stumble. Becoming a Ripper gives structure to our lives, even though we’re out on our own for the very first time. Some of us have embraced that freedom, and there is no way you could entice any of those men and women to come back. But others …”

“It’s possible.”

He nodded.

“So those others,” said Tanith, looking at Valkyrie, “after electing Spry to act as their spokesperson, got together and talked about it. And what we’re here today to discuss is their list of demands.”

“Suggestions,” Spry corrected.

“They seem a lot like demands,” said Tanith, smiling slightly.

“So what do you want?” Valkyrie asked.

“If the Rippers return to working for the Sanctuaries,” said Spry, “we would want positions of authority as befitting our age and experience.”

Tanith nodded. “Reasonable.”

“But this can’t just be a temporary measure. If the Rippers come back, we’re back for good. We may not be able to physically keep up with the younger Cleavers, but the days of kicking us out after we reach a certain age needs to stop.”

“Again, a reasonable request. Valkyrie, you’ve got a look on your face.”

“It’s just, that might be harder to get past the Sanctuaries than you’d think,” Valkyrie said. “If the older Rippers come back, then Cleaver culture – or what I know of it – would have to rearrange itself.”

“Yes,” said Spry.

“And I don’t know if Rippers would be able to get back to the Cleaver mindset.”

“We wouldn’t,” said Spry.

Tanith sagged. “So there’d be two cultures within the Cleaver ranks – Cleavers and Rippers – which would not work.”

“Meaning that Cleaver culture has to change,” said Spry.

Tanith laughed. “You make it sound easy.”

“I’m not saying it will be without its problems, but let’s be honest about what Cleaver culture is. Candidates are identified early on as having such low levels of magic that they wouldn’t be able to operate as mages. Once identified, they’re pressured into training as Cleavers.”

“They’re given a choice,” Tanith argued.

“They’re nine years old. What choice can they make at nine years old?”

“Their families are behind them every step—”

“But it’s not their families who have to undergo the training, is it? When you trained as a knife in the shadows, did you have your family around you, or were you alone?”

Tanith didn’t answer.

“By the age of sixteen,” Spry continued, “the candidates are now living and training with other candidates full time. Thanks to Behavioural Indoctrination, their personalities have already been systematically broken down over the last seven years. Once their sense of self has been utterly destroyed, they are built back up to be fearless, emotionless killing machines, and what little magic they possess is used to feed into their physical strength and reflexes. When they are eighteen, they’re given a uniform and a scythe. In magical society, they have no name and no identity. Because of the helmet they wear, they don’t even have a face. They train, they eat, they serve, they sleep, they fight, they guard, they die.

“For a Ripper to return to the Cleaver ranks and regain that mindset is impossible. So Cleaver culture will have to change, not the other way round.”

“OK,” said Tanith, “and how do you expect that to happen?”

“I have to warn you, it won’t be easy. Earlier attempts to change Cleaver training have all failed.”

“So tell me what will be required before I slip into an even worse mood.”

“Specially chosen Rippers will help with Cleaver training and the psychological aspect will be reviewed – with the ultimate goal being a potentially less effective Cleaver.”

Tanith narrowed her eyes. “Our aim will be to make the Cleavers less effective?”

“It’s a sacrifice, yes, but they need to be able to think for themselves. They need to obey orders, absolutely, but they also need their independence. They can no longer be cannon fodder.”

“But less effective?”

“They’re very effective at being killed,” said Spry, “so the current approach is obviously not working. Let’s try something else.”

Tanith stared at him. “This is … this is quite a radical proposal. Valkyrie? Do you have an opinion?”

“You’re not going to like it.” Valkyrie looked at her friend. “Ghastly Bespoke is Grand Mage. You are Cleaver Commander. If ever there was an opportunity to make the lives of our Cleavers better, to give them the respect they are due, then the time is now. Yes, it’s a radical proposal. Yes, it’s a radical reform. But something has to change. We can’t fix the problem and then go back to how it used to be, because that’d mean the problem is still there. Why not try it this way?”

“Because no other Sanctuary around the world will agree.”

“Then just do it here. Reform the Cleavers here and, like, be a shining beacon for the rest of them. Prove it can work.”

“And what if it doesn’t work?”

“Who was the scariest Cleaver we ever faced?”

“The White Cleaver. Who then became the Black Cleaver.”

“He was unstoppable. He was ruthless. He was single-minded. He obeyed the orders he was given. He was, let’s be honest, the ultimate Cleaver. Right?”

“Right.”

“And you beat him. You drew the ultimate Cleaver into that combat circle and beat him at his own game. And you did it because you’re brilliant, obviously – but also because you’re smart, resourceful, and independent. Because you’re an individual. An army of Cleavers is a hell of an army, but you know what I’d prefer? An army of people like you.”

Tanith looked like she might object, then she bit her lip. “An army of people like me would be cool.”



   

[image: ]

Orson Sparse’s house was a modest-sized dormer bungalow set back from the road, hidden by tall trees. The garden had the look of a landscape being maintained as opposed to being cared for. Valkyrie imagined that someone local came by once a week to do a quick run-around on a mower, maybe keep the hedges trimmed. There was a car in the driveway but judging by the tyres it hadn’t been moved in a while, and there were dried bird droppings splattered on the windscreen. A lot of them.

Blocked from the sight of the few cars that passed on the quiet road, Valkyrie took her time picking the lock. When she was done and pushed the door open she listened for the beep of an alarm system, but all was quiet.

The house wasn’t bare, but nobody had lived here in a long time. The TV in the living room had a layer of dust across it. The chairs in the kitchen were tucked neatly under the table. The fridge was empty. The bed upstairs had a protective sheet over the bedclothes. There were towels in the bathroom, some bodywash, but no toothbrush.

The walls had nails and hooks, the kind you hang pictures and art and posters from, but no pictures or art or posters. Sparse’s bookshelves were empty. Considering most artists and writers in the world were mortal, Valkyrie wasn’t overly surprised. She imagined the local charity shop had received a few boxes of donations when he’d moved to Roarhaven. Either that, or the local skip.

There wasn’t anything here that could help them prove Sparse had killed Paul Keyes, but there was plenty to indicate that he had taken a step back from all things mortal after the Reset. She was walking through the house of a man who had abandoned his life, a man who had run from the mortal world because of whatever had happened. Satisfied that there was nothing to discover, she turned to go, stopping when she saw the man in the hallway.

The man in the coat, with the hood, the same man she’d seen on the camera footage. The man who’d killed Cadence Clearwater. But she could see under the hood now; she could see the black mask he wore, like the head of a department-store mannequin.

Ersatz.

No, not Ersatz. He wasn’t as broad as Ersatz. And Ersatz – Salter Such – didn’t have a right hand any more, not since Fletcher had chopped it off. This guy did have a right hand – it’s what he was holding the machete with.

Valkyrie watched him. This wasn’t the first time she’d found herself face to face with a scary guy in a mask wielding a blade. Probably wouldn’t be the last.

“You here to turn yourself in?” she asked.

He didn’t respond, didn’t move.

“You killed a Sanctuary operative. You’re under arrest. Put down the gigantic knife and get on your knees.”

Again, nothing. That mask was annoying her. She hadn’t liked it when Salter Such had worn it and she didn’t like it now.

“I’m going to assume that you’re not here to give yourself up,” she said, “so you’re probably going to try to kill me. Before we get to the violent part of this afternoon, I want to thank you for appearing like this. I want to thank you for standing very, very still, instead of jumping out at me. I do not appreciate jump scares.” She raised her hand, extended her finger. “I would much prefer my bad guys to stand in hallways for dramatic purposes, allowing me ample time to blow a hole through their …” Head? No. Torso? Coat looked like it might be armoured. She lowered her hand slightly. “Leg.”

He walked forward with long quick strides and Valkyrie went to channel her magic through her pointing finger as a bolt of crackling energy.

But nothing happened.

He was already halfway to her and now she was frowning, allowing her surprise and confusion to keep her standing where she stood. She tried her magic again and nothing happened and this guy, this new Ersatz or whoever he was, swung his machete down and she blocked the blade with her forearms and was driven almost to her knees. He kicked, his boot slamming into her chest and she hit the couch and flipped.

She gasped, groaned, tried to suck in air, tried to evaluate the damage even as she was getting up. Her clothes were armoured but that strike had almost broken her arms, that kick had almost broken her ribs, and he was closing in and she didn’t have time to do anything but get away. Her closest exit was the window and she spun, running to it, covering her head and trying to blast off with her magic, but, oh yeah, she didn’t have that any more. When she hit the glass it hit back, jolting her even as it shattered. Her dive collapsed, her jacket the only thing saving her from being sliced open as her belly crunched to the windowsill, and then he was dragging her back.

Valkyrie hit the ground and tried to spring up but he stomped on her, right between the shoulder blades, driving out whatever air was left. Groaning as her lungs fought to reinflate, she turned. With his feet planted on either side of her he held his machete in a two-handed grip, business end pointed down. He didn’t waste any time, just raised it high and then stabbed the point into her belly. It would have impaled her were it not for her jacket. It would have gone all the way through and pinned her to the floor were it not for her jacket. As it was, she curled up, unable to breathe or cry out or curse, both hands grabbing the blade out of sheer stupid instinct. He whipped it back and it cut deep into the heel of her right hand, the fingers of her left. Almost took those fingers with it.

She kicked up, between his legs, but her foot got caught in his thick coat and she caught him behind rather than on, and then she gripped his ankles with her bleeding hands and pulled herself out from under him, rising to her knees and stumbling away as he turned. He moved quickly, charging into her from behind, crushing her against the wall. He grabbed her hair and she yelled and he launched her over the couch a second time.

She was halfway to her feet when the machete slammed into her thigh, would have cut off her damn leg were it not for her armoured trousers. He brought his knee into her face, cracked it off her cheek and she flopped sideways, managed to use that momentum to roll, launch upwards and stagger to the wall. It held her up, thank God, kept her standing, thank God. If she fell again, it was over. This wall was the only thing keeping her alive.

This guy, this guy-who-wasn’t-Ersatz, watched her, then raised the machete over his right shoulder. He was going to throw it. He was actually going to—

His arm came forward and Valkyrie shoved herself from the wall as the blade buried itself deep into the plaster, and she was suddenly ricocheting down the hallway. She got to the front door, glancing back to see him yanking the machete out of the wall. She lunged outside, slamming the door behind her, her steps getting steadier, her balance returning. She ran for her motorcycle, fumbling the keys in her pocket. She heard the door open again and ran past the bike, running the length of the driveway to the road. She turned, saw him standing in the doorway to the house, machete by his leg, and she turned and ran on. Out on to the road, there were no cars to flag down, and she tried her magic again, tried to blast off, and energy crackled and exploded beneath her and now she was in the air and flying.



   

[image: ]

She had to land three times before reaching Roarhaven, such was the pain. Her hands were ruined and her forearms were fractured, she was pretty sure, and there was definitely some damage to her ribs and her leg. The right side of her face was swelling up. After the third unscheduled stop, Valkyrie propelled herself into the air and flew the rest of the way with gritted teeth. She touched down on the steps of the High Sanctuary, and someone called a Teleporter who took her up to the Medical Wing. She declined the use of hanna leaves for the pain, and one of Reverie’s junior doctors came in to heal her injuries.

She lay on her usual bed, sent a message to Skulduggery, and waited. Already she was breathing easier, the sharpness in her side receding. She tried leaving early but Reverie saw her, told her to get back to bed, and Valkyrie did what she was told.

Gradually, the world became quiet, and still, and her thoughts started to do that thing she didn’t like, where they revolved around what had just happened and tried to get her to admit how close she’d come to being killed.

She rolled her eyes at how dramatic she was being and sat up, clenching and unclenching her right fist until it stopped shaking. When she was allowed to leave she aimed herself at the elevator and had almost reached it when Skulduggery said, “Ersatz, eh?”

She turned. He was leaning against the corner she’d just passed.

“The same mask,” she said, “yeah. Not the same guy.”

“And your magic didn’t work?”

“When I was close to him. It came back when I got out of there.”

“The house was bound?”

“If so, I didn’t feel it. I didn’t notice my magic going and I didn’t notice it coming back.” 

“Interesting. The man who attacked you – it was a man?”

“Definitely man-shaped.”

“This man-shaped attacker, was he using magic?”

“Not that I could see. He was strong, though. Stronger than he looked.”

“And apart from this delightful new bad guy, did you find anything else of interest in the house?”

“Nothing that would link Sparse to Paul Keyes or his murder. You?”

“Same.” Skulduggery walked over. “And you’re sure you’re OK?”

“I’m good.” Her phone beeped and she read the screen. “I sent a few operatives in, along with a Cleaver squad, to see if they’d be able to pick up his trail. They couldn’t. They say they haven’t been able to detect any binding sigils around the house.” They got in the elevator and the doors closed. They started moving down. “What happened to Ersatz’s mask after he was arrested?”

“I’m trying to find that out,” Skulduggery responded. “It was collected as part of the clean-up at the abattoir. In theory it’s in a box somewhere in storage here in the High Sanctuary.”

“In theory?”

“Cerise has assigned some people to look for it. They haven’t found it yet.”

“And Salter Such?”

He hesitated for a moment. “Dead,” he said.

“Dead?” she repeated, blinking. “What?”

“He died last week. They’d reattached his hand soon after we apprehended him, but it got infected—”

“They reattached it? And it worked?”

“The operation was successful, but, as I said, it got infected. So I suppose it wasn’t that successful. Anyway, the infection led to health complications that the healers weren’t able to get a handle on. It weakened his organs, apparently, and last week he died in his cell.”

“And nobody told us?”

“They didn’t deem it necessary.”

“But they’re sure he’s dead?”

“I’ve asked them to check again.”

“I mean, it wasn’t him. I’m sure about that. But the mask might be significant.”

“Agreed.”

“Think this new guy has anything to do with the Hidden God?”

Bilious Fervor, the smiling reverend of the Church of the Hallowed Purpose and the leader, in that part of rural Texas, of a particularly rabid flock of Hidden God worshippers, had been the one to give Salter Such the black mask a year earlier. It stood to reason he may have been the one to supply a new mask to Ersatz Mark 2.

“You want to pay the good reverend a visit, don’t you?” Skulduggery asked. 

“I just got the crap kicked out of me. I have some aggression I need to expel.” 

The doors opened and they walked out into the foyer.

“Call Fletcher,” Skulduggery said. “I have to move the car.”

She frowned. “Move the car? From where? To where?”

He walked to the doors. “From outside to underneath. I’ll meet you here in a few minutes.”

“Why’d you park outside?”

“I’m an Arbiter,” he called back. “I’m allowed to park wherever I want.”

“Skulduggery Pleasant,” she said, and he stopped. “Did you get my message, drive over here in a panic, screech to a desperate halt beside the steps, run up to the Medical Wing, and then nonchalantly stand at that corner waiting for me to pass?”

He didn’t turn round. “No,” he said.

“So if I were to step outside, I wouldn’t see the Bentley parked sideways or something?”

“No,” he said again. “But, on an unrelated note, don’t step outside.”

Grinning to herself, she sent Fletcher a message and sat down on one of the benches in the empty foyer.

She looked at her hand. It was steady. Good.

Fletcher teleported in, looked at her. “You’re going to Hellfire again?”

She shrugged. “It was voted the Friendliest Town in Texas.”

“Was that before or after the priest there nearly beat you to death while everyone watched?”

“He’s a reverend, and I think it was before.”

He sat beside her. “I heard about the detective.”

“Cadence.”

“Yeah. You OK?”

“I didn’t know her that well. Still, it was horrible, what happened to her.”

“You’ll get whoever did it.”

“Yes, we will.”

“Is that why you’re going back to Hellfire?”

She nodded. “The killer’s wearing the same kind of mask Ersatz wore. Might have come from the same place.”

“Any other leads? Developments?”

“Not yet.”

He watched her.

“What?” she said.

“Were you planning on telling me you’d got hurt?”

“When, today? I got a few bruises, sure.”

“The Teleporter who brought you upstairs told me you were in a bad way. He told me your arms were broken and you had a fractured jaw and your fingers had been cut off.”

She wriggled her fingers in front of him. “My fingers are fine, and he was exaggerating.”

“And were you going to tell me any of this?”

“Why would I have? I’m healed.”

He sighed, and rested the back of his head against the wall. “I should worry about you more,” he said. “I think I see you as being invulnerable, you know? That probably started when you were invulnerable, so I reckon I can be forgiven for that, but you can’t heal yourself any more. Why can’t you heal yourself any more, by the way?”

“I don’t know,” she answered. “Wish I did.”

“I think it’s how you carry yourself.”

She frowned. “I can’t heal myself because of how I walk?”

“What? No. I think I still see you as invulnerable because of how you carry yourself. You act invulnerable.”

“Do I?”

“You act like you can handle anything.”

“I can handle anything.”

“You know what I mean. I think I don’t worry about you because I view you as a superhero who will always get back up.”

Valkyrie grunted. “I did not look like a superhero an hour ago. But you don’t have to worry about me. You have enough to worry about, what with your job, your students, your hair, your disastrous love life …”

“Hey,” he said, alarmed. “You leave my hair out of this.”

“How is the love life?”

“Disastrous.”

“Job?”

“Fulfilling.”

“Students?”

“Annoying, aggravating, dumb, gifted, rewarding, annoying.”

“And the love life?”

“Why are you so interested in my love life?”

“Morbid curiosity. As an ex, it is my right to enquire.”

“Is it? I don’t ask you about your love life. Any more. Speaking of which, have you told Militsa about what just happened?”

“I’ll tell her later,” she said, and at Fletcher’s raised and sceptical eyebrow, she continued. “I will. When I’m home and we’re telling each other about our day, I’ll include that bit. But there’s no point in worrying her.”

“You were almost killed.”

“Almost killed means completely not-killed. Do you want me to tell her about all the times I wasn’t killed? What kind of sense does that make?”

“I’m just saying, as your ex, I know how awful it was to hear about you being hurt and not being able to do anything to help.”

“So you preferred knowing about all the times I was injured while I was injured? That made your day better?”

“Not in the slightest. But someone’s got to say these things every so often.”

A section of the floor against the opposite wall slid open and Skulduggery rose up on a tile that settled into place.

“I’m telling her she should tell Militsa what happened,” Fletcher said. “Do you agree?”

“Not in the least,” Skulduggery said, coming forward.

“Of course you don’t,” Fletcher said, getting to his feet. “It might surprise you to learn that communication is a key ingredient in any successful relationship.”

Skulduggery tilted his head. “And what would you know about that?”

Fletcher gasped and Valkyrie jumped up, laughing.

“Did you hear?” Fletcher said. “Did you hear what he said to me?”

“I did,” she said, still laughing.

“Are you going to let him get away with it?”

“Kind of, yes.”

“I will have you know, Skulduggery, that I have had a string of successful relationships. A string!”

“How long is that particular piece of string, Fletcher?”

“Like, four.”

“Am I included on this string?” Valkyrie asked.

“Of course,” Fletcher said. “We had a wonderful eight months together.”

“Before I cheated on you with a vampire who then tried to kill us both?”

“I thought we didn’t talk about vampires.”

“And the woman you lived with in Australia who then tried to kill you?” Skulduggery asked. “Is she on this piece of string?”

“No,” Fletcher shot back. “Myra is not on that piece of string, obviously. It’s insulting that you would even think she’d be on it. And what about you? Who’s on your piece of string? China Sorrows, who had your kid without telling you? Who else? Your wife? How is she, Skulduggery? Still dead?”

Valkyrie gaped.

“I am so sorry,” Fletcher said in a quiet voice as Skulduggery put his hand on his shoulder. “I went too far. I can see that. In the heat of the moment I said some things I instantly regretted. Don’t kill me.”

“Texas, if you please,” Skulduggery said, and Valkyrie barely had time to grab Fletcher’s arm before they were outside, protected from the sun by a few thin, parched trees. Before them was a dusty road, and on the other side of that road stood Hellfire, a town that had never, not once, been voted the Friendliest Town anywhere. Not even in Hellfire. 

“Do you want me to stick around?” Fletcher asked. “I’ll stick around, if you like. Or just wait here. Either is fine. It depends on what you want. You want me to stay here?”

“Teleport home,” Skulduggery said. “We’ll call you when we need transportation.”

“You got it,” Fletcher said, and gave a thumbs up before disappearing.

“I think I’m starting to like him,” Skulduggery said, and crossed the road.
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They walked the centre line of the main street like a couple of gunslingers on their way to a showdown. Nobody looked at them. Curtains twitched but no faces peered out. People turned on the pavements, looking at nothing until they passed. Not everyone here was a sorcerer, but they all knew about magic, so Skulduggery didn’t bother with his façade.

They got to the small wooden church. Reverend Bilious Fervor stood in the doorway, wiping his hands on a cloth. His clerical collar was black, like everything else he wore, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up. Sawdust clung to his knees.

“Welcome back,” he said.

They’d hauled him away in shackles last time they’d visited, but the Sensitives couldn’t get a clear picture of what was in his mind. He served a few months for assaulting Valkyrie but then cut a deal with the American Sanctuary, persuading a few criminal associates to turn themselves in in exchange for his sentence being commuted. It was all very convenient, and Valkyrie hadn’t been happy about it, but whatever. She was over it.

“Hello, stupid,” she said.

“Mind if we come in?” Skulduggery said, forcing Fervor to step to one side as he walked by.

Fervor smiled. “All are welcome in the Church of Arava Kahann.”

“That’s nice,” Valkyrie said, going to follow Skulduggery. She tripped, however, and stumbled, her knee catching Fervor in the groin. He doubled over without a sound and she shook her head in dismay. “I’m sorry, that was so clumsy of me.”

She entered to the warm smell of sawdust. It seemed they had interrupted the good reverend while he was carving a symbol on to a freshly made pulpit that wasn’t half bad, all things considered. The rest of the church was pretty much as it had been the last time she was here. Six pews on either side, violent paintings in heavy frames on the walls, candles and an altar and a chipped, dented, armless mannequin elevated above it all. Its body was white and its head was black and shiny.

“What did you say last time?” Skulduggery said. “This mannequin is your attempt to embody Arava Kahann in a way that makes sense to your limited eyes?”

Fervor tried to straighten up, managed to get halfway, and lurched to a pew where he sat. When he looked up, though, his eyes were bright and he was smiling, like he could see the funny side in what Valkyrie had done. “That is what I said, yes.”

“So why do you see the Hidden God as armless?”

“Oh, I don’t,” said Fervor. “But I found the mannequin without arms. It was behind a clothes store that had shut down, about thirty miles from here. Sticking out of a dumpster, actually. Something about it just spoke to me. I loaded it in my truck and took it here.”

“And the significance of the head?”

“Again, no real significance or clever metaphor at work. That head was the only one in the dumpster. I’m sorry if you were hoping for something a little deeper, but we’re a makeshift religion in a makeshift church. Even our icons are makeshift.”

“That’s not strictly true, though, is it?” Valkyrie asked. “You’re not a makeshift religion. You just present yourselves that way. In reality, you’ve been around for a very long time. Longer than Christianity.”

He smiled at her. “Yes, we have.”

“But you like to pretend you’re this new thing, worshipping this new god. Is that how you get your recruits – with the promise of something new?”

“We’re all in search of something. Arava Kahann merely dares to provide some answers.”

Skulduggery came over, sat in the pew opposite. “Tell us about him.”

“Arava Kahann loves you.”

“Tell us something else about him.”

“Arava Kahann doesn’t care if you don’t love him back. Arava Kahann loves you anyway.”

“Kahann is the Devil, right?” Valkyrie asked.

“You might view him as such.”

“And he rules Hell, yeah?”

“You might view it as such.”

“So, remind me. Arava Kahann was this … entity. And he was pottering along, doing whatever, just being happy in the cosmos, and then Darquesse drops by.”

“And the lies began.”

“So she gets him to help restart the universe?”

“And then she betrayed him, and cast him out, and now she uses this world, this entire reality, to trap and enslave the souls of the living and the dead.”

“And Kahann wants to free us from her control?” Skulduggery asked.

“Yes.”

“That sounds wonderfully altruistic of him – but he doesn’t really associate with the best kind of people. He had you give that black mask to Salter Such, didn’t he?”

“A terribly troubled man.”

“And while wearing that mask and wielding that wand, Salter Such killed a lot of mortals.”

“He did. He did.”

“So what about this new guy?” Valkyrie said. “Did you give him his mask, too?”

“New guy? There’s a new killer, you mean?”

“New killer, same mask. He killed one of the Sanctuary detectives originally assigned to investigate the Salter Such murders.”

“That’s dreadful.”

“So did you give him the mask, Mr Fervor?”

“Reverend Fervor. And I don’t know if we’re talking about the same individual, but I did give a mask away recently, yes.”

“And who did you give this mask to?”

“I’m afraid I didn’t ask his name.”

“Explain to us how this happened,” Skulduggery said.

“Of course, of course. Arava Kahann came to me in a dream and instructed me to prepare a mask for someone who would be with me shortly. I woke, and set to work, and three nights later a man knocked on the church doors. I knew it was him. I could sense his arrival. I carried the mask out to him and he put it on.”

“Did you speak to him?”

“I said hello. He didn’t respond. I said I have this mask for you. He took it.”

“And what did he look like?”

“I’m afraid he stood in the darkness the whole time.”

“And he didn’t give you his name?”

“He didn’t,” Fervor said. “But I’ve taken to calling him Gestalt.”

“Why is that?” Skulduggery asked.

Fervor shrugged. “We are all more than the sum of our parts, are we not? The Hidden God sent this man to me. I don’t know him, or where he came from, or what he’s been through, but the Hidden God has a plan for him. He has a plan for all of us. So when he left here, he was something new. The mask was added to his experiences, to the things that made up who he was, and he walked away different. He walked away … more.”

“Gestalt. That’s interesting. Did you name Ersatz, too?”

“I believe Salter Such came up with that. Or maybe it was Clutter Gaines, who was manipulating him. Or maybe it was Cadaver Cain, who was manipulating Gaines. It’s hard to keep track, isn’t it?”

“Is that what you’re doing, Bilious? Are you manipulating Gestalt?”

“Oh, I’m not clever enough for that, Detective. I’m a simple man of faith.”

“In your dream,” Valkyrie said, “did Arava Kahann happen to mention anything about his plans for Gestalt? Maybe about the people he wanted him to kill?”

“I’m afraid he didn’t,” said Fervor. “Although if I had suspected for a moment that Gestalt was going to hurt anyone, I would surely have alerted my local Sanctuary. We respect the rule of law, here in Hellfire.”

“Yes, you do,” Valkyrie said. “Well, except when you’re assaulting people on your streets. Although how bad could that assault have been, when you only served a few months for it, right?”

“I deeply regret causing you harm, Detective.”

“That’s nice of you. Those associates of yours, the ones you traded for your freedom – they wouldn’t happen to be members of your church, would they?”

“As a matter of fact, I think they are members, yes.”

“And did they mind you giving them up?”

“Not really. They were ready to repent, they said.”

“So handy. So convenient. Almost as if they value your freedom more than their own.”

Fervor smiled again. “People can surprise you with their generosity of spirit.”

They left the church and walked back through town the way they had come in – down the middle of the street. An old pick-up truck trundled towards them and they didn’t alter course. It kept coming, then slowed, and stopped, and they forced it to pull in as they walked by. The driver kept his eyes down, didn’t look at them as they passed. Damn right.

Valkyrie messaged Fletcher and by the time they reached the trees on the other side of the road he was waiting there, and he had Myosotis Terra with him. Valkyrie immediately broke out into a smile. Every time she saw Myosotis it was like she hadn’t seen her in years. They hugged.

“Myosotis was in the High Sanctuary and I figured I may as well bring her to see you,” Fletcher explained. “She’s here to talk to you so why not two-birds-one-stone it, you know? Save everyone some time.”

Skulduggery watched him. “Are you still worried about my reaction to the things you said?” he asked, and then, without giving Fletcher the chance to respond, continued. “You thought that by bringing Myosotis here I might have to temper my words to you? Do you really think that anything I say or do will be tempered by the presence of witnesses, Fletcher? Do you really think that?”

Fletcher hesitated, then shook his head.

Rolling her eyes, Valkyrie said to Myosotis, “Any developments?”

“My investigation has begun to wither,” Myosotis answered, “so I thought I’d travel to Roarhaven, stir up some trouble, and see where it takes me. I just wanted to let you know I was around, in case I have to call on you for help, but Fletcher insisted on bringing me along.”

“Fletcher,” Valkyrie said sternly, “are you going to apologise for using Myosotis like this? For wasting her time?”

“Oh, it was no trouble,” Myosotis said quickly.

“Nonsense,” said Valkyrie. “Fletch?”

“I’m sorry,” said Fletcher.

“I think you owe Myosotis more than that, to be quite honest.”

Myosotis laughed, blushing, trying to dismiss the building drama. “It’s fine. I wanted to come.”

“I think you should, at the very least, apologise properly, over coffee, or dinner,” Valkyrie said.

Myosotis stopped dismissing the drama and waited for Fletcher’s response.

“Dinner?” he said. “I mean … Myosotis, would you like to go to dinner, or something? Coffee?”

“Dinner would be nice.”

Fletcher nodded, like he was confused, like he wasn’t entirely sure how they’d arrived at this moment. “OK. Dinner, then.”

Valkyrie gave Myosotis a wink Fletcher didn’t see, and then took her hand while Myosotis took Fletcher’s – and blushed again – and Skulduggery put his hand, slowly and heavily, on Fletcher’s shoulder.

“You may teleport,” he said, and then they were in the foyer in the High Sanctuary.

Cerise came forward. “Detective Cain,” she said, tapping her tablet and looking up, “your motorcycle has been brought back from Orson Sparse’s house and has been parked in its usual spot. Forensics teams have been through both of Sparse’s houses and the reports will be with you by the end of the day. Mr Sparse himself was released from Coldheart Prison twenty-three minutes ago.” Cerise looked to Myosotis. “Miss Terra, I have the files you requested. You’ll have to sign for them upstairs.”

“Thank you very much,” Myosotis said, and Cerise gave a polite nod and walked off to keep another part of the Sanctuary running at peak efficiency.

“I will go now,” Myosotis said. “Fletcher, if you’ve changed your mind, I will totally understand.”

“About dinner?” he said. “No. No, no, I haven’t changed my mind. I’ll call you. Or see you. Or – wait, I’ll forget about this, and not in the usual way I forget about things.”

“Here,” Myosotis said, passing him one of her bracelets. “To remember me.”

He put it on, and smiled. “Then I’ll … We’ll have dinner.”

“Cool,” she said, then hesitated, turned, hurried away.

Fletcher looked at her as she went. “You know,” he said, “she’s kind of cute.”

“Who is?” asked Valkyrie.
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Winter had almost made it to the front door when her mum came down the stairs.

“Heading out?” Melissa asked, her voice light.

“Yep,” said Winter, turning.

Her mum stood on the stairs, a basket of laundry in her hands and a look of casual, yet friendly, indifference on her face. “OK, sweetie, have fun. That’s what weekends are for. Oh! I meant to ask! Are you planning on coming to the reunion?”

“That’s tonight?”

“I know! It kind of crept up on me, as well.”

That was a lie. Her mum had been finding new ways to mention the family reunion over the past three weeks, hoping it would prompt Winter to commit to going. It hadn’t crept up. It had been right in front of her the entire time.

“When does it start?” Winter asked.

“It kicks off at seven, officially, but you know what the Edgleys are like – they’re always late.” Melissa rolled her eyes in mock exasperation.

It was almost painful, watching her mum go out of her way not to pressure Winter into doing something she didn’t want to do. It made Winter want to smile sympathetically, or laugh, or reassure her in some way. Just to let her know that she loved her.

“I don’t know if I’ll be back,” Winter said, turning again for the door and leaving the house.

Once she’d shut the door she stood there with her eyes closed. She hated how she acted around her parents; she hated the stilted awkwardness that characterised their best interactions and the outright hostility that pervaded the worst. There was a storm inside her that she had no idea how to deal with, but she knew that if she weakened, she’d crumble and she might not get back to her feet.

So she stayed cold. She had to.

She caught the bus to the train station and took the train into Dublin and did her very best not to snap at any of the dumb, ignorant mortals who inconvenienced her in any way during the journey.

It’s not their fault they’re dumb, she told herself. It’s not their fault they’re ignorant. It’s just how they were born.

A man kept looking at her on the train and she wanted to scream at him and bash his face in. But she didn’t.

She arrived in Dublin and had lunch in a decent café and nobody bothered her. When she was just about finished a young man with blue hair and tattoos and piercings walked in and sat at her table.

“Were you followed?” Alter Veers asked, his eyes flitting from customer to customer.

She sighed. “Why would anyone be following me?”

A little shrug and a little smile. “It’s a legitimate question considering what this is.”

“And what is this?”

“A clandestine meeting,” he said, “in which we discuss topics of national security.”

“I just want to know if Brazen Yarrow is involved with the Conductors.”

“You mean, if your friend is involved with terrorists.”

“Ex-friend.”

“Would it be so bad if she were?”

“Honestly? I really don’t care what Brazen does. But in general hanging out with terrorists could be seen as a monumentally stupid thing to do – so, yes, it would be bad.”

“Terrorists. Such a dirty word.”

“You brought it up. And if the terrorists don’t like it, they should change their ways.”

Alter watched her. “What would you do, if you’d been through what they went through? What would you do if you were executed, or hanged, or burned alive, and then brought back and told to forget about those few weeks – that things were back to normal? The mortals don’t know about us any more, so if they’ve forgotten everything they did, why can’t we? What would you do if you’d gone through that?”

“How do you know I didn’t?”

“Because if you had, you wouldn’t be thinking that hanging out with terrorists was such a stupid thing to do.”

Winter shrugged. “Have you met him?”

“Him?”

“The rock star.”

“Oh, Chorus Wild. Yeah.”

“What’s he like?”

“Kind of like what you see in the videos. He likes to talk. He’s good at talking. He plays it up a bit, for the camera. In person, he’s quieter. More thoughtful.”

“You sound like a fan.”

“Chorus Wild is what’s needed.”

“I thought I was what’s needed.”

Alter smiled. “You’re the leader we need. He’s the leader you need.”

She grunted, unimpressed with that answer.

“Have you given it any more thought?” Alter asked.

“I haven’t, because you know who is a leader? My sister. Valkyrie Cain is a leader, and I don’t want to be Valkyrie Cain.”

“I can understand that.”

“Can you? Not many people can. Most people I talk to expect me to worship her. They reckon she must be my role model.”

“Most people you talk to, eh?”

“Most people.”

“You should probably stop talking to most people, so.”

“I probably should.”

“You realise, of course, that the best kind of leader is someone who doesn’t want the job.”

“Then I would be the greatest leader the world has ever seen, because not only do I not want the job, I wouldn’t take it even if it were offered. Besides, and I’ll say this again because apparently it’s not getting through to you, who the hell would follow a sixteen-year-old?”

“People followed Joan of Arc.”

“Is that how you see me?”

Alter smiled. “I think that’s how you could be seen.”

“That’s not exactly a winning endorsement. Joan of Arc didn’t have the best life.”

“She didn’t? I only saw half a movie about her, but she seemed to do OK.”

“I’m assuming it was the first half of the movie you saw.”

“I bet you read about her.”

“Why would you say that?”

“I’m right, aren’t I?”

“I read a book about her, sure.”

His smile turned to a grin. “What kind of sixteen-year-old reads a book about Joan of Arc?”

“I was thirteen.”

“Uh-huh. Exactly how smart are you, Miss Grieving?”

“I’m regular smart.”

“I don’t think so,” Alter said.

“Well, whatever. I’m not Joan of Arc and I don’t want to be. I don’t want anyone following me because I don’t know where I’m going. Is that clear enough for you?”

“Absolutely. Far be it from me to pressure you into doing something you don’t want to do,” he said, reminding her, in that moment, so much of her mother. 
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It had been eighteen years since the last Edgley family reunion and Valkyrie was dismayed at how old everyone had decided to get.

The last reunion had been held in the same place – the Haggard Golf Club’s function room – which had since gone through a revamp or three. That was the night the vampires had come running through the darkness and Valkyrie had jumped from the balcony to lead them away, eventually diving off the pier and having to be saved by Springheeled Jack of all people.

He was dead now.

And he wasn’t the only one who had died since then: her dad’s uncles and aunts and cousins had been dropping at an alarming rate. Despite this, the function room was almost filled to capacity, with people talking and laughing and shaking hands and hugging, so someone, somewhere, was doing their bit to keep the numbers up.

The music for the night was being taken care of by an old man in black slacks and a blue sparkly jacket, wearing sunglasses that he tipped back off his nose while he peered at a laptop to cue up the next song.

Valkyrie wore a light grey tank top that showed off her arms and high-rise wool trousers, charcoal, pleated in the front and roomy through the glutes and thighs. She wore four-inch heels, because why the hell not, so she towered over practically everyone there. Her hair was done and her make-up was perfect and her girlfriend was hot.

Militsa wore a halter-neck minidress with the shoes that Valkyrie had got her for Christmas and she drew stares when she walked and she knew it, so she put a little sashay into every movement and it made Valkyrie grin.

“Stephanie?”

She turned. The man was in his sixties, bald, with a red face, looking up at her with a huge smile.

“It’s Stephanie, isn’t it? Desmond’s daughter?”

Valkyrie’s smile was one of politeness rather than joy. “That’s me.”

The man cheered, grabbing her into a hug, then released her and stepped back. “Last time I saw you,” he said, “you must have been, what? Ten? Eleven?”

“Thirteen.”

“Look at you! Look at how much you’ve grown! And those are a pair of arms you’ve got! Where’d you get those? You one of those women who goes to the gym, are you?”

“I am, yes.”

“Good for you, Stephanie! Good for you!” He peered at her. “Jaysis … you don’t look a day over twenty-one, you know that? It’s genes, is what it is. We’ve always had good genes, the Edgleys.”

She nodded, decided not to comment. 

He started wagging his finger at her. “Bet you don’t remember me. Go on, have a guess. I’ll give you a clue. I’m your dad’s cousin. My name rhymes with ‘pollen’.”

“Colin,” she said.

“You do remember!” he cheered, before finally noticing Militsa standing there, enjoying every moment of this interaction. “Oh, I’m sorry! You must be, eh … Are you Rosemary’s little one?”

“No, no, I’m not an Edgley,” said Militsa. “I’m Stephanie’s girlfriend.”

“Ah! Scottish, are you? And gay?”

“I’m a lesbian from Scotland, aye.”

“Sure, that’s grand, that is,” said Colin. “Everyone’s that way these days, aren’t they? Not Scottish, like, but gay. Gay or lesbian or bisexual. Must be great. Do you go on the parades, the pair of you?”

“We march, yes,” Militsa said, trying to stifle a grin.

“The only parades I ever went to when I was young were the Paddy’s Day parades, and it was always raining, and everything was green, which was fine, but there’s so much colour these days. My neighbour’s saving up to transition.”

“Is that so?”

Colin nodded. “That’ll be happening in the new year, apparently. New year, new neighbour, that’s what I say. Anyway, girls, if it’s OK to call you that?”

Valkyrie gave him a nod. “It’s OK to call us that.”

“Can’t be too careful, you know? You might offend someone and, Jaysis, who’d want to offend someone if they can just as easily not, you know? Anyway, girls, I’ve taken up far too much of your time. Go on and talk to people your own age. Go on, now.” He waved them off with another smile and wandered into the throng of people.

“Well,” Militsa said, “I like Colin.”

“Me, too,” said Valkyrie. “Come on, let’s get a drink.”

On the way to the bar she nodded to people she vaguely recognised but walked by before they had a chance to tell her how big she’d got. When she arrived at the packed bar all she had to do was nod and the bartender came over. The advantages of being six foot four in heels.

She ordered the drinks – non-alcoholic for her – and turned to see her cousin making her way through the crowd. She darted forward, snagged her sleeve, and Crystal’s face lit up. They hugged and then it was Militsa’s turn, and Valkyrie ordered a drink for Crystal and they found a relatively quiet corner to sit.

“You both look amazing,” Crystal said, her eyes going from one to the other and then back again. “Where’d you get that dress?”

“Online,” Militsa said, with just the right amount of smugness. “Seventy-five per cent off, technically not even in my size, but look at it.”

“It’s gorgeous,” Crystal responded. “Steph, I’d ask you where you got your outfit but what’s the point? I don’t think Amazonian Warrior Women caters for those of us who are more vertically challenged.”

“Like you need it,” Valkyrie said. “That’s a hell of a dress.”

“Thanks,” said Crystal, coquettishly. “Remember last time we had one of these reunions? How long ago was it?”

“Eighteen years.”

Crystal laughed. “That is insane. We cannot be that old. Well, I cannot be that old. Literally, because I’m only twenty-nine.”

“Weren’t you twenty-nine, like, five or six years ago?”

She shook her head. “I was twenty-nine then, I’m twenty-nine now. What’s so weird about that? You stopped ageing, so I’ve decided that I have, too.”

“Smart. Is Glen here?”

“He had to stay behind to take care of the twins. They’re fine, don’t worry, it’s just a bug that’s going around the school, so we couldn’t do that to our usual babysitter. He was devastated, though, to miss the mass gathering of our very odd family. But, Militsa! You came! Voluntarily, it looks like!”

“I’m reinforcements,” Militsa said. “I have very strict instructions on what to do if certain family members approach. We have codewords and everything.”

“I hope my parents aren’t included on that list,” Crystal said, “because here they come.”

She barely had the words out when Beryl arrived, dragging Fergus behind her like a reluctant, moustachioed child. The moustache was new and, like the rest of Fergus’s hair, had more silver in it than brown. Valkyrie waited until Crystal had hopped up to greet her parents, and then stood.

“Oh, goodness!” Beryl exclaimed. “You just keep going, don’t you?”

Valkyrie laughed, giving Beryl a light hug. Fergus waved awkwardly and she waved back.

“I love your dress,” Beryl said to Militsa as they hugged.

“Thank you,” Militsa replied. “Got it on sale.”

“Any sign of Carol?” Fergus asked Crystal, who rolled her eyes.

“What do you think? She said she was coming, but …” A shrug, and Valkyrie felt that old familiar stab of guilt. 

“Stephanie,” Beryl said, huddling closer like this was hot gossip, “I heard they’re making a movie of one of Gordon’s books.”

“If it happens, it happens,” Valkyrie told her. “I’ve learned not to get my hopes up. We’ve come really close in the past, but hey, maybe this time will be different.”

“Don’t trust those Hollywood types, now.”

“The only way to deal with Hollywood types is with Hollywood lawyers, and we have some of the best.”

“Well, OK then,” Beryl said. “Just, if you need a young, up-and-coming starlet with the appropriate amount of glamour, I might be able to make myself available.” She hooted with laughter. “Fergus, what do you think? Could I make it in Hollywood?”

“They’d be lucky to have you,” Fergus responded, nodding approvingly.

Eighteen years was a long time between reunions, but it was startling to realise how much had changed. Back then, Beryl had been made brittle by a lifetime of anxiety and doubt, and her fragility had infected those around her so much so that her family could very well have snapped off into broken individual pieces. It took the gradual estrangement of Carol – a loss they still didn’t understand – to start healing the rifts developing between them. 

Valkyrie’s mother appeared out of the crowd, gave a huge – if hurried – hello to everyone, and whisked Valkyrie away with her.

“We have an emergency,” Melissa said. “Your father’s trapped and he can’t escape. He’s in danger, Steph. He needs you to work your magic. I mean, not literally, but still.”

They stopped and Melissa pointed to the corner, where Desmond was hemmed in by three of his cousins. They were talking at him, all loudly, all at the same time, and he was looking from one to the other with panic on his face.

“They’re asking about the movie,” Melissa said.

“But there’s no news,” said Valkyrie.

“They said it’s all over the internet.”

“But the internet is a place of lies.”

“You need to rescue your father.”

“But then they’ll talk to me.”

Melissa frowned at her. “Have you grown taller?”

“I’m wearing heels.”

“Oh, so you are. I thought it was a magic thing.”

“You thought I made myself taller with magic?”

“I would, if I had magic. I’m tired of you and your dad and your sister towering over me.”

“We don’t tower. You’re just … dainty. Is Winter here?”

“No,” Melissa said. “Did she tell you she was going to come? She wouldn’t give me a straight answer.”

“Me neither.”

“Well, maybe she’ll grace us with her presence. Go. Rescue your father.”

Valkyrie girded herself, then walked over. “Gentlemen,” she announced, and they looked round. “Please direct any movie-related questions to me. Before we start, however, some rules. You get two questions each. No exceptions. Do not ask about directors and do not ask about cast because these are things I cannot and will not comment on. Go.”

Desmond slipped out from behind them as they hurled their questions and Valkyrie threw back her answers. When they were done, she held up her hand.

“Six questions have been asked, and that’s all we have time for. I’m now going to enjoy the rest of the evening.” She bid them farewell with a smile, then headed back to her folks.

“Thank you, daughter,” Desmond said. “They were very enthusiastic.”

“I noticed. Are you having a good time, despite their enthusiasm?”

“I mean, I suppose so,” her dad said, looking around. “It’s just … everyone has got so old.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” said Melissa.

“They have all these lines and wrinkles and all the men have white hair or grey hair or no hair, and their jowls. Why does everyone have jowls all of a sudden? When did that happen? It’s like their faces have just started to slowly melt. I don’t have jowls. Melissa, you don’t have jowls.”

“I think we have a little jowl-action going on,” Melissa said, delicately.

Desmond clutched his face. “I do not.”

“We don’t really notice it happening, but it’s happening.”

“Liar,” he whispered, and stalked away, still holding his face.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” Melissa sighed. “He’s going straight to the bathroom where he’ll stare into the mirror like it’s his first time seeing his reflection. I bet he’ll notice the bags under his eyes. That’ll be the first thing he says when he comes back.”

Valkyrie grinned. “You chose to marry him. I didn’t have any say in having him as a dad or this lot as a family, but you chose both.”

“Oh, I know,” her mother said, joining Valkyrie in looking around. “See that lady over there?”

Valkyrie followed her gaze. “The one with the strange-shaped head?”

“I’ve met her, maybe, three times in my life. She always talks about her dogs. They can’t be the same dogs – they’d be over forty years old at this point – but she’s still talking about them. I like dogs. I love dogs. Xena is the greatest dog in the world. But, I mean, come on. Talk about something else, for God’s sake.” Her mum cast her eyes around the room again, but with a different look on her face. “How many of these people do you think might be able to … you know?”

“Honestly? Probably quite a few. Maybe half?”

Melissa’s eyes widened. “Half the Edgleys in this room, half these absolute weirdos, are capable of doing what you do?”

“If they had the right training at the right time of their lives, maybe, yeah.”

“Oh, that’s a terrifying thought.” The enjoyment in her mum’s expression dimmed, and Valkyrie knew what she was thinking. How many of them would have turned bad? How many would have let their Faceless Ones heritage twist and warp their intentions until they were just plain evil?

But her mum didn’t say any of that. Not out loud.

Desmond arrived back, staring at them both in abject horror. “Why did nobody tell me that I’ve got bags under my eyes?”


Valkyrie and Militsa stuck around for another two hours, then said goodnight and drove home. Xena was waiting for them with a doggy smile and a wagging tail. Valkyrie took her outside, waiting in the dark while Xena found a patch of grass she deemed worthy of squatting over. When she was done she followed Valkyrie back in. Militsa was already turning off the lights and locking up, and they left Xena to patrol the downstairs and fall asleep, as she always did, beside the couch in the living room. She used to sleep on the couch, but she was an old dog now, and sometimes she couldn’t quite make it up there. She liked the floor, though.

Militsa hung up her dress and Valkyrie hung up her trousers and put her top in the laundry basket, and they chatted as they took off their make-up, cleansed, put on moisturiser, brushed their hair. They got into bed and lay there, talking and making each other laugh, and they were in love, and it was nice.
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City Hall knelt on the south border of the Circle Zone like the humble public servant it was, having no wish to compete with the majesty of the High Sanctuary, in the zone’s centre, or the Gothic splendour of the Dark Cathedral, within shouting distance to the east. The building had originally been designated as a grand museum, before all museums and galleries had relocated to the Arts District. The past two years had seen it retro-fitted to house Roarhaven’s municipal government, police department, and mayor’s office, which finally took the day-to-day running of the city out of the High Sanctuary.

Skulduggery and Valkyrie passed the Cleaver guards at the entrance and the man at reception took their names like he didn’t know who they were. He handed them visitors’ passes on dark blue lanyards.

“What’s this?” Skulduggery asked.

“It’s a visitor’s pass,” said the man, whose own pass, pinned to his shirt pocket, identified him as Kearny Proper. “You’re required to wear it at all times when you’re in the building.”

Skulduggery put both hands on the desk. “Excuse me?”

Proper mimed putting something around his neck. “You’ve to wear it.”

“We didn’t have to wear it last time.”

“We didn’t have the lanyards last time. Now we do.”

“You want me to put this around my neck? We are Arbiters, Mr Proper. Do you know what an Arbiter is? Do you know where our jurisdiction lies? Everywhere. Anywhere. We do not need your visitor passes. We do not need your lanyards. We go where justice demands, lanyards be damned.”

Proper smiled. “You still need to wear it.”

“Skulduggery,” Valkyrie said, “it doesn’t look that bad. The colour even goes with your tie.”

“That is hardly the point, Valkyrie. This lanyard is an attempt by small-minded bureaucracy to homogenise those people operating, however temporarily, within its parameters. It’s akin to tagging migratory birds. Why do you want to tag us, Mr Proper? Where is it you don’t want us to go? What is it you don’t want us to see?”

“Passes are not trackers.”

“They’re not trackers yet,” Skulduggery responded, “but they will be. This is a slippery slope.”

“If you don’t wear the pass,” Proper said, “you will not be allowed to go any further.”

“We are Arbiters and we can go wherever we want.”

Proper was enjoying this far too much. “The Cleavers have orders to stop any member of the public, including Arbiters, who is not wearing a visitor’s pass. If you want to fight them, cause a scene, upset the mayor, then that is your choice. Otherwise, you can obey the rules.”

Skulduggery looked at this man, and this man looked back at Skulduggery, and his smile, just for a moment, turned into a smirk.

Skulduggery, remarkably, gave a nod. “Very well,” he said. He took off his hat, put on the lanyard, and put his hat back on. “Could you tell Officer Sough we have arrived?”

“But of course,” said Proper, his voice dripping with victory. “Please wait over there.”

Skulduggery walked to the bench opposite and sat, and Valkyrie followed. She sat beside him.

“I’m actually kind of impressed with how you’re handling this,” she said.

“That man is now my enemy and he will know my fury.”

“Oh.”

“My wrath shall unfurl like the black sails of a great galleon, crewed by the dead and the damned, carving its terrible path across the ocean, towards vengeance, towards satisfaction, towards the things we dare not speak about lest the darkness set in and the rot begins to fester. My rage is untethered. Oh, here’s Officer Sough.”

Valkyrie followed Skulduggery as Sough waved them through the scanners and the Sensitives.

“We are wearing lanyards,” Skulduggery said as they walked.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Sough. He’d had a habit of sweeping his hair back off his forehead, more of a nervous tic than anything. New regulations had meant he’d had to cut it, however, so when he went to sweep back hair he no longer had his hand just kind of dangled there, like it had lost its purpose. “I know you’re supposed to be exempt from this sort of thing.”

“Not meant to be,” Skulduggery said, a smile in his voice. “As Arbiters, we are exempt.”

“You’re right, of course, and this is a fault on our end. I’ll put another memo through, make sure everyone knows about it.”

“That’s very nice of you, Officer. Thank you. Out of curiosity, where would you be sending this memo?”

“Oh, to the people who deal with this kind of thing. Building Security.”

“And who in Building Security would you be contacting?”

“Um, a very nice lady. I think her name is Zheelo?”

“Zheelo, I see. Kurdish, is she?”

“Maybe? I don’t know. Why are you so interested?”

“I’m a detective, Officer Sough. I’m interested in all kinds of things.”

They arrived at a door marked internal security and Sough led them into a room with monitors lining the walls. There was one other person in here, a cop, who jumped to his feet when he saw them.

“Hello!” he said loudly, and then looked actually pained at how loud he’d spoken. “Sorry. Hello. It’s an honour to meet you both. You’re the reason, both of you, that I became a police officer. I wanted to be an operative in the Sanctuary but I couldn’t pass the test. You know that test they make people take, that shows how good you’d be? I couldn’t pass it. So I took this one, the one for the cops, and I passed that, though it wasn’t easy.”

“This is Officer Idyll,” said Sough, giving him a glare.

His colleague nodded quickly. “Eudaemonia Idyll, at your service. That’s ‘Idyll’ – I D Y L L – not ‘Idle’ – I D L E. Some people mispronounce it as ‘Idle’ because they’re trying to annoy me but it doesn’t annoy me. It doesn’t bother me. It’s no big deal. It’s just not how it’s spelled or pronounced, that’s all. It’s aggravating, if it’s anything at all, which it isn’t.”

“Officer Idyll has pulled up the footage you requested,” said Sough. “Haven’t you, officer?”

“Yes,” said Idyll, hurrying to the bank of monitors to his right.

“What footage is this?” Valkyrie asked as they joined him.

“The murder Orson Sparse carried out was not a sophisticated one,” Skulduggery said. “He appeared in full view of CCTV cameras without attempting to hide his face, which suggests that the idea of repercussions for his actions was the furthest thing from his mind. He saw Mr Keyes, followed him, and killed him. It was only afterwards that he started to think about getting away with it.

“We had assumed that Sparse killed Keyes in revenge for something Keyes had done to him during the Deletion – something that would be very difficult to establish, since whatever happened no longer happened. What we do know is that Sparse was in Roarhaven the day Obsidian ended everything.”

“So he was still alive at the end,” Valkyrie said, and he didn’t bother voicing what that implied. Most mage-on-mortal killings, these days, shared the same motivating factor: during the Deletion, the mortal in question had killed the mage. The subsequent murder was simply payback. 

“Officer Idyll here has pulled up the footage from Roarhaven in the hours after Paul Keyes died,” Skulduggery said. “Officer, could you run a search for the licence plate I sent you?”

“Yes, sir.” Idyll tapped the keyboard, directing their attention to the monitor straight ahead. They watched a silver Toyota pass through Shudder’s Gate, entering Roarhaven. The time said 5.16 pm – fifty-two minutes after Keyes’ death. Each click of a button changed the camera angle so that they were able to track the Toyota’s progress through the city. There were a few seconds where it moved out of sight, or where Idyll lost it, but he was always able to find it again within moments.

Skulduggery tilted his head when the Toyota turned on to Merciless Street. “He’s not going home,” he noted.

The car pulled up outside the Necropolis. After a minute, Sparse got out, and walked slowly to the cast-iron gates. Idyll tried to find a better angle, eventually settling on the closest he could get, which showed Sparse in a three-quarters shot from behind. He stood there like he was waiting for someone.

There was a knock on the door and Scintilla, one of the mayor’s aides, poked her head in.

“Arbiters,” she said with a smile, “the mayor was hoping for a quick chat while you’re here? Maybe in the next five minutes? She’ll be in her office.”

“We’ll be there,” said Skulduggery.

Scintilla gave a thumbs up and disappeared.

Valkyrie peered closer at the monitor. “What’s Sparse doing?” she said. “Is he talking? Who’s he talking to?”

“The only person he could be,” Skulduggery said. “Someone dead. Officer Idyll, may I use your computer?”

“It would be my honour,” said Idyll. “The password is ‘valkyrierockz’, all lowercase, with a ‘z’.” He glanced at her, blushing. “It’s a different Valkyrie.”

“Uh-huh.”

Skulduggery sat at the desk, pulled up the Sanctuary file on Orson Sparse, and clicked through to family/known associates. The third name on the list had Recently Deceased written in parenthesis.

“Milton Abatjour,” Skulduggery read. “Sparse’s brother. Died seven months ago, aged forty-eight. Heart attack.”

“Very young to die of a heart attack, especially for a mage,” said Valkyrie.

“It runs in the family, according to this. Milton was ten years younger than Sparse, worked as an architect. Elemental. Doesn’t look like he’d ever got himself involved in anything unsavoury, or anything Sanctuary-related. Spent all his time with mortals, where he went by the name Milton Andrieu. Married to a mortal. Three children.”

Officer Idyll hunkered down beside Skulduggery’s chair, his eyes on the screen. “And why has he captured our interest?”

Skulduggery looked at Idyll. Sough, standing to one side, put his hand over his face.

“I’ll tell you why,” Skulduggery responded. “I don’t think Sparse was after revenge for something that happened to him – I think he was after revenge for something that happened to his brother.”

“But his brother died of natural causes,” said Idyll. 

“He died of natural causes following the Great Reset, absolutely, but how did he fare in those few weeks that have been deleted from reality? What happened to him back then? According to his file, Officer Idyll, Milton Abatjour’s name has appeared on the High Sanctuary’s visitor’s log eighty-nine times in the last seven years – the eighty-ninth time was the day he died. Before seven years ago, he’d never visited. Not once.”

Idyll nodded seriously. “So what does that tell us?”

“It tells us that something changed during the Deletion that gave Milton a reason to visit the High Sanctuary on a semi-regular basis. These logs have him showing up once a week for a period of months, and then nothing, and then back to once a week, and then nothing.”

“He was in therapy,” Valkyrie said.

Idyll turned his head to her, frowning. “Therapy, Detective Cain?”

“Therapy, Officer Idyll. Every Sanctuary around the world offers free therapy sessions to sorcerers dealing with the trauma of what happened during the Deletion. Milton would show up, stick with it for weeks or months at a time, and then walk away. But he’d always come back.”

“So if we figure out what happened to him during the Deletion, then we’ll know why Sparse was out for revenge. Interesting, yes. It’s all coming together.”

“Where did Milton die?” Valkyrie asked Skulduggery, doing her best to ignore Idyll.

He read from the screen. “He died here, in Roarhaven. On the corner of Merciless Street.”

“Roughly halfway between the High Sanctuary and Sparse’s home. So he has a therapy session, gets in his car—”

“He was on foot,” Skulduggery said.

“He has a therapy session, and decides to walk to his brother’s house. Maybe he’s upset, maybe he’s fine, maybe he’s had a breakthrough – however he’s feeling mentally, physically he’s not doing well. He has a heart attack and dies before anyone can get to him.”

“Just down the road from the Necropolis,” Skulduggery said, “where his soul would have been drawn.”

“Like a moth to a flame,” said Idyll, ponderously. 

Valkyrie nodded to the footage on the monitor. “That’s who Sparse is talking to. The day he kills Paul Keyes he goes to the Necropolis to tell his brother what he’s done. That he’s avenged him.”

As if he was waiting for that moment, the Sparse on screen dropped his head, his shoulders shaking. They watched him cry.

Skulduggery stood. “I think we should have another chat with our suspect.”

“I don’t know if I can get the time off work,” said Idyll, straightening up.

“You’re not part of the investigation!” Sough barked.

Idyll blinked at him. “How come you get to be part of it and I don’t?”

“I’m not part of it! I escorted the Arbiters from reception, that’s all! You played the camera footage, that’s all! We’re not forming a team here!”

“Even so,” Skulduggery said, breaking the awkward silence that followed, “thank you for your work, Officer Idyll. You asked some very pertinent questions.”

“Glad to be of service,” Idyll responded, shooting a glare at Sough.

Sough led them out, and they climbed the wide stairs. “I’m sorry about him,” he said.

“It’s quite all right,” Skulduggery responded.

“He’s just eager, you know?”

“It’s perfectly fine. You get to know all sorts of people working in this building, I imagine. As a random example, that gentleman at the front desk – what was his name?”

“Who, you mean—”

“Kearny Proper, that’s right. What do you know about him?”

“Ah, not much, I don’t really—”

“Any enemies? Obvious weaknesses? Anything that could be exploited to cause him emotional or physical distress?”

“I mean … not that I know of.”

Skulduggery nodded. “Do you associate after hours at all? Has he ever mentioned a loved one, a favourite pastime, maybe a book he’s currently reading that he doesn’t want spoiled?”

“I don’t think he’s ever mentioned books.”

“Someone who doesn’t read? How odd and unsettling.” They got to the mayor’s office and Skulduggery turned to Sough. “You’ve been a big help.”

“Have I?”

“Especially if you could follow up on making sure everyone understands that Arbiters don’t need passes.”

“It might take a few weeks to clear it through the proper channels, but I’ll do my best.”

“You’re a good man, Sough,” Skulduggery said, shaking his hand. Valkyrie gave him a smile and a nod and followed Skulduggery in.

“There you are,” said the mayor. “What’s an eight-letter word for traitor? Second letter ‘Q’.”
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“Squealer,” Skulduggery said, closing the door behind them.

“Thank you,” Constance Graveside said, writing on the folded newspaper in her hand. She was perched on the edge of her desk, surrounded by the projected images of three other mages, all with the same look of slow puzzlement on their faces.

“Mayor Graveside?” one of them pressed.

Constance looked up. An attractive woman who looked like she was in her fifties, her blonde hair cut short, today she was wearing grey trousers with a grey waistcoat over a white shirt. The shirtsleeves were rolled up her forearms. No jewellery. “Sorry? Are we still talking?”

“We’re talking,” said another one of the mages. “You’re doing a crossword.”

“Well, that can’t be right,” she replied. “The other reason I can think of that I’d be doing a crossword in the middle of an important conversation is because maybe all of you are repeating what you’ve been saying for the last fifteen minutes instead of saying anything new.”

“We are merely keen to express—”

“You have expressed your feelings at length,” Constance interrupted. “You have given me your opinions and shared the results of your studies. I understand your stance on this. I do. But I run Roarhaven and that means I run the bank.”

The mages looked positively indignant. “The bank is an independent—”

“The bank is exploiting its less well-off customers and it will stop doing so in the next month or the City of Roarhaven will be restructuring how it does things. Do I make myself clear?”

The two mages who had already spoken didn’t have anything to say, so the third mage cleared his throat. “We will send you a proposal before the month is out on how best to address your concerns.”

“Thank you,” Constance said, waving her hand. The images died and she dropped the newspaper on the desk as she stood. “What are you wearing?” she asked.

Skulduggery looked down at himself. “A lanyard.”

The mayor glanced at her aide. “Scintilla, could you make sure they’re flagged on the system? They’re Arbiters – they don’t need to show any passes. They don’t even need passes.”

Scintilla’s fingertips danced over her phone screen. “Yes, ma’am, making sure that …” She looked up with another brilliant smile. “Done.”

“Take them off, for God’s sake,” Constance said, sitting behind her desk. “Right. Skulduggery. Valkyrie. How are you today? Have you spoken to Ghastly yet?”

“No, we have not,” Valkyrie said, happily handing her pass to Scintilla. “Why?”

“He’s been trying to shift the meetings he’s taking with the Dark Cathedral people to me, which is not going to happen. I wanted you to tell him that if he thinks I’m going to smile and make small talk and chat about prayer meetings, he’s overestimated both my social battery and my tolerance for idiots.” She hesitated, then sighed. “Valkyrie, you know me well enough by now. I’m not saying that everyone who worships Darquesse is an idiot.”

She smiled. “I know.”

“But most of them are. So if you see Ghastly, be sure to mention that he can take those meetings. That’s one aspect of running Roarhaven that we don’t need to share. Scintilla, has she arrived?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then send her in, if you please.”

Scintilla tapped on her phone and a few moments later the shadows shifted in the office, drawing together and swirling, and Melancholia Wreath stepped through the darkness. By the look on her face, this was not a hugging moment.

“What happened?” Valkyrie asked.

Melancholia dropped into a chair like the thoughts in her head were weighing her down. “There’s a Necromancer – not one of ours, and not one from the Order – who’s been working with followers of the Hidden God. We don’t know what he’s been doing but apparently he’s been sucked into the Arava Kahann cult. His name’s Lazare Siderion. You won’t have heard of him. He’s just another Necromancer, nothing special about him.

“A friend of mine, Sable, knew him from back when everyone was stuck in the temples and no one ventured outside. She didn’t hold strong views about him, positive or negative, but she’s the only one of Wreath’s Necromancers with any kind of history with him, so she was assigned to figure out what he’s been doing. She asked me to help.”

“And why isn’t she here?” Skulduggery asked, even though he knew. Even though they all knew.

“We traced Siderion to a shack in the middle of nowhere and we were attacked.”

“By Siderion?”

“Maybe. A man in a coat, carrying a machete. I couldn’t see his face.”

“I believe I’m familiar,” said Valkyrie.

“I believe you are. I didn’t see under the hood, but is it true he wears a mask?”

“Just like Ersatz, yes.”

Melancholia grunted, and continued. “When we got close to him, our magic cut out. Not bound, exactly, but … cancelled. Just gone. That happen to you?”

Valkyrie nodded.

“He killed Sable. I ran. He chased. He almost got me a few times but I managed to stay ahead, and the moment I could shadow-walk I got the hell out of there.”

“I’m sorry about your friend.”

“Yeah,” Melancholia said softly, then rolled her shoulders. “So we went back, me and a bunch of others, and we brought a load of guns with us, because Necromancers have always been good with guns, but he was gone. I knew he would be, but I was still hoping to … Anyway, he was gone, and he’d taken Sable’s body and strung her up in the trees. He was showing off, you know? Enjoying the moment.”

“This was on Thursday,” Constance said. “The day after Detective Clearwater was killed.”

“And the day before he attacked me,” said Valkyrie.

“When I heard about that,” Melancholia said, “I called Mayor Graveside to arrange a face-to-face. Apologies, Mayor, for not going through the proper channels, but the Sanctuary people still don’t like Necromancers.”

“You could have just called me,” said Valkyrie. “You have my number.”

“I wanted to be here,” Melancholia replied, a muscle in her jaw suddenly flexing under her skin. “I want to be part of this. I want to make this guy pay for what he did to my friend.”

“Where has your investigation taken you?” Skulduggery asked.

Valkyrie watched as the anger that had quickly built just as quickly vanished. “Not far,” Melancholia said. “I’ve been a little scattered since it happened.”

He nodded. “Then you’ll need to focus. Leave us to identify the killer – you need to find Lazare Siderion. We’ll discover if they’re the same person after we arrest him.”

“You got it,” she said, standing.

“We’re dealing with an enemy who can negate magic, so if you encounter him again and you don’t have backup, you postpone all thoughts of revenge and you run. Do you understand?”

“I ran last time.”

“Thankfully, there is no quota for intelligent decisions. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” Melancholia said at last.

“Melancholia,” said Constance, “thank you for coming in. My deepest condolences on the loss of your friend. Necromancers may not be the most popular sorcerers on the planet, but the work Solomon Wreath has been doing is necessary and appreciated. You’ll have our support.”

“Thank you,” said Melancholia, the shadows swirling around her. She vanished within them and they drifted apart, and the grim yet resolute mood was broken when the phone on the desk came to shrill, insistent life.

“Why is it doing that?” Constance asked, staring at it in horror.

“Sorry, sorry,” Scintilla said, hurrying over. “This shouldn’t be operational yet.” She snatched it up. “Hello, the Mayor’s Office, who is this and why are you calling? No, no. Shush now. Shut up. You go through me, and I decide if your call is worthy of being put through. There are no exceptions. The mayor is extremely busy and cannot be wasting her time on trivial matters. Yes. Yes, I’m calling you trivial. Good day.” She hung up. “That was your mother, wishing you a happy birthday.”

Constance grinned. “You’re funny.”

“Thank you. This phone is for top-priority emergencies only. I don’t know how that person was able to get through.”

“Then make sure Valkyrie and Skulduggery have its number. Were you exaggerating, by the way, to make them feel bad? Am I extremely busy?”

“Today? You are.”

“But it’s Sunday. How busy am I tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow is much like today, except busier.”

“But I can have lunch with Valkyrie sometime this week, yes?”

“Yes,” Scintilla answered. “Though you will not have time to speak to her.”

“Then can I have three minutes now, alone in my office with the Arbiters? Can I have that?”

“For you, Madam Mayor, you can have four,” Scintilla said with a smile as she walked for the door. She glanced at her phone before she left. “Actually no, you have three.” And then she was gone.

Constance slumped back in her chair. “I love that girl,” she said. “She is efficient, intelligent, and effective. But she exhausts me just by being in the room.”

“Question,” Valkyrie said. “You said that the work Solomon Wreath was doing was important. What is he doing?”

“You don’t know?”

“Melancholia has been pretty cagey about the whole thing, including how they came back.”

“Ah,” said Constance, shifting forward now, elbows on desk, hands clasped, “see, this is where things get intriguing. What did she tell you?”

“That Darquesse didn’t exactly bring them back to life.”

Constance nodded. “Your God-self—”

“Please don’t call her that.”

“—brought a handful of people back to life during the Great Reset, some on purpose and some, seemingly, by accident. Apparently, Wreath was not on that list.”

Valkyrie nodded. “But he found a way, using his Necromantic wiles, to take advantage of the moment. He came back, and he brought Melancholia and some others with him. And since then they’ve been working on this secret mission of theirs. What’s the mission?”

“The Viddu De,” Skulduggery said, and Constance pointed at him, like he’d answered correctly on a gameshow.

“OK, that makes sense,” said Valkyrie. “Necromancers would seem to be ideally suited to taking on a bunch of Death Gods.” She focused on Skulduggery. “So why don’t you seem happy about it?”

“Because if that’s one of the battles on the horizon, then Solomon Wreath will be fighting on our side. When I heard he’d come back to life, my only consolation was that it offered me another chance to hit him. Constance, have you seen Wreath since he returned?”

She shook her head. “And I don’t know anyone who has. Some of our friends in the Sanctuary think he’s being forced to stay in hiding. The Viddu De has its agents, it seems.”

“Well, we can worry about them once this current crisis, whatever it is, has passed. On to more pertinent matters: the individuals working at the front desk in reception – what time does their shift end?”

“Skulduggery,” Valkyrie said in warning.

“I have no idea,” Constance told him, clearly puzzled. “You’d have to ask … I don’t even know who you’d ask. Why do you want to know?”

“I just have something important to say before the next shift begins,” Skulduggery said, walking out of the office.

Constance looked at Valkyrie. “And that is about …?”

“Pettiness,” she responded. “Pure pettiness.”

Scintilla came back in, holding out a phone. Constance rolled her eyes, shot a farewell smile to Valkyrie, and took the call, and Valkyrie spared a moment to watch her friend deal with whatever it was she had to deal with, and then left.

She could think of nobody better to run Roarhaven, and marvelled again at the left-field wisdom of Ghastly’s choice. When he’d become Supreme Mage his first move, after dissolving the very office of Supreme Mage and bringing back the Council of Elders, had been to separate the affairs of the city from the affairs of the Sanctuary. He’d put his weight behind Constance Graveside as his preferred candidate in the mayoral elections and Roarhaven had overwhelmingly agreed.

Even China Sorrows had voted for her, despite the fact that the two, for as long as Valkyrie had known them, had rarely agreed on anything. Maybe it was the fact that Constance had saved Valkyrie’s life so many times – maybe that was what had made China tick Constance’s name in the voting booth.

She, of course, had voted for Constance without any qualms whatsoever. From the first moment they met, battling the Faceless Ones on Aranmore Farm all those years ago, she knew she’d be able to trust Constance Graveside with her life. 

Skulduggery was waiting in reception. Kearny Proper was not behind the desk.

“Have you killed him?” she asked.

“He’d already gone home,” Skulduggery replied. He sounded grumpy. “But we shall meet again, and he shall know my wrath.”

“Yes, he shall,” Valkyrie said, leading the way to the doors.
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Yesterday’s conversation with Alter had left Winter uneasy – but then her conversations with Alter always left her uneasy. He had a way of sneaking through her words to get at the anxieties behind them and, once uncovered, those anxieties became too spiky to settle.

She didn’t like needing advice. She didn’t appreciate needing someone to talk to. But every so often she was forced to seek out somebody who’d been through their own turmoil, if only to point her in the right direction. So she made a call, and met up with a Teleporter, and a moment later they had arrived in Cadaver Cain’s office in Coldheart.

The Teleporter left as Cadaver worked at his desktop, his skeletal fingers rat-a-tapping across the keyboard. Winter waited for him to finish. 

Cadaver stood. “I have a matter to attend to,” he said. “You can stay here, if you like, until it’s time, or—”

“I’ll go with you,” said Winter.

He nodded, and pulled on his coat, and she followed him out. He didn’t need his coat. Coldheart was not a warm prison, but Cadaver didn’t feel the chill – and sometimes freezing – air that circulated, so that’s not why he wore it. He wore it because it looked cool, and it was a gorgeous coat, and because it was another piece of armour that he threw on every day to protect him from the assumptions of who he was and who he was supposed to be.

Winter could relate.

As they walked, they didn’t speak. Sometimes Cadaver was in the mood for small talk, and sometimes he wasn’t. Sometimes it was like talking to Skulduggery, with all of that warm arrogance and elaborate games played with words, and sometimes it was like talking to a complete stranger whose motivations remained unknown, staying quietly within his own shadow.

They entered a room guarded by Cleavers, in which a man stood inside a painted circle on the floor. He looked like a bank manager in a prison jumpsuit, and he straightened when he saw them, a smile popping on to his face.

“Warden Cain,” he said, “thank you for coming to see me. A terrible mistake has been made, I fear. A terrible miscarriage of justice. If I could just explain myself, I know you’ll agree with me, that I do not belong here.”

“Ravenous, you killed eighteen people,” Cadaver said.

“That’s what they say,” Ravenous replied, “and I can understand why they would say that, and I can understand why you would believe that, but where is the proof?”

“In your basement.”

“I’m sorry, my basement?”

“With all the corpses.”

“But, sir, I do not even have a basement!”

“Your cellar, then.”

“Well, yes, I have a cellar.” Ravenous frowned. “Surely that is nothing but circumstantial evidence?”

“How did the bodies get into your cellar?”

“It’s more of a basement, really, and I swear to you, I do not know. Perhaps they walked, while still perfectly alive, down the stairs, and then tripped over and died.”

“All eighteen of them, one after the other?”

“I’ve heard of stranger things happening,” Ravenous said, chuckling. “I once heard of a man who cut off his own head and stuffed it in a fridge.”

“Your fridge?”

“A fridge.”

“A fridge in your kitchen?”

“I don’t know what you’re implying, Warden Cain, but I did not cut off that man’s head and stuff it in my fridge, just as I did not eat the rest of him.”

“Traces of human remains were found on your cooking utensils.”

“That could have been from anyone, surely?”

“It could have been from anyone, yes, but the incriminating aspect of it is that it was definitely from someone.”

Ravenous pursed his lips. “I’m not sure I follow. I do not claim to be some legal eagle, some expert in arcane practices of law, but correct me if I’m wrong here: if you find the remains of someone that you can’t identify … isn’t that, by definition, a victimless crime?”

“Not even remotely.”

“But where’s the victim, I ask you?”

“You’ve eaten most of him.”

“Is he here, standing in this circle with me? Is he out there, with you? Is he in the world somewhere, wandering around, doing things that living people do? If not, then I put it to you … where is the crime?”

“The crime is the aforementioned killing and the eating.”

“The killing and the eating of whom?”

“Of the man whose head you stuffed in your fridge.”

Ravenous chuckled again. “I think we’re straying from the original topic of our conversation.”

“Which was?”

“The eighteen people I killed and left in my basement.” His eyes widened. “Curses!”

Cadaver sighed. “The purpose of our conversation, Ravenous, is not to ascertain your guilt – we know you’re guilty – it’s to decide where in Coldheart to put you. You’re quite a prolific serial killer.”

“I refute that.”

“But in the past you’ve relied on your magic to kill. In here, where magic is denied you, you don’t pose the same level of threat.”

“I don’t pose any level of threat, to anyone! I think the minimum-security wing would suit me best.”

“This is a maximum-security prison. We don’t have a minimum-security wing.”

“Then maybe you should make one.”

“And who shall I get to oversee the refurbishment?”

Ravenous rubbed his hands together. “I do like a good project. You, yourself, were a prisoner here, after all, and now you’re running the place. Might you extend me the same opportunity?”

“No.”

“I have a vision: potted plants and radiators.”

“You’ll be housed in Block C.”

“Is that a nice block?”

“It overlooks a cavernous drop to certain death.”

“So it comes with a view,” said Ravenous. “Thank you.”

Cadaver took an electronic pad from his pocket and tapped it as they left.

“Who did he kill?” Winter asked.

“Mostly mortals,” he answered, still tapping. He kept the pad in his hand, taking her through security barriers without making her sign in, shutting off the cameras as they approached.

“Why do you do this?”

He looked at her. “I’m sorry?”

“Why do you let me visit without leaving a trace?”

“Would you rather I didn’t?”

“Not at all. I just want to know why you do it.”

They passed another camera, and he reactivated it once they were out of its field of view. “You want to keep your visits here a secret. I understand and appreciate secrets.”

“But why?”

His head tilted. “The timeline I’m from, you and I were enemies. You were the Child of the Faceless Ones and you had turned the world against me. I wanted nothing more than to kill you, and I’m sure you felt the same. This – what I do here for you, facilitating these little visits of yours – is amusing to me. I quite like the fact that we can talk, and walk, and exist without one of us trying to kill the other.”

“So Malice was a worthy adversary?”

“Very much so.”

“And you don’t worry that I’ll turn out like her?”

“That’s entirely possible – but many things are entirely possible. You’re on a journey, Winter, to find out who you are and who you will become. This is fascinating to me.”

They came to a door that clicked and clunked at his touch, a dozen hidden locks retracting and deactivating. The door swung open.

“I’ll have a Teleporter waiting for you when you’re done,” he said. “They’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

“Thanks,” she said, and he left, and she entered the room.

The door closed behind her. It was a small room with rock walls and a glass cell taking up most of the space. Winter touched the console ahead of her and lightning streamed into the cell, bouncing off its walls. For thirty seconds or more, it bounced and danced, and then a shape coalesced.

“Has it been a month already?” Malice asked, her voice crackling slightly as it came through the speakers.

“It’s been almost two,” said Winter.

“Has it? It’s very hard to judge the passing of time when you’re … me.” A smile played on the lightning that skimmed over where her face would have been if she’d had one. “But, of course, you are me.”

Winter let that one go. Malice liked to claim ownership of the person she was now, like she had been Winter in her youth, even though they’d diverged – from Winter’s point of view – years ago. That was just one of the games Malice played. One of the only games she had left.

“Cadaver says hello,” Winter lied.

“Liar,” said Malice, and laughed. “But tell him he should pop by for a chat. I’d love to reminisce about old times.”

“I think he still harbours a grudge.”

“I’m not surprised. I was horrible to him. And I don’t think he ever got over his Valkyrie turning into a shrieking harpy that kept attacking everyone.”

“Or you killing the Child of the Ancients.”

“In a fair fight. You make it sound like I killed him in his sleep. We engaged in combat, I prevailed, the Faceless Ones returned, and the world was good.”

“Until the future was changed so none of that happened.”

Malice was quiet, and the smile reappeared. “And here you are, standing before me, the girl who was nearly Queen of the World.”

“Nearly but not quite, and good thing, too. If I’d done what you did, my future would be this prison cell, talking to a younger, smarter version of myself.”

“Which begs the question, Winter: why are you here?”

“Curiosity.”

“You always say that,” said Malice, “and I always know you’re lying.”

“So why do you think I—?”

“I think you resent the world almost as much as you resent your sister.”

“I love my sister.”

“You can love her and resent her at the same time. When she was a harpy, I loved her and wanted to kill her. These things are not mutually exclusive. Your destiny was right there but Valkyrie chose for you. She always chooses for you.”

“So I come here to be reminded of that, do I?”

“You come here because I’m the only one you can talk to,” said Malice. “I’m the only one who actually understands what you’ve lost. You don’t even understand what you’ve lost, not really – but I do.”

Winter watched her. “A few minutes ago I was with Cadaver as he was talking to this serial killer guy. He was arrested for eighteen murders, but I get the impression he’s killed a lot more. I asked Cadaver who his victims were and he said it was mostly mortals. I didn’t say anything, but in my head I was thinking … so no real people, then?”

Malice’s form came apart and the lightning streaked around the cell for a few seconds, before coming together again.

“And how do you feel about that?” she asked.

Winter raised an eyebrow. “You sound like my therapist.”

“The one that you no longer see?”

“I feel worried about it. My attitude is concerning.”

“To you. Your attitude is concerning to you. Why do you think that is?”

“Because it means that I don’t rate mortals the same as I do sorcerers.”

“Do you have any mortal friends?”

“Not any more.”

“So go out, make some mortal friends. You might rate them higher.”

“I don’t want mortal friends. Mortals are …”

“Yes?”

“Problematic.”

“Ah.”

“Almost every mortal I know is a narcissistic train wreck with prejudice leaking out of every pore. We just had the Edgley family reunion and Mum was, like, are you coming? What time are you going to get there?”

“How was it?”

“I didn’t go. That’s my point. Why would I want to surround myself with people like that?”

“To prove your assumptions wrong.”

Winter frowned. “But my assumptions aren’t wrong.”

The lightning shape moved, stepping closer to the glass wall that separated them. “We’re very different, you and I.”

This made Winter pause. Usually, Malice found immeasurable joy in pointing out how similar they were.

“I remember your life up until a certain point,” she continued. “In my timeline, Damocles Creed sent out the Activation Wave and Valkyrie resisted the change, grew some wings, and then you became me. But in this timeline, you never got to that point, and so I don’t know what it’s like to be you, right now. I don’t know what you’ve been through.” That lightning face pressed itself against the glass, its features flattening and crackling out along the surface. “But you’ve been through something that you’ve been keeping from me. What happened to you?”

When Winter didn’t answer, Malice moved back a little, and her face – or what Winter could see of it – reformed. “Interesting,” she said. “Whatever it is, it has definitely affected the way you think about mortals. For me, they became nothing but food for the Faceless Ones. But for you …”

Winter didn’t want to talk about this. “I met up with Alter again,” she said.

Malice hesitated, then nodded, respecting the topic change. “Does he still want you to lead the revolution?”

“Yes.”

“And you say …?”

“I say I’m too young.”

“Joan of Arc was—”

“I know what Joan of Arc was. I’m not Joan of Arc. I’m not Valkyrie. I’m not you.”

“No, you’re not. You are entirely you, Winter. You might not know who that is, but often we only discover who we are afterwards, when the dust has settled.”

“Meaning?”

A smile. “If you will forgive me for paraphrasing Shakespeare: some people are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them. And then there’s you – and, by extension, me – who are all three at once.”

“I see that narcissism isn’t reserved only for mortals.”

Malice waved a hand, a gesture that left tendrils of lightning trailing in her wake. “We are great, Winter, and the people around us can’t help but recognise that. You shouldn’t be surprised when they fall in behind you.”

“I don’t want to lead anyone.”

“That’s not up to you.”

“Then what is up to me? Could you tell me that, at least?”

“It’s up to you how you deal with what lies before you. That’s all any of us can do.”

Winter glared. “That’s not good enough. I need something else. I need more.”

“You need to be in control of your own destiny.”

“Yes,” said Winter. “Yes.”

“I would point out that nobody is in control of their own destiny, and I would be entirely right. But if anyone could break that rule, I am entirely confident that it would be you.”
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On her third attempt to get through the paragraph, Valkyrie decided that she was now officially too tired to read. She was comfy, curled up here on the couch, and she had a cup of tea she’d been making her way through, and the big house was quiet around her, and the words just weren’t going in. On top of that, she couldn’t really remember what the last two pages had been about, which was probably a sign that she should have stopped reading a few minutes ago. She closed the book, checked how much she had left to read. Over half. That was good. She was enjoying this one.

Xena lay beside her, asleep and huffing, her legs kicking. In her dream she was sprinting, perhaps, chasing a rabbit or a hare. A hare had crossed their path on their walk the previous week. Xena had watched it, and when it disappeared into the hedge she had ambled onwards. Her days of chasing hares may have been over in real life, but in her dreams she was swift and young and fierce. It made Valkyrie smile.

Her phone lit up and she accepted the call and was treated to a close-up of Militsa as she walked.

“Hey there,” she said.

Militsa regripped the phone, held it away from her face. Behind her was darkness and streetlamps. “Hello, my puddin’. What’re you up to?”

“Nothing much. About to head to bed. You’re out late.”

“Jetlag is not doing me any favours. I don’t know how I’m going to face a full week of school tomorrow. All those eager faces, ready to learn, and all I’m going to want to do is lie in the sun. Holidays are the worst. They get you used to being happy and content, and then they shove you back to your real life.”

“Real life sucks,” Valkyrie offered.

“How I wish I could have a normal girlfriend who’d be able to say that and actually mean it.”

Valkyrie grinned. “Can I help it if I like my job?”

“You like almost being killed every second day?”

“Not so much that part, but the rest of it is pretty fun. Where were you?”

“Out with Romina and Armina and that lot.”

“Ah. Your friends.”

“Yes, Val, that strange and unsettling group of people the rest of us have called friends. You realise you’d actually have some of your own if you gave it the slightest effort.”

“Friends are boring. Enemies are interesting.”

Her girlfriend shook her head. “You’re a verifiable oddball, you are. How’d you get on today? Anyone try to kill you?”

“Naw, but the night’s still young. We were over in City Hall.”

“Ooh, get you, meeting with the mayor. I assume you were meeting with the mayor?”

“We met with a mayor, yes.”

“Rubbing shoulders with the hoity-toity, having the big conversations, while the rest of us scurry around behind you, eating cheese and playing hopscotch in the dark.”

Valkyrie peered closer at the screen. “Sweetie,” she said, “are you drunk?”

“How dare you!” Militsa howled. “First of all, it takes more than one wee drink to get this Scottish lass sloshed. It takes three. Which is exactly how many I had.”

“You are a disgrace to your people.”

“Redheads?”

“The Scottish.”

“Second of all, I’m not even that drunk. I am barely beyond tipsy. Third of all, hold on, just have to let myself in.” There was maybe a minute of confusing angles, blocked lenses, the opening and closing of doors and the turning on of lights before Militsa appeared back on screen inside her apartment. “What was I saying?”

“Something nonsensical.”

“Sounds about right, aye.” Militsa shrugged out of her coat, hung it up beside the door, put the keys in the dish on the side table, and frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Valkyrie asked.

Militsa was patting her pockets. “Can’t find my phone,” she said. She redoubled her efforts, her frown deepening. “I swear to God, if I’ve left it in the pub again …”

“Check your coat,” Valkyrie told her. “No no, put this down, and check your coat. You’ll need both hands.”

Militsa put the phone on the side table, angling it so that Valkyrie could watch as she hurried to her coat, checking the pockets. “It’s not here,” she called, turning the pockets inside out.

“Is it in your bag?”

Militsa came back, picking up the phone again, her worried face filling the screen. “Didn’t bring a bag.”

“When was the last time you saw it?”

“Och, I dunno.” Her accent was coming on strong, as it always did, during times of stress. “I was texting you from the pub so maybe then.”

“You should call it. Ask whoever picks it up to hand it in behind the bar.”

“Aye, yeah, OK. Wait, can you call it, hen? I’m on a call right now, to you.”

“Oh, yeah, good point.”

Militsa tapped her head. “Up here for thinking, down there for dancing.”

“OK, I’ll call it now. I’ll ring you back.”

“Aye, OK.”

Valkyrie ended the call, grinned as she waited, and then called. When Militsa answered she was on the floor, laughing so much she was unable to speak. “Go to bed,” Valkyrie said, laughing with her. “Drink some water and go to bed. You’ve got school tomorrow.”

She got a thumbs up and a blown kiss and another gale of laughter, and the call ended and Valkyrie looked at Xena, who was now awake and gazing at her.

“Your second mum is a weirdo,” she said. Xena seemed to agree.

Her phone rang again and she smiled, went to answer, but hesitated. The number was blocked.

That was strange. Even if her phone didn’t have the latest mods – which it did – it was still practically impossible for any caller to disguise their number. Certainly no mortal could block their ID, not from Valkyrie. Hers was a Risk Set, the latest Horizon model, a phone that was slicing through the bleeding edge even before the updated sorcerer’s mods were added to it.

She accepted the call, held the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

Silence.

“Who is this?” Valkyrie asked.

Nothing. No, not nothing. Breathing.

She put the call on speaker and tapped the screen, attempting to trace it. Any other time, for any other call, it would have delivered her a name and coordinates within moments. Tonight, it just displayed caller unknown.

“OK,” she said, “I can play this game. Are you calling for a reason? Please tell me there’s a point to this. You’ve gone to a lot of effort to remain anonymous, so let’s go. What have you got to say for yourself?”

The caller breathed and didn’t answer. Valkyrie had a lot of enemies – more than most – and plenty of them would love to see her dead. A certain percentage would also prefer to inflict some degree of emotional distress upon her before they put her out of her misery – again, more than most. So, really, if this call was meant to elicit a fear response in anticipation of an attack on her life, her list of potential suspects was vast.

But she’d seen the movies – and if there was a killer she was hunting, who wore a mask and carried a machete and who liked to string up his victims in the branches of trees, and she got a phone call late at night and all she could hear was breathing? Then the caller was the killer. So said every slasher movie Tanith had ever made her watch.

“Gestalt, is it?” she said, putting her feet on the floor and leaning forward. “That’s what we’re calling you, anyway. Gestalt. It’s a German word. ‘Ersatz’ was a German word, too. Ersatz and Gestalt, two idiots in masks who like to kill people. We stopped Ersatz. We’ll stop you, too.”

He breathed.

“This is actually kind of refreshing,” she said. “Usually the bad guys won’t shut up, but you … You’re the stupid silent type, aren’t you? I like it. I could get used to this. It’s just what I need before bed. Something relaxing. People are always telling me I should meditate, to slow down my thoughts, but I don’t need to meditate, not when I have you. Could you call back tomorrow night, same time? We could make this a thing. That is, if we haven’t caught you by then.”

If this was like one of those movies, and the killer was calling her, then the killer was also watching her. Valkyrie stood. She never closed the curtains in this house. Never closed the blinds. Grimwood had no neighbours, had no cars passing outside, had no one walking by. There was no one to look in. No one to watch. Beyond those windows right now, there was nothing but solid darkness.

“Or are you calling because you want to get this over with?” she asked. “You’ve come after me once but, let’s face it, you messed up. I mean, you took me by surprise with the whole stopping-my-magic thing, but, even so, you couldn’t kill me, could you? Right when you needed to step up, show the world what kind of man you are, you just … floundered. Isn’t that right? You just couldn’t get it done. And I know how people like you hate unfinished business. What do you say?”

He didn’t say anything, and that was pissing her off. She stood in the living room wearing pyjama shorts and one of Militsa’s threadbare T-shirts, with her feet in slippers, and she gave the finger to each one of those windows in turn. She tried to add some crackling energy to the gesture but her magic had already deserted her. “So you coming in,” she said, “or what?”

The call cut off.

Any sudden or panicked move on her part could get him to react in kind, so Valkyrie made sure she looked positively bored as she tapped her screen and just as her finger went to highlight Skulduggery’s name her phone, her Horizon model Risk Set with all the latest sorcerer mods, went dead, and Valkyrie went cold.

She tried turning it on again but nothing happened, so she calmly put it on the table behind the couch and picked up the house phone – maybe the third time she’d ever done that since moving in. As expected, no dial tone. She replaced it, nodded. Looked like they were doing this, then.

Someone knocked on the front door.

Valkyrie coughed out a laugh so sudden, so short, it made Xena look round. The dog hadn’t heard the knock because her hearing was going.

There was another knock and Xena heard that one and her ears perked up. She clambered down off the couch and trotted towards the hall.

“Xena, stay,” Valkyrie ordered, stepping out of her slippers.

The good doggy may have been old but she remembered her training. Xena stood there, looking at the door, and started to growl.

When her uncle was alive, he’d hung stuff on the walls – axes and swords and old maces – because they vibed with the gothic look he was going for. The weapons were either genuinely old or made to look old – either way, they weren’t much use as actual weapons. Valkyrie had kept that particular aesthetic, with one significant alteration.

The front door burst open, wood splintering, lock mechanisms clattering and spinning across the floor, and as Gestalt strode in Valkyrie grabbed the combat axe off the wall and went to meet him as he entered the living room.

“Xena, stay!” she shouted, and Xena stood to one side and barked with the guttural fury of a barely restrained attack dog.

Valkyrie dodged the machete and swung the axe but missed, and Gestalt nearly caught her but she swayed back, the tip of the blade flashing past her eye. She’d trained with weapons, trained under Coda Quell’s instruction, but Cleavers and Rippers boosted their athleticism with magic that allowed them to whirl effortlessly through the air. There was nothing effortless about fighting without magic, and Valkyrie grunted as she spun and swung again and, man, this would have chopped his arm off at the shoulder had it connected but he was too fast. They collided, and she twisted into him with an elbow shot to the sternum, but he shrugged it off like he couldn’t feel it. His head, encased in that black mask, slammed into her cheek and she went stumbling, and the machete slashed the back of her thigh.

Valkyrie gave a quick howl, her stumble turning into a frantic hop as she turned, blocking the machete with the handle of the axe, the impact almost ripping it from her hands, then blocking it again, forcing her injured leg to take her weight because pain was fleeting, pain didn’t matter. Gestalt overextended and she darted round him, the axe arcing perfectly into his ribs.

His turn to hit her with an elbow, catching her right on the chin, and Valkyrie let go of the axe and fell on her backside. There was a moment of stillness, a moment when the fight was over and she’d won, a moment that ended when Gestalt straightened up and the gleaming axe fell, having failed to penetrate his coat.

Two steps and he was over to her and Valkyrie rolled, crashing into the coffee table, snatching the handgun from its underside, firing it twice one-handed to keep him back and then setting it into a two-handed grip, firing up, three more shots to the chest, then risked one to the head and his head snapped back. But he didn’t drop, and now it was bullets that fell from his coat.

Valkyrie pulled the trigger three more times as she scrambled up but that didn’t stop him. She switched grips, holding the empty pistol by the handle but upside down and backwards, the muzzle braced along the bottom of her wrist. She smashed it against the machete when it came for her and then cracked it into Gestalt’s mask, sticking close to him so he couldn’t utilise the machete, hitting him half a dozen times, driving him back a few steps. Then she slipped in her own blood and there was suddenly space between them and he jammed the edge of the machete just below her ribs and stepped back, ripping his arm out between them.

Valkyrie spun, the gun gone and her eyes wide.

Her knee hit the edge of the couch and she fell.

Xena could contain herself no longer. She ran at Gestalt like the young, strong dog she had once been, leaping and barrelling into his chest. He fell, lost the machete, Xena everywhere at once, biting at his ankles when he turned over, his wrists when he pushed her away, trying to get at his throat.

Valkyrie used her fingers to try to close her wound. It occurred to her, her thoughts at a distance, that this was the second time in a week she’d had to do this. This one was much worse, though. Glee’s knife had sliced her. Gestalt’s machete was killing her.

Keeping her hands where they were, she got her elbow to the couch and used it to haul herself up to one knee, her lips tight, her jaw clenched, making a consistent but low-key humming sound. Her world was this sound and the snarl and growl of her dog.

Back on her feet now, but bent over, she looked over as Gestalt kicked Xena away from him. He got up as the dog scrambled, ran at him again, leaped at him again, and Gestalt’s left hand closed around her throat as his right hand, the hand that was suddenly holding a hunting knife, plunged that knife into Xena’s belly.

Valkyrie screamed.

Using Xena’s momentum, Gestalt swung her up and then down, slapping her heavily to the floor, getting ready to plunge the knife in again, but Valkyrie forced herself to charge. She tangled her legs with his and fell on top of him and it was almost funny, the way her strength left her. She’d rallied before, come back from the brink of defeat, kept fighting until she found a way to win, but tonight her body wouldn’t obey the commands her confused mind was sending it. Her limbs were sluggish. She was going to lose this one.

And then Gestalt went still, his body limp. Holy crap, she’d won. She didn’t know how, but she’d won. She raised herself to her knees, feeling numb and lightheaded and cold. She was in trouble. If she didn’t get Fletcher here in the next two minutes she was going to collapse and bleed out. She went to push herself off Gestalt but stopped, frowning at the hunting knife that was sticking out of her chest.

Gestalt wasn’t unconscious. He was watching her. He sat up in that way that slashers in horror movies do – smoothly, and from the waist – which brought them nose to nose. Or nose to mask. He raised his hand, placed it gently on her chest, the knife handle between his thumb and forefinger, and he shoved her off him. Valkyrie fell on to her shoulder and flopped on to her back.

She didn’t watch him get up. Didn’t watch him walk away. She watched him when he stepped into her line of sight, though, now holding the machete again. He looked down at her. Then he looked somewhere else. He looked at her dog.

Valkyrie tried to say something as he moved off, tried to grab his ankle, but her fingers were way too clumsy. She turned her head, tears streaming. Xena lay there, breathing rapidly, blood matting her fur.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered to her dog. “I love you, and it’s going to be OK. I love you, baby.”

Making sure she was watching, Gestalt rested the machete blade on Xena’s neck and then raised it high, the way an executioner would, and then headlights swept across the walls. He stepped to the window, looked outside, and beyond her breathing Valkyrie heard car doors opening, heard running footsteps. She tried to turn her head, then gave up, saw Gestalt striding out of the room.

Someone ran by her, someone crouched over her, but her sight was dimming and she couldn’t hear what was being said.

“My dog,” she told them. “Save my dog.”

And then the world switched off.
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Mia met her at the school gate wearing a pink hoody with “LOOK AT ME!” emblazoned across the front in huge cartoony letters.

“I told you to dress inconspicuously,” Winter said.

Mia looked down at herself. “This is inconspicuous.”

“You’re inviting people to look at you.”

“Have you never heard of hiding in plain sight?” Mia asked. “People will see me, read the hoody, then go That girl is obviously not trying to not be noticed, so I can safely underestimate her and forget she even exists, and then they’ll look at you, dressed all suspiciously, like some denim-clad super-spy, hiding behind a barrel, and they’ll go What a suspicious girl that is.”

“Why would I be hiding behind a barrel?”

“People hide behind barrels all the time.”

“In video games. You’re not going to change, are you?”

“I’m perfect the way I am.”

“I mean, your top.”

“Oh,” said Mia. “No.”

Winter sighed, and turned to the tram that was slowing. As they climbed on, Aphotic ran up, jumping on behind them.

“Sorry I’m late!” he said, out of breath.

“That’s OK,” Winter responded. “I didn’t think you were coming.”

“You don’t want me here?” Aphotic said, following them to the back seat like a wounded puppy.

Mia shot her a warning look as they sat, and Winter sighed. “No, it’s cool,” she said. “We need all the help we can get.”

He nodded. “With the three of us, we might be able to convince Brazen to come back to school.”

“Four of us. Tier is meeting us there.”

Aphotic bit his lower lip thoughtfully. “Are we sure we want to involve Tier in this?”

“Why wouldn’t we?” asked Mia.

“No reason,” said Aphotic. “Except he’s kind of one of them, isn’t he? He’s an Isolationist.”

“He has Isolationist leanings,” Winter said. “But a lot of people have Isolationist leanings. I have Isolationist leanings. But that doesn’t mean we’re all terrorists.”

“I know that,” Aphotic responded, a little defensively. “I’m just saying, we don’t really know him, do we? He found out where Brazen was going to be, yeah, but isn’t that a little convenient? He might be leading us into a trap.”

Winter was sitting in the middle, so Mia had to lean forward in order to frown sceptically at Aphotic. “Why would they want to trap us?”

“Because we’re on their trail and we’re getting too close.”

With Mia’s words – please be nicer to Aphotic – echoing in her skull, Winter opted not to remind him that they weren’t a trio of crime-solving super-sleuths embarking upon their latest case. Instead, she said, “Tier’s on our side.”

“OK then,” Aphotic said. “If you trust him, I trust him.”

They rode in silence for the next few minutes. Mia spent the time on her phone, Aphotic spent it narrowing his eyes performatively at everyone who got on the tram, and Winter spent it trying to remember why she was there. She gave up searching for a reason that made sense, and they got off at their stop and walked up towards Grey Market. A car pulled in ahead of them, and the passenger door opened. Tier paused before stepping out, exchanging some words with the woman behind the wheel. They both laughed, and he got out, and she drove off.

“Hey,” he said, joining them as they walked.

“Who was that?” Mia asked, because sometimes she lacked subtlety.

“That was my mother,” said Tier. “She’s been in town and we had lunch. Can I not have lunch with my mother?”

“No, you can,” Mia said. “But that wasn’t your mother.”

“She’s not? I wish you’d told me that sooner. Now I’ve seventeen years’ worth of birthday presents to give back.”

“Isn’t Eliza Scorn your mother?”

“You mean, just like Baron Vengeous is my father?”

Mia scrunched up her face. “So the entire school has been wrong?”

“It would certainly seem that way.”

Winter couldn’t help but laugh. “And why didn’t you correct us?”

He shrugged. “It was always funnier to see you leap from assumption to assumption. Though I’d appreciate it if you kept this between us. I have a dark and mysterious reputation to maintain. Speaking of dark and mysterious, Aphotic, you’ve got a stain on your neatly ironed jeans.”

“I sat on a cake,” Aphotic responded. “We were making cakes in Home Economics and I sat on mine. But thank you for mentioning it.”

Tier shrugged again. “What are friends for?”

He said it so casually, so offhand, that he wasn’t even looking at Aphotic. Neither was Mia. But Winter was, and she saw the flicker of astonishment on Aphotic’s face, and she realised that not many people had ever called themselves his friend before this. It was almost enough to make her feel bad about all the times she’d called him a weirdo and told him to go away. Almost, but not quite.

They got to the theatre where Nuru Yewahi was speaking. It was a packed house, as expected, but they’d had no intention of actually attending. Yewahi was adored by sorcerers all over the world – a charismatic, if reluctant, leader, who had turned down the position of Ethiopian Grand Mage three times already. She had believed for centuries that mage and mortal could openly co-exist if given the right circumstances – but her optimism had been severely dented during the Deletion. Now she believed that the best thing for the two species was to go their separate ways. Winter had watched some of her speeches on the Network. She was warm, intelligent, and persuasive.

The people in her audience would mostly be like her – reasonable sorcerers who operated as much within the mortal world as their own, and who were now reluctantly considering isolation as a regrettable necessity. They were in that audience to hear considered arguments and workable proposals. They were not lunatics, bigots, or terrorists – and, as such, Winter had little interest in them.

She was a lot more interested in the people outside.

They held the placards and they shouted the slogans, demanding a complete and utter separation from the world of mortals. They passed out leaflets and pamphlets – mostly to each other – and harangued those coming and going from the theatre. Winter and her friends – and Aphotic – waited in the coffee shop on the other side of the street. A little over fifteen minutes later, Brazen Yarrow passed the window.

Winter was first to move, and was out the door as Brazen waited for a tram to go by.

“Hey,” she said, stepping up beside her.

Brazen looked at her, then jerked back, then turned to run.

“Hello,” said Mia, smiling at her from the other side.

“We’re not here to cause you any trouble,” Winter said. “We just want to talk. If you’d like to run off after that, we won’t stop you and we’re not going to call the cops.”

Brazen backed off and Winter and Mia stood together.

Mia was smiling because Mia was always smiling. “You want a coffee?” she asked. “Give us the time it takes you to finish a coffee and then you can go about your day. Please?”

“Why?” said Brazen.

“Because we’re friends,” said Mia, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Brazen hesitated. “One coffee. You’re buying.”

“Deal,” Mia responded, grinning.

They headed back inside, to where Tier and Aphotic were waiting.

“How many of you are there?” Brazen muttered.

“Hello, Brazen,” Aphotic said, standing. “It’s good to see you again. I like your hair.” Her usually brown hair was a dirty blonde. “It’s a very good disguise.”

“Not good enough, clearly,” Brazen said.

Mia arrived back. “Your drink is on its way.”

“You don’t know what I like.”

“Sure I do,” said Mia. “Strawberry smoothie.”

Brazen glowered. “Fine.” They took their seats, and she watched them all before her gaze settled on Winter. “If you think I’m going to apologise for trying to kill you, you can forget it.”

“That’s OK.”

“And if you think I want your forgiveness, you can forget that, too.”

“Fair enough.”

“Speaking of apologies and forgiveness,” Aphotic said, “the last time we saw each other—”

“You betrayed me,” said Brazen. “I remember.”

“Just checking,” he said in a small voice.

“Brazen,” said Mia, “we’re worried about you. We’ve heard some things and they may or may not be true, but we wanted to give this one last chance before, like, you do something you can’t walk away from.”

“I’ve already crossed that line,” Brazen said, sneering.

“Getting involved with Imperator Dominax and the Order of the Ancients isn’t as bad as you might think,” Winter told her. “Yes, he wanted to set off a Desolation Engine but, really, the man’s a moron. The Sanctuary is willing to write off your participation as youthful rebellion.”

“Who arranged that for me?” Brazen said. “Was it you? Did you get your big sister to ask Uncle Ghastly to look the other way?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“It must be nice to be able to call on all these important people whenever something goes wrong.”

The barista sent Brazen’s smoothie floating over. It settled on the table in front of her with not even a ripple. Brazen didn’t acknowledge its arrival, but Mia smiled to the barista in thanks.

Winter kept her eyes on Brazen. “What did I do to you?”

“What?”

“I must have done something in order to get you to hate me as much as you obviously do, but I seriously cannot think of what it might be.”

“You didn’t do anything,” Brazen said. “Not everything is about you.”

“Right before you grabbed that hammer, you asked me why couldn’t I let you have this. I still don’t know what you meant. Why couldn’t I let you have what? The bombing? The terrorism thing?”

“I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.”

“It sounds like you’re blaming me for something.”

“The only thing I blame you for is the headache that’s starting up.”

“Before this becomes just two ex-best friends slinging insults at each other,” Mia said, sitting forward, “maybe we should talk about Chorus Wild.”

Brazen looked at her, then picked up her smoothie and took a sip. She put it down again. “I don’t know Chorus Wild.”

“That’s convincing,” Tier said.

“Why are you even here?” Brazen snapped. “It’s not like you care what I do or what happens to me. You’re only here because Winter is here, because you have a crush on her that’s so desperately obvious to absolutely everyone. You used to be cool, you know that? Now you’re just another lovesick sap trying to find new ways to appear interesting.”

Tier paused, then both eyebrows slowly raised. “Harsh,” he said.

“Chorus Wild is a murderer,” said Mia. “Getting involved with him, getting involved with the Conductors, is something beyond serious. You don’t want to end up in Coldheart.”

“Or worse,” said Winter.

“At least I’m doing something,” Brazen replied. “At least I’m standing up for us. And yeah, when I say us, I mean you, too. The Conductors are fighting for everyone, for all sorcerers everywhere. You might be happy going to school and obeying the rules and trusting that the Sanctuaries know what they’re doing, but I’m not. How can you not see the war that’s coming?”

“That’s what you’re preparing for?” Winter asked.

“No, you idiot – we’ve been trying to avoid it. No one wants to go to war with the mortals – there are too many of them. But every day we spend by their side is a day closer to them learning who we are – and we’ve seen what they’ll do when that happens.”

Winter had nothing to say to that.

“Leave me alone, OK? Stop coming to see me, stop trying to talk to me. You don’t even realise that what I’m doing, that what the Conductors are doing, what Chorus Wild is doing, is the right thing. You’re so intent on protecting what you have, on preserving the way things are, that you’re incapable of considering the idea that things might be better if they were different.”

Tier and Aphotic were quiet. Even Mia kept her mouth shut.

“Thanks for the smoothie,” Brazen said, and she took her drink and walked out.
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There were different types of old.

There was the natural old that mortals got to, if they were lucky. That progression was pretty straightforward. They started off very young, then became merely young, then went through the gradual stages of youth until they could no longer be described as anything but adult. Once they had arrived here, and admitted to it, they were extremely reluctant to leave, and thus all their efforts went into maintaining that status, and keeping it as far away from middle age as possible. Once middle age had inevitably and undeniably arrived, however, the typical mortal would adjust their stance, and devote themselves to an idea of middle age that grew increasingly expansive and unlikely. What followed was getting old. Then there was old. Then there was elderly. It was, despite their best efforts, a straight line to this point from very young. Such was life.

But then there were sorcerers, like Valkyrie – a woman in her early thirties who looked ten years younger. When she reached her forties (if she reached her forties) she would then look twenty years younger. This would continue, in theory, until at three hundred years old she might look twenty-seven.

There were some sorcerers who aged as consistently as mortals did, only a little slower. Then there were some, and she knew a few of them, who reached their five-hundredth year looking like they were thirty and then, suddenly, it all changed. Within ten years, they looked sixty. Within fifteen, they looked eighty. Magic was a mystery, wielded by people who acted like they had all the answers. But they didn’t, and they never would. Such was life.

Valkyrie knew old mages who looked young and old mages who looked old. But she had never before seen anyone who looked so incredibly ancient as the old woman who was shuffling in through the narrow door.

She wore layers of shawls and scarves of different colours whose ends trailed behind her. Her hair was white and sparse, her skin a never-ending spiderweb of sharp lines and deep wrinkles. She walked with a knobbly wooden cane gripped in her knobbly bony hand, and she was tiny, the way really old people were, like they were born before the world stood up.

“How is our patient doing?” she asked in a voice so brittle the words themselves could have broken it.

Valkyrie became aware of her surroundings. She was in a shack, a ramshackle shack, with that narrow door and a crooked window through which sunlight played with the shadows of branches. Beside the cold fireplace, a rocking chair, and a couch lost beneath a pile of cushions. Old photographs in old frames hung from nails driven into the wooden walls. There was a table and chairs that had been new a long time ago. A rug on the floor, flat as tissue. There was a smell to the place, of bread being baked, and sweet, spoiled meat, and Valkyrie was in the corner, on a small single bed that creaked with every slight movement.

“My dog,” she said.

The old woman chuckled. “Your dog, yes. Ask first about your dog. Your dog is on its way towards good health, though sleeping. Dogs don’t know enough to lie still when they ought, so sleeping is best after being run through.”

“Who are you?”

“My name? My name is my own, thank you very much, but as long as I’ve had it there have been those who would call me Witch Mother.”

“Witch Mother.”

“Or the Witch Mother, whichever you prefer.”

Valkyrie’s T-shirt was stiff with dried blood. She lifted it. Her wound was nothing but a red line along her side. “Did you heal me?”

“I have some skills in that department.”

“Were you there? At my house?”

The Witch Mother shook her head. “I don’t venture far from home. You’ll meet those who saved you, soon enough.”

“The man who attacked me …”

“Gone.”

Valkyrie nodded. “Why did you help me?”

“What is your earliest memory?”

“I’m sorry?”

“From childhood. Surely you remember your childhood.”

Valkyrie could have asked what that had to do with anything, but chose not to. “I remember my childhood, sure, but I don’t know if my earliest memory is an actual memory or just a story my parents told me. I was a baby, in my playpen, and my uncle Gordon had walked into the room, but he’d taken off his shoes, and he was wearing yellow socks. I found that funny for whatever reason, and I laughed and laughed. In my head, I can see it exactly as it happened, but I’ve been hearing the story for so long I don’t know that I can trust what’s in my head.”

The Witch Mother looked at her. “That’s a wise answer. I’m an old woman, older than I have any right to be. My earliest memories are of the Faceless Ones walking the Earth, and the Ancients battling them.”

“You were alive back then?”

“Alive and young, just a slip of a thing.”

“Even though that was in a time before Homo sapiens. Before Cro-Magnon man. Before Neanderthals.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“You saved my life, and the life of my dog, so if you tell me you’re an actual, original Ancient, then I’ll believe you.”

“I didn’t say I was an Ancient, but I’m not a Faceless One either, or one of their little hybrid offspring. Not like you. I’m just me.”

“The Witch Mother.”

“That’s right.”

“And why did you help me?”

The old woman went to a rickety chair, tucked her cane under her left arm, and with her right hand she pulled the chair closer. It took a while. When she was satisfied, she took her cane into her right hand again and sat, and Valkyrie glimpsed her left hand beneath all those shawls and sleeves. She had a thumb, but no fingers.

“Recently, there was to be a battle,” Witch Mother said, “between the Child of the Ancients and the Child of the Faceless Ones, to decide the fate of humanity. But that boy, the boy who became living stone—”

“Auger Darkly. Obsidian.”

“Obsidian, yes – he rendered that battle irrelevant when he scared the Faceless Ones so much that they reduced themselves to a single spark. What a measly, cowardly race, who didn’t even have the wherewithal to die right. No offence to you, my girl.”

“None taken.”

Witch Mother smiled. “So you see our dilemma.”

Valkyrie sat up, groaning slightly, and swung her legs off the bed. “You’re going to have to explain that.”

“If there are no more Faceless Ones, then there can be no Child of the Faceless Ones. And that means there can be no battle.”

Valkyrie frowned. “But isn’t that the best outcome? When the Child of the Ancients turns up, let them have a … you know, when one team doesn’t show? A forfeit? Walkover? Something like that? Let them have one of those. Boom. Good guys win.”

“No, my girl, no. The Ancients are not the good guys.”

“I’m sorry?”

“They were the first of us, yes, the first of humankind. They watched the first mortals learn to communicate, use tools, make fire, in the same way that you would watch a monkey perform tricks. By that stage of mortal evolution, the Ancients already had history, and culture, and tradition, and they had magic, and so they rose up to fight their terrible, sadistic gods. They fought and they died and they got lucky. They seized what weapons they could and they drove the Faceless Ones from this universe.”

“And then they fought among themselves. Yeah, I know this part.”

“They fought among themselves because their arrogance, their sense of superiority, and their lust for power had driven them mad. Do you think they reserved their carnage only for each other? They slaughtered the mortals. They used them as toys, tortured them, mocked them, enslaved them, and then killed them. They would have wiped out every last mortal if they hadn’t wiped each other out first.”

Valkyrie stood slowly, testing both her balance and her fortitude. “OK, hold on. Just … wait a second. Bear with me, all right? If things had worked out differently and I, as the Child of the Faceless Ones, had fought and beaten the Child of the Ancients, then the Faceless Ones would have taken over reality.”

“Yes. The worshippers of the Faceless Ones tried to usher in a new age of their Dark Gods by bypassing the battle entirely, the sneaky little messers, but you put a stop to that. You and the Obsidian boy.”

“And that would have been beyond catastrophic. The end of everything. But what would’ve happened if the Child of the Ancients had won?”

“If that had happened,” Witch Mother said, looking up at her, “then every magic-user on this planet would have become drunk with power. That power would quickly have led to arrogance, superiority, and a lust for power like we have never seen. The mortals would not have lasted long in such a world.”

“So if there is no battle—”

“Then the Child of the Ancients will, as you say, enjoy a walkover, a great cosmic switch will flick, and the world will perish within eighteen months.”

“But this is just your theory. You don’t know any of this will happen.”

“Oh, I do. I’ve seen it.”

“You’re a Sensitive as well as a healer?”

Witch Mother smiled. “I have some skills in that department.”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but the magical community is currently going through a bit of a crisis when it comes to the psychic stuff, which just goes to show that prophecies and predictions aren’t the most dependable ways to plan for the future.”

“I don’t make prophecies or predictions,” Witch Mother responded. “I just see the future sometimes.”

“So this is your warning to me?”

“This is the only warning I am able to give.”

“There are others?”

The Witch Mother nodded. “Sadly, yes. But sometimes, suffering is necessary.”

Valkyrie didn’t press it. She was in no condition to deal with more bad news. “And what do you want me to do about this?” she asked. “Why did you save me?”

“I saved you because you’re needed. The Child of the Ancients is coming. He may even be here already.”

“I’m not going to fight him.”

“You’re going to have to, my girl. He can’t be allowed to go unopposed.”

“If I fight him, I’d have to kill him. And I don’t kill.”

“It’s for the greater good. If he wins, the Ancients take over. If you win, there are no more Faceless Ones to do likewise, and so the world stays as it is.”

“And what if we don’t battle?”

“Conflict is inevitable.”

“You don’t know that. I can talk to him, make him understand. You can talk to him. You seem pretty convincing.”

“The universe is waiting for a decision, Valkyrie, one way or the other. You can’t put it off because you don’t want blood on your hands.”

“I can talk to him,” she insisted.

“And what if he attacks?”

“I’ll defend myself, but I won’t kill him.”

“He’ll kill you.”

“I’m pretty tough. Despite recent signs to the contrary.”

“When the conflict begins, he’ll be able to draw upon the power of the Ancients. You’ll need to draw upon the power of the Faceless Ones.”

“We’ve already established that there are no Faceless Ones any more.”

Witch Mother banged her cane on the ground, and a man walked in – dark-haired, and severe. He carried a small box made of black wood and black metal, its sides carved with sigils. The Cage. The box that held the Spark that was once the entire race of Faceless Ones.

“Where did you get that?” Valkyrie asked, keeping her voice even.

“This is Leopold Husk,” said Witch Mother. “He helps me.”

Valkyrie raised her eyes to Husk. “How’d you get it?”

He watched her. “You’re looking better.”

“That was you?” she said. “In my house? Thank you for that. You saved my life. How’d you get the box?”

He gave a small shrug. “It wasn’t difficult. The High Sanctuary needs to be more careful about what it leaves lying around.”

“You stole it?”

“An associate of mine liberated it, yes.”

“If we open this—” Witch Mother began.

“Don’t,” Valkyrie said.

“If we do, though, open it, the spark will fly out. If you choose to accept it, it’ll be absorbed into you. You’ll be powerful enough, I think, to battle and defeat the Child of the Ancients.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Valkyrie, our choices are limited.”

“I don’t want it. I’ll speak to the Child of the Ancients, I’ll make him understand, and if the universe wants a decision, we’ll figure something out.”

“You think you can seek a compromise with the universe?”

“Yes, actually.”

“The universe is not Darquesse. We’re not talking about negotiating with God.”

“Darquesse made the universe. She’s in charge.”

“Oh, no, my girl. That moment has passed. Now the universe answers to nothing and no one.”

“I’ll take care of this,” Valkyrie insisted. “You don’t have to do anything. I’ll fix it.”

“So confident,” Witch Mother said. “So wrong.”

Valkyrie held her hand out for the Cage, but Husk didn’t move.

“I’m afraid we’re going to keep hold of the box and the Spark within,” said the Witch Mother. “For the time being.”

“I can’t allow that,” Valkyrie told her.

The Witch Mother shook her head. “So confident,” she said again. “So wrong.”

Then Valkyrie was back in her house. The front door was open and the axe was on the floor. And Xena was there.

Valkyrie collapsed on to the floor, startling the dog awake, and dived on her, wrapped her arms around her. From nowhere came great guttural sobs that seemed to be the only sounds she’d ever be able to make from this point onwards. She held her dog and cried. 
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She allowed herself an hour.

An hour of shaking, of trembling, of tears running down her face, of teeth chattering and huge painful sobs. She allowed herself an hour of holding Xena, and telling her what a good doggy she was, and how brave, and how wonderful, and how strong. An hour of apologies, of how sorry she was for putting her through that.

Every time she came close to the end of the crying, she’d look at Xena and start all over again.

She thought of everyone she’d be leaving behind, everyone whose heart would have broken at Valkyrie’s death. Her parents, her sister, her girlfriend, her partner. She visualised them all receiving the news that, finally, Valkyrie had gone up against someone who’d ended her. She imagined her own loss at losing them and that made it so much worse, because she knew if they loved her half as much as she loved them, their happiness would shatter in an instant.

Valkyrie sat on the floor, against the couch, Xena lying beside her, and the sobbing slowly faded with each gentle sweep of her hand through her dog’s fur.

She’d been through worse. She’d even died. She’d been through trauma and had walked away with little more than a smart remark and a raised eyebrow. This is what she did. This is who she was. She was a fighter and a survivor. This was nothing new.

So why was it different?

Xena looked up at her with those gorgeous brown eyes, and Valkyrie tried to imagine the loss the dog would feel at her death, the confusion at her absence, and the ridiculous idea occurred to her that Xena would come to the conclusion that maybe Valkyrie wasn’t coming home any more because of something Xena had done.

There. That’s what it was. That’s what was making this so much worse. Valkyrie had so much to lose. It wasn’t that she had more people depending on her to stay alive – although she had – but it was that she was more aware of her responsibility to them.

She nodded to the room. That’s what it was. A new sense of responsibility. That’s what was keeping her down here on the floor. She could deal with that. There had been times where she’d taken on the responsibility for the entire world, for God’s sake. She could handle this.

She stayed on the floor, though. She stayed on the floor because she was lying to herself.

Valkyrie was scared.

She was a hero, a warrior. She was strong enough to do what needed to be done no matter the consequence. No matter the sacrifice she’d be called on to make.

But the truth was, she didn’t want to die. She didn’t want to abandon the people she loved and who loved her. She didn’t want to lose this life she’d fought so hard for. She didn’t want to miss out on what came next. She had books to read and movies to watch and music to listen to and people to laugh with and talk to and so many more things to share. She wanted to be here for all of that, and until she’d gone up against that man with the machete, she’d assumed she would be.

Xena got up, wandered off to her water bowl, then came back and licked Valkyrie’s face. A moment later, her phone chimed softly. Her hour had come to an end.

Valkyrie filled her lungs, and breathed out all of her fear, and all of her doubts, and all of her weakness, and she stood and dried her eyes.

She was Valkyrie goddamn Cain and she would not be stopped – not by any man. Not by anyone.
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Once she had been given a thorough check-up, and Reverie declared that she couldn’t have done better herself, Valkyrie left the High Sanctuary with Skulduggery and they walked to Corrival Academy. On the way, her mum sent her a picture of Desmond petting Xena, looking very happy and quite goofy. Xena also looked happy.

“It sounds like Gestalt knows you, and that at least part of this is personal,” Skulduggery said while he waited for Valkyrie to grab some food from the window of a wonderful Mexican place. She didn’t trust herself to reply without her voice wavering, so she unwrapped the foil from the top half of the burrito, blew on it, and took a mouthful as they resumed walking.

It was a nice day, and there was a nice breeze, and it felt good to be walking around in armoured clothes and boots. She felt prepared. “I should ask Ghastly to make me armoured pyjamas,” she said while chewing.

“Probably,” said Skulduggery.

“And an armoured bikini, while he’s at it. For holidays.”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

“Armoured booty shorts, maybe.”

“I don’t know what those are.”

“What did he say about Gestalt’s coat?”

“He said the fact that it’s heavier than anything he’s ever made for you would indicate that it’s traditional, and by traditional I think Ghastly means out of date. The armour-weave is no less effective, of course, but he finds it curious that someone would still be using such old-fashioned methods.”

“Unless it isn’t a new coat.”

“That’s a very good point.”

She took another bite and realised she was no longer hungry, so she wiped her mouth and dropped the burrito and the foil in the appropriate recycling receptacles.

“I’m going to say something harsh that you won’t want to hear,” Skulduggery said. “I’m afraid we’ve got to entertain the possibility that Gestalt killed Detective Clearwater just to draw you into this investigation.” When Valkyrie didn’t respond, he nodded. “You’ve already confronted such a thing. Then you have also, at least, considered the possibility that Gestalt’s actions have nothing whatsoever to do with either Orson Sparse or Paul Keyes.”

“Yeah, I have.”

“So why is he drawing you in?”

When her appetite went away, so did her enthusiasm for talking. She fought against the impulse to withdraw into herself. She used to do that a lot, in the years that followed the battle with Darquesse – but to suddenly revert to that behaviour would have been a sure sign to Skulduggery that she was still off balance.

“Drawing us in,” she corrected, too much energy in her voice. She pulled it back a little. “It seems personal to me, yes, but don’t forget that where I go, you go.”

“Good point.”

“If Gestalt’s purpose is tied to the Hidden God’s agenda, then that’s where we should be looking. 

“The sinister motivations of shadowy figures are always the most fun to parse.”

“So where do we go? Yes, I want to find out more about this Witch Mother, but what else is on today’s agenda? Has Melancholia been able to track down Lazare Siderion yet?”

“She’s got a briefing scheduled for early this afternoon, yes – after which, I was planning on getting Orson Sparse to confess to the murder of Paul Keyes. But if you’re not feeling up to either of those things …”

He let the sentence hang, and she responded with a good-natured scowl. “Why wouldn’t I be? I’ll have to call in on the folks first, though.” She wanted to be around her mum and her dad. “Need to make sure Xena is doing all right.”

“But you’re sure you’re feeling OK?”

“I’m grand,” she insisted. “The only thing I am worried about is my phone.”

“Ah yes,” he said, taking it from his jacket and handing it over. “The technicians can’t explain why it stopped working. Whatever Gestalt did to deactivate it should not have been possible. It’s protected against EMPs and any attempt to override it remotely would, at best, be aggressively countered, and, at the very least, be noted in the phone’s system. The only explanation they even approached was that Gestalt is a Technomage who has developed a new, previously unheard of way of doing just that.”

“Gestalt could have accessed my phone remotely?”

“Perhaps.”

“And, like, also accessed my pictures?”

“Possibly. Why would that be an issue?”

“No reason,” she mumbled.

They arrived at Corrival and headed straight to the principal’s office, with its walls lined with weighty grimoires and dark artefacts.

“Are you sure you’re OK?” he asked as they waited.

She waited a moment before responding. “I’m dealing with it,” she told him, “in my own way.”

“Tanith told me you declined her offer of Cleaver security at Grimwood.”

“The Cleavers have enough to do without babysitting my house.”

“That’s not why you declined the offer.”

“No?”

“To accept it would be to admit you need it, which is something you just could not do and something I completely understand. Which is why I circumvented your decision and insisted that a robust Cleaver detail be posted on the grounds until Gestalt is stopped. You can be mad at me if you choose.”

She tried to glare, then looked away. “I’m not mad at you.”

“I know you’re not.”

“But I am OK. I’m not, you know, OK OK, but I’m … I could be worse. My point is, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m coping. Right now, though, I’m just experiencing some serious flashbacks to my schooldays.”

His head tilted. “Were you a regular visitor to your own principal’s office?”

“I was sent three times.”

“That doesn’t seem an awful lot.”

“I was rarely in school,” she reminded him. “Usually it was the reflection being all well-behaved and studious. I think I attended school for a grand total of, like, seven or eight days from the age of fourteen.”

“And on three of those seven or eight days you were sent to the principal’s office? That demonstrates some remarkably bad behaviour.”

“Well, it was all your fault, so feel free to take the blame.”

His head tilted again. “And why was it my fault?”

“Are you kidding? You were respecting my opinion and treating me as an equal – do you know what that does to someone that age? It meant I was totally unprepared for an environment where I was expected to sit quietly and do what I was told.”

“Ah. I can see how those two lifestyles would … jar.”

“And jar they did,” she said, turning when the door opened.

There was a time when China Sorrows would have glided into any room, indifferent to the effect her otherworldly beauty had on those around her, and stolen the focus for as long as she was there. But China no longer glided – she stepped, with the aid of a glass cane that swirled with silver and blue energy. It wasn’t age that had slowed her down, wasn’t age that had stooped her or bleached the colour from her once-raven hair or lined her once flawless skin – it was the moment when a massive portion of her life force, her vitality, had been ripped from her as she fought to contain a blast that would have killed thousands of mortals. That made her a hero in Valkyrie’s eyes – though if there were one word that the average sorcerer would have used to describe China Sorrows, hero was probably not it.

“You two troublemakers, why am I not surprised?” China said, sitting behind her desk. “Valkyrie, you don’t come to see me often enough, and when you do, it’s always when I’m dealing with a crisis of my own. I’m assuming you have brought a new crisis to my door?”

“We’re just after some information,” Valkyrie assured her.

“Well, that doesn’t sound ominous at all. And you,” she said, eyeing Skulduggery, “where have you been?”

“Solving crimes, saving—”

“You were meant to visit our daughter over the weekend, or did you forget?”

Skulduggery angled his jaw before speaking. “Solace has made it perfectly clear that she does not wish to see either of us ever again.”

“So?” China said, frowning at him. “What does that matter? She hates us. She wants us dead. Deader, anyway. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t visit her, for goodness’ sake.”

“That’s exactly what it means.”

“How dim-witted are you, really? Solace is in a wonderfully bright and healthy facility designed to help her get better, but the only way that she will take those first necessary steps is if we give her the love and understanding we should have given her a long time ago.”

Skulduggery was quiet for a bit. “Love and understanding,” he said.

“Yes.”

“From us.”

“Yes.”

“From you and me.”

“What are you doing? Are you trying to establish a call-and-response interaction between us? Please leave me out of it, Skulduggery – I have scant time for your nonsense.”

“What’s the crisis?” Valkyrie asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“You said you were dealing with your own crisis.”

“Oh,” she said, waving her hand in a manner Valkyrie could only describe as airily, “a dark presence has been detected by some of the students, leading a small group to engage with it for the sake of a classmate’s soul.”

“Jesus. Do you need any help?”

“I’m sure the students will cope, my dear. We are not in the business of mollycoddling in this academy. They will either step up and be the heroes they seem destined to become, or they will give in to fear and insecurity and emerge as the dark villains of tomorrow. Now then, my time is precious – though not as precious as you, my dear – so what information do I need to impart to you so that you will leave me alone?”

“The Witch Mother,” Valkyrie said.

“I’ve found three references to her in my initial search,” said Skulduggery, “none of which told me anything about her. But a book was mentioned that I know you had in your collection, once upon a time.”

China settled back into her chair. “And once upon a time is exactly what we’re talking about,” she said. “What makes you so interested in those old stories?”

“I met her this morning,” Valkyrie replied.

“You met the Witch Mother?”

“Apparently so.”

“The Witch Mother is real? And alive?”

“If she is who she claims to be. But she also claims to be as old as the Ancients.”

China looked at her without answering and a few seconds went by. “How interesting,” she said. “I had long dismissed her as a fable. The Witch Mother, from what I have read, lives in a hut built into a tree, and the tree is all trees, whatever that means, and she watches us from its branches. In her youth, she was powerful, but with each passing millennium her power diminishes. She waits for the battle between the Child of the Ancients and the Child of the Faceless Ones, a battle that will supposedly decide the fate of humankind.”

“She mentioned something about that,” Valkyrie said.

“Forgive me if I get some of the details wrong, but from what I remember, she cut off the four fingers of her left hand, and those fingers became her children: two sons and two daughters. Her first daughter became a spider, and birthed the Children of the Spider. Her first son became a vampire, and birthed an entire race in his image. Her second son became a wolf, and birthed a pack of wolves that once covered the Earth, but whose numbers have been dwindling ever since. Her second daughter disappeared.”

“She made vampires?”

“According to the stories.”

“Vampires, werewolves, spiders, and whatever the second daughter became. The Witch Mother was busy.”

“Once upon a time. What did she want with you?”

“She’s looking to kick-start the battle between me and the Child of the Ancients.”

“But the Faceless Ones—”

“Are toast, yeah. The thing is, she has the Cage.”

“How did she get her hands on that?”

“We’re trying to find out,” Skulduggery said. “The High Sanctuary didn’t even realise it was missing.”

China hissed through her teeth. “Sloppy.”

“So anything you hear about that,” Valkyrie said.

“Of course, of course. Now, is there anything else I can help you with, or can I get back to moulding young minds?”

“Thanks for your help,” Valkyrie said, smiling.

“Think nothing of it,” China said, already tapping her monitor to life. Skulduggery walked out and Valkyrie had just reached the door when China spoke again. “Were you savagely attacked in your home last night?”

She stopped, winced, and turned. “Yes.”

“And you were almost killed?” China said, skimming whatever was written on her monitor and then looking up.

“Yes.”

“And your attacker got away?”

“Technically, yes.”

“And you leave me to discover these things on my own rather than hearing it from you as you stand in my office?”

“I suppose.”

China held her gaze. “And you’re OK?”

“Fully healed.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I’m OK, China.”

Something flickered behind China’s eyes, something that told Valkyrie she didn’t believe her. But China wasn’t one to intrude. “I am not impressed with this behaviour, young lady.”

“Sorry, China.”

China waved a hand. “You may go.”

Valkyrie nodded gratefully, and left the office.
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It was lunchtime, and Mia was off doing something, and Winter had finished eating and was now curled up in a comfy chair in the library reading a book. She became aware of a torrent of urgent whisperings just as a First Year was shoved out of the stacks in front of her. He stood, blinking and twelve years old – an unforgivable combination.

“Yes?” Winter said.

The First Year – she had no idea of his name but in her head he was now Bookcase Boy – went very red. “Bianca Marrow wants to talk to you,” he blurted.

“Who?”

“Bianca Marrow.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

Bookcase Boy continued to blink and blush. “She’s Bianca Marrow,” he explained.

“Yes, but I don’t know who that is.”

There was another torrent of whispers aimed at Bookcase Boy that Winter couldn’t hear.

“Brazen Marrow,” he said.

“Oh,” said Winter. “Brazen Yarrow.”

“Marrow.”

“Her last name is Yarrow.”

“I don’t think so.”

“No, you’re probably right. You obviously know her best. Why are you telling me?”

“She told me to.”

“I mean, why you? Not that you’re not doing a great job delivering this message, but I’m wondering how this all came about.”

“We were beside the gate, looking at bees, and she called us over and—”

“I’m sorry: looking at bees?”

“Yes.”

“You went out specifically to look at bees?”

“Yes.”

“Not look for bees. Look at bees.”

“Yes.”

“Did you see any?”

“Two. Or maybe just one. It could have flown away and come back.”

“Was this for a class or something?”

“No.”

She nodded. “Carry on.”

“She called us over, me and my friends, and she told us to tell you that Bianca Marrow wants to talk to you today, in the park beside Black Lake. She said she’ll meet you there after school, and to come alone.”

“And so why aren’t your friends with you?”

“They’re hiding.”

“Yes, I can hear them. Why are they hiding?”

“Because they’re scared of you.”

Winter lowered her book. “Why are they scared of me?”

“Because you’re scary.”

“Am I scary because I’m Valkyrie Cain’s sister?”

“I’m not sure who that is.”

“So if you don’t know who Valkyrie is, why am I scary?”

“I don’t know,” Bookcase Boy replied. “Maybe you were born that way.”

Winter looked at him, then waved him away, and as he scampered off she actually smiled to herself.

After her last class had ended, Winter went back to her dorm room and got changed. When she was happy with the jacket she was wearing she strolled out the gate. She could have taken a tram but she let it go by. She was in the mood for a walk.

She stopped to get a coffee, then picked a bench at Black Lake Park and sat. On the other side of the lake there was another bench, and on that bench sat Brazen Yarrow. Winter pretended not to see her and watched, in her peripheral vision, as Brazen stormed over. By the time she reached Winter, the storming stride had become merely a hurried walk.

“Oh hi,” said Winter.

Brazen glowered. “You saw me over there.” 

“Was that you? You should have waved.”

“I did wave.”

“I thought you were waving at someone else.”

“There’s no one else here.”

“I just assumed you were a loser with no friends.” She sipped her coffee. “What did you want to talk about, Brazen?”

After a few seconds when Winter was certain that Brazen was either going to walk away or attack, Brazen sat next to her. “I need to tell you something but you have to promise not to tell anyone.”

“Cross my heart.”

“This is serious.”

“Seriously?”

“Lives are in danger, Winter.”

“Then say what you have to say. If you want me to promise not to tell anyone, then I promise you, Brazen, I will not tell anyone. But I have to warn you: if I decide to tell anyone once you’ve told me, then I’m going to tell them, because what the hell does a promise mean when you’re talking about life and death? Let’s be grown-ups, OK?”

Brazen looked like she wanted to strangle Winter. It was funny. “Chorus Wild is planning an attack,” she said. 

Winter watched her. “And why are you telling me?”

“Because we can stop him.”

“We could try,” Winter said slowly, “or we could tell the Sanctuary and have them stop him. Or my sister could do it.”

Brazen shook her head. “They’d arrest all the wrong people and Chorus would get away and he’d come back and do something worse.”

“Who are the wrong people in this scenario?”

“Friends of mine. People who care. People who joined the Conductors because they wanted to help. People like Alter Veers.”

“Alter Veers isn’t a Conductor.”

“Sure he isn’t.”

“Are you?”

“I’m … I’m Conductor adjacent.”

“So you’d be arrested, too. I see. What’s he planning?”

“I don’t know,” said Brazen, “but it’s going to happen when Insadoom returns.”

“It’s going to happen on the island? Then we’ve got nothing to worry about. Valkyrie and Skulduggery will be there. They’ll sort it out.”

“You’re so sure that your sister can handle anything, aren’t you? Even though you know what the Conductors have done. You know how clever Chorus Wild is. He knows they’ll be there. He knows everyone will be there. He’s planned this because they’ll be there. They’ll be walking into a trap.”

“But you can’t even tell me what it is.”

“I don’t know yet,” said Brazen. “But I will. We’ll be told the plan an hour before it happens.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

Brazen rubbed her temples. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. I mean, I don’t want to hurt anyone in general, but, specifically, I don’t want to hurt sorcerers. And that’s what the Conductors will be doing. So when they tell me what the plan is, we’ll go in, just you and me, and we’ll stop it.”

“You can trust Valkyrie, you know. She’s not my favourite person in the world, but you can trust her.”

“You can trust her to do the right thing,” Brazen said, “but that’s not what we need. The right thing might be arresting the wrong people.”

“Like you.”

“If it’s too big, you can call her,” said Brazen. “If the plan is impossible for us to stop, then, yes, call in Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain and have them save the day yet again. But if we can stop it and keep it small and quiet, then … please, Winter.”

“And what about Mia and Tier and, to a lesser extent, Aphotic?”

“It’s too dangerous to involve anyone else. I can’t risk it.”

“But you can risk endangering my life?”

“Yes. Because I hate you.”

“I’m trying to remember why we were ever friends. Can you remember?”

“It was Mia.”

“That’s right,” said Winter. “That’s what it was. That girl will be the death of me.”
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Not only were there Cleavers posted outside Grimwood House, but there was a small squad of them keeping an eye on her parents’ place in Haggard, too. When Valkyrie pulled up outside, she tried not to pay too much attention to the van parked on the other side of the road. She got out of the car, ignoring the fact that their presence here was because she’d almost been murdered two nights earlier, and turned to watch her dad jogging up the road. 

He was dressed in Spandex and he was gasping, sweat waterfalling down his red face, arms pumping arrhythmically, legs stiff and uncoordinated, looking like he’d gone his whole life without ever learning to run. He slowed to an awkward stagger, giving her a cheerful wave because he seemed incapable of speech, and leaned against her car and proceeded to do some cool down stretches. 

“Good run?” she asked.

He smiled and wheezed, gave her a thumbs up as he tried to do a quad stretch but couldn’t quite catch his foot.

“Next time you’re going out, give me a call, and I’ll see if I can go with you,” she said.

Another smile, another wheeze, another thumbs up. She didn’t particularly want to go jogging with him, not if he’d be wearing those shorts, but the man looked like he was about to keel over at any moment.

He focused on his breathing for a bit, and she caught his arm when he wobbled. “Light-headed,” he explained. 

“Yeah,” she responded. “You’re supposed to gradually slow down your breathing after a run, not speed it up.”

“Oh,” he said.

When he was back in control, she led the way up the path to the front door. She didn’t want to follow him – not when he was wearing those shorts. She entered the house, held the door, closed it after her dad.

“How was it?” her mum called from the kitchen.

“Great!” her dad cried. “I’m all sweaty!”

“Good man! How were the shorts?”

“I think next time I’ll wear underwear with them, but they were good, and now I’m going for a shower! The daughter who speaks to us is here!”

“Come in, daughter!”

While her dad clomped his way upstairs, Valkyrie averted her eyes and joined Melissa in the kitchen.

“You let him go out like that?” she asked.

Her mum grinned as she stood beside the back door, the way she did when she was waiting for Xena to finish peeing. “We’re in danger of becoming respectable in our advancing years. I need your father to keep scandalising the neighbours. He’s very good at it.”

She opened the door and Xena came trotting in, bolting to Valkyrie when she saw her. Valkyrie hunkered down as the dog turned in quick circles, in and out of her arms, until she sat heavily and allowed herself to be properly hugged. “How was she?” Valkyrie asked, burying her face in her fur.

“Perfect as always,” Melissa said. “Are you taking her back?”

“Need you to hold on to her for one more night, if that’s OK. We’ve got a thing later.”

“What kind of thing?”

“A fancy thing, an event thing, where we get dressed up and act civilised.”

“How lovely! Then we will gladly take Xena for another night – not that it’s ever an inconvenience.”

“Is Winter home?”

“Nope,” Melissa said, a shrug replacing the smile. “She’s off somewhere, doing Winter things. She wouldn’t be going to this fancy event, too, would she?”

“Naw, it’s for the VIPs of magic and stuff, the politicians and leaders and whatnot.”

“And you.”

“And me and Militsa and Skulduggery, yes.”

“Are you wearing a dress? Is it lovely?”

“I’ll send you a picture of us before we leave, I promise.”

Her mum made them both a cup of tea and they sat and she told Valkyrie about the work she’d been doing in the garden, and then asked her what she’d been up to. Valkyrie didn’t mention the attack, or nearly dying. She thought it best. Desmond came down, freshly showered and dressed respectably and they talked about the reunion and she smiled and laughed and it was nice to be away from it all.

Then her dad looked at her quizzically and said, “Are you doing all right?”

She blinked. “Me?”

“You. Is everything OK?”

“Of course. Why?”

“You just seem, I don’t know, distracted.”

“I’m fine. I mean, yes, I suppose I have things on my mind, the latest case, whatever, but, no, I’m grand, I’m doing good.”

Desmond nodded, and smiled, but it was clear he didn’t believe her. She glanced at Melissa and she could see that she didn’t believe her either.

Tears came to her eyes and Valkyrie immediately sprang from the chair. “Need to pee,” she said cheerfully, and got to the bathroom before she started crying.

She wiped her eyes and stared into the mirror, trying to figure out what the hell was wrong even as she worked to shut down the wild emotions churning within her. She was acting like she was traumatised, for God’s sake. Like Gestalt mattered. Like the fact that he’d beaten her, nearly killed her, was a big deal. Then it dawned on her: of course. She was back home – the one place she was guaranteed unquestioning love and understanding. It suddenly made sense why she’d get a bit teary. Coming here was a mistake. 

Valkyrie took out her phone, pressed it to her ear, even though there was no one to see her, and spoke slightly louder than usual. “Yeah, I’m here. OK. Right now? OK, sure.”

She opened the door, stepped out.

“Gotta run, parents! Love you!”

Her mum and dad came out of the kitchen, but she was already walking out the front door. “So where do I meet you?” she said as she closed the door behind her.

She kept the phone to her ear and kept talking as she hurried to her car. She didn’t think they were watching and didn’t think they had bought the act, but she felt it was important to keep it going. It was only when she was driving away, driving past the van full of Cleavers, that she allowed her hand to go to her mouth. Her fingers pressed hard on her skin, stopping her lip from trembling, her chin from wobbling. 

“Stop,” she said. “Stop this right now. Stop it.”

Another deep breath and she regained control. Both hands on the wheel, eyes on the road. She turned on the radio, searched for something angry to sing along to.

She got to Roarhaven a full eighty minutes before Melancholia’s briefing was due to begin and sat in her car, looking at the dashboard.

Her phone rang. The eighty minutes had passed. She jumped out and hurried upstairs, joining Skulduggery, Fletcher, and Myosotis as they entered one of the smaller meeting rooms. 

Melancholia was already there. “Lazare Siderion – the man who may or may not have murdered Sable Wreath and attacked Valkyrie last night. Born in Ireland in 1744. Joined the Necromancer Order at nineteen years old. Up until the point when Valkyrie and I were tussling over who would become the Death Bringer, Siderion was just like all the others, apart from one thing – he had a passion for fashion. Not many Necromancers wear armoured clothes because they’ve rarely needed to, but apparently Siderion has some minor skill in that area.”

“Enough to make himself a bulletproof coat?” Fletcher asked.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Melancholia answered. “The failure of the Passage and the closing of so many temples around the world sent a lot of Necromancers spiralling, searching for something new to find meaning in. Siderion found Arava Kahann. He spent a few years in a small town I believe you’re acquainted with – Hellfire – where he became a fervent worshipper. He left to do Arava Kahann’s bidding in the wider world, but due to all this recent fuss, he has returned to hide in his spiritual home. That’s where he is, right now, and that’s where we’re going. Tonight.”

She swiped at her phone, and a photograph of a pale man with dark hair and shadows under his eyes slid on to the large screen on the wall. “I’m sending this picture to your phones so you have it.”

Valkyrie’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Myosotis’s did likewise, Skulduggery’s never made a sound, though somehow he never missed an alert, and Fletcher’s phone chirped happily.

“Sorry,” he said, digging it out. “Thought I’d turned the sound off. It’s off now.” He held it up so he could show everyone.

“That sound had better be off when we sneak into Hellfire,” Melancholia warned.

“It’ll stay off, I swear.”

“If we’re found out because someone calls you—”

“No one will call me and even if they do, the sound is off.”

“Vibration off as well.”

“You got it. No buzzing. That’s smart.”

“Fletcher—”

“I’ll leave my phone behind, how about that?”

“Do not leave your phone behind,” Valkyrie said.

“Well, I just thought—”

“You’re our Teleporter,” said Skulduggery. “We’ll need to call you if we get into trouble.”

“You got it,” Fletcher said, nodding. “My phone’s coming with me but the sound and vibration is off. I will hold it in my hands so that I’ll know if you’re calling.”

“Don’t hold it,” Melancholia said, appalled. “You’ll be hiding in darkness. If your phone lights up …”

“OK, sorry, wait,” Fletcher said, looking panicked. “If I don’t have the sound on and I don’t have vibration on and I can’t look at the screen, then how will I know if someone is calling me?”

“Don’t you have the shadow mods for that?” Myosotis asked.

“Shadow mods?”

“For covert operations. The call gets transmitted through bone conduction so no one else can hear.”

“I’m a teacher,” he said, “not a secret agent. How do I get that on my phone?”

“You can use my account,” she replied, holding out her hand. Fletcher opened his phone and handed it over, and Myosotis proceeded to download the modification.

“How do you know Siderion is in Hellfire?” Skulduggery asked.

“I’ve been put in touch with somebody who lives there, who’s seen him,” Melancholia replied. “I’m not going to tell you their name because, obviously, their situation is precarious.”

“And you trust them? Hellfire, for all its faults, seems to be a very tight-knit community, all bonded by their devotion to Arava Kahann. It seems unlikely that anyone who lives there would want to help outsiders.

“I’ve considered the possibility that we might be walking into a trap, yes.”

“And?”

“And it’s possible we might be walking into a trap.”

Skulduggery nodded. “Just as long as you’ve considered it.”

“We don’t have much choice,” said Valkyrie. “If this person says Siderion is in Hellfire, we either sneak in and grab him, or sneak in and get grabbed. Either way, we get some answers.”

“Getting caught is an option?” Fletcher said, frowning. “I’m not sure I like this plan.”

“Where in Hellfire?” Myosotis asked, handing Fletcher his phone.

Melancholia swiped and a map of Hellfire appeared on the wall screen. It really was a small town, seen like this. Main Street was by far the longest and widest of the streets, but there were two streets on either side of it that seemed to consist entirely of residences. A red circle was drawn around one of those residences, roughly halfway down.

“We’ll need to sneak sneakily,” Valkyrie murmured. “That’s pretty much the middle of town.”

“I could teleport us to a rooftop overlooking it,” Fletcher suggested.

Skulduggery shook his head. “If they do have Siderion on the premises, they’ll be on alert. We can’t teleport in anywhere close to town – especially not to our usual arrival point. They’ll be watching that. Fletcher, what’s the nearest point to Hellfire you can get?”

“The nearest point to Hellfire that is not in Hellfire? Probably, I don’t know … Austin?”

“Can you make your way from Austin to five kilometres outside Hellfire by tonight? Then come back for the rest of us?”

“Don’t see why not.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Myosotis. “In case you run into any problems.”

“At two fifteen a.m., Texas time,” Skulduggery said, “Fletcher will teleport us into position. We will then walk the five kilometres to Hellfire, arriving at approximately three in the morning. Fletcher will hang back, out of sight, while the four of us enter the town. We know where we’re going and we know who we’re after. Any opposition we meet will be subdued. If they use lethal force, we use lethal force in return – but self-defence only. We know that the people of Hellfire love their Hidden God but we don’t know that any of them are killers. Questions?”

Fletcher raised his hand. “Should I wear black?”

“Yes. Any more questions?”

“Should I wear a hat, maybe some sort of beanie?”

“No more questions? OK then. Valkyrie and I are off to elicit a confession from a suspect, but if you need anything in the meantime, call.” He looked at Fletcher. “Valkyrie. Call Valkyrie. Do not call me.”
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Isolationist HQ was like a twenty-year-old with too much coffee – it jittered. Phones rang from every surface, conversations were rapid-fire and loud, and everyone was in a hurry to get to the place where they weren’t.

Skulduggery and Valkyrie walked in and no one paid them any attention. The first time they’d visited this place, that indifference had felt a little forced, a little performative. This time, Valkyrie was pretty sure their presence wasn’t even being registered.

They found Orson Sparse addressing a half a dozen others while they scribbled in notepads. At his nod, they dispersed, scurrying to their assignments, and the focused intent on Sparse’s face fell away when he saw the Arbiters approaching.

“This is harassment,” he said as the hall buzzed around them.

“This is only the second time we’ve spoken to you, Orson,” Skulduggery said. “You’d need a bare minimum of three conversations before you can start to throw around terms like that.”

“I mean, like, I’m being harassed by the Sanctuary.”

“We’re not from the Sanctuary.”

“I think we all know that’s a lie.”

“We’d like a word, if that’s OK with you.”

“And if it isn’t? Insadoom returns tomorrow, in case you didn’t know.”

“Oh, we know. We’ve received our invitations.”

“We’re very excited,” Valkyrie said. “I’ve never seen an island return from another dimension before. But we do need that word.”

“My lawyers—”

“—are lovely people, I’m sure,” Skulduggery said. “But we’re Arbiters, Mr Sparse. If we want to question you, we will question you. Lead the way.”

Valkyrie watched the conflict, the uncertainty, the panic on Sparse’s face – and then they were walking for the small room in the corner. Once she’d closed the door, Skulduggery spoke again.

“Enjoying your freedom, are you? I can’t imagine Coldheart Prison is a very nice place to stay, especially with the new warden. How is Cadaver Cain as warden, by the way?”

Sparse glared. “Can you please get to the point?”

“We’re here to talk to you about your brother, Milton Abatjour.”

A hesitation, and a nod. “What about him?”

“He had a traumatic experience during the Deletion, did he not?”

Sparse’s smile was not of good humour. “The Deletion.”

“There are different terms, but that’s what most people call it. The Deletion. The Great Reset. At first, I found it odd that these cold, somewhat dispassionate terms became the most commonly used, but it’s not that hard to understand, is it? After an experience that, for so many sorcerers, was life-changing in its horror, that fundamentally altered their view of themselves, of mortals, of our respective places in this world, it’s actually not surprising at all that what we now call it is purposefully subdued. Devoid of personality. It’s how we cope, is it not?”

“I suppose.”

“We all have different ways of coping. Your brother was seeing a therapist.”

“You’re not supposed to have access to that information,” Sparse said, his eyes narrowing. “That is privileged—”

“His therapist didn’t speak to us,” Valkyrie said. “We figured it out for ourselves. Before the Deletion, Milton was perfectly happy – would that be accurate?”

“He was happy, yes.”

“Married, with kids, a good job – a sorcerer living in the mortal world. Minding his own business. Getting on with his life. Then something happened during the Deletion, something so awful he sought professional help.”

“If you think I’m going to—”

“You don’t have to tell us what happened to your brother,” Skulduggery said. “We don’t care, quite frankly.”

A cold look replaced the uneasiness in Sparse’s eyes. “What?”

“It doesn’t matter to us. What matters is that it happened. His marriage broke down, didn’t it? We have records of a house being rented. Milton abandoned his family and moved out.”

“Milton abandoned nothing,” Sparse said, almost snarled. “His marriage, yeah, it had problems, and yeah, he started renting, but he rented a house as close to his home as he could find. He was there for his kids, and he was working it out with his wife.”

“It seems like a dark time for him.”

“He was dealing with it.”

“Did he talk to you about his problems?”

“I’m not going to discuss what me and my brother talked about.”

“What was his mood before he died?”

“His mood?”

“Was he happy?”

“If he was happy, he wouldn’t have been in therapy.”

“Well, that’s not true,” Valkyrie said. “I see a therapist when I’m happy, just like I see him when I’m sad. It’s someone to talk to.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Sparse said. “I misspoke. But asking what his mood was, asking if he was happy …”

“So he wasn’t happy,” Skulduggery said.

Sparse was getting angrier. “What does how happy he was or wasn’t have to do with anything?”

“I’m just curious as to what kind of mood he was in when he had the heart attack.”

“You want to know how he felt when he died? I’m sure he felt pain.”

“He was on his way to see you, wasn’t he?”

“Maybe,” said Sparse. “I don’t know. Probably.”

“Do you feel bad about that?”

“Bad about what?”

“About the fact that he was walking over to see you.”

“No. I don’t feel bad. Why would you even ask me that?”

“I’m just interested in your relationship. How close the two of you were.”

“Do you have siblings, Detective?”

“I do,” said Skulduggery. “Six good ones. Three evil.”

“Why am I not surprised? Well, Milton wasn’t evil. He was my brother, and my best friend, and I loved him.”

“But you couldn’t help him.”

“I did what I could.”

“You couldn’t protect him.”

“I did what I could.”

“During the Deletion, Milton used his magic, exposed himself as a sorcerer, and Paul Keyes killed him out of fear, panic, and ignorance.”

“You’re trying to—”

“You weren’t there to help your little brother, you weren’t there to protect your little brother, so when you stumbled across Keyes a few weeks ago you followed him, you watched him, and then you killed him.”

“That’s a load of—”

“You killed Paul Keyes because he killed your brother in the Deletion and ruined his life in the Great Reset.”

“No. No. You’re just trying to—”

“Or did you even stumble across him?” Skulduggery asked. “No. It was Milton, wasn’t it? He tracked down Paul Keyes. He identified the man who had killed him and he finally tracked him down. Why? Did he think revenge would solve his problems? Ease his trauma? Did you encourage it? When he was making his plans to have his revenge, did you push him to go further?”

“Milton would never have hurt anyone,” Sparse said angrily.

“Not even with you goading him on?”

“Milton didn’t want to hurt him, even though he deserved to die!”

“So when you found out who he was, you decided to do the job that your brother was too weak to handle?”

“Milton wasn’t weak!”

“So you took Milton’s revenge.”

Before Sparse could shout his response two men in suits teleported into the room, and then one of them teleported back out while the other one stepped forward.

“Do not answer that question,” he instructed, “and do not say one more word.” He extended his hand. He was Indian, with a wide smile. “Detectives Pleasant and Cain, it is an honour to meet you both. Huge fan. Loved when you saved the world all those times. My name is Decree, Aron Jai Decree. I am Mr Sparse’s lawyer. How do you do?”

Skulduggery ignored the hand. “Leave the room.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Decree said, wincing slightly. “I have a responsibility to my client to be present when he’s being interviewed. I know what you’re going to say – this isn’t a mortal justice system. Mages do not have the same rights as those foolish mortals and their silly due process. When will they learn to just accept what the authorities tell them?” He shook his fist in the air, and chuckled. “And you would be entirely right to say that, sir. Yes, you would. But, if I could direct your attention to the Moral Justice Act of 1793, the Sanctuaries, en masse, agreed to a substantial review and reformation of our own justice system, as paltry as it may be, upon the end of the war with Mevolent.” He made a show of looking around, and winced again. “It seems to me that the war with Mevolent has been over for quite a while now, and no such review or reformation has taken place.”

“And that matter is for—”

“—is for the Sanctuaries to implement, yes! Once again, Detective Pleasant, I find myself agreeing with you! However, while we wait for the slow wheels of bureaucracy to turn in our direction, I am compelled to utilise a little-known clause in Sanctuary law that states that contested practices must be placed under a moratorium until said practices have their day in the sun. To wit, you may not speak to my client without me or one of my colleagues being present. To further wit, you may definitely not engage the services of a Sensitive to ascertain the thoughts that may or may not be in my client’s head. Detective Cain, I am unfortunately compelled to ask: have you used your psychic powers to peek into Orson Sparse’s mind?”

“I don’t have psychic powers.”

“According to your file, you do.”

“I used to. I don’t any more.”

Decree watched her, reluctance twisting his features. “I’m dreadfully sorry, Detective, and I mean no offence, but I’m not in a position to verify the veracity of that statement. For all I know, for all you know, you may have some latent psychic ability that is enough to influence your line of questioning, even if you’re not fully aware of it. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you both to leave.”

Sparse, standing behind the lawyer, couldn’t contain the look of delight on his face.

“Mr Decree,” Skulduggery said, “you obviously know what you’re talking about.”

“I am the law-talking guy, yes.”

“Then you will know that the authority of the Arbiters supersedes Sanctuary law.”

“You are correct.”

“And by interfering in the manner in which you are interfering, you’re getting terribly close to obstructing our investigation.”

“Again, yes, you are correct. If this indeed was an Arbiter investigation, this would be thin ice on which I’m skating. But by the Arbiter Corps’ own charter, investigators need to instigate their own cases, lest they be accused of acceding to outside influence. You were requested to take over this investigation when Detective Clearwater was so horribly murdered – so while you are absolutely within your rights to continue operating as Arbiters, this case was assigned to you by the Advisory Board. So it is not an Arbiter case.”

Skulduggery observed him. “This is why people don’t like lawyers. How come I have never heard of you before, Mr Decree?”

“I made my name in mortal law. In any other industry, when my boyish good looks started raising eyebrows, I would have been able to move around, changing my name every few decades – but the law is a somewhat close-knit community. So I decided to take what I was good at and move it over here. To my own people.”

“Is the money as good?”

“I don’t do what I do for money, sir. I do what I do because I love the law, and I believe in it.”

“So you want to inflict mortal criminal justice on our society?”

“I want to adapt it, yes. If our Sensitives were one hundred per cent infallible, incorruptible, and right, I wouldn’t need to. But because our circumstances have changed, so too must our society. Mortal law has its problems but there is so much it does right. It’s been evolving for six thousand years and it isn’t finished yet.”

Skulduggery watched him. “Leave the room.”

“I’m afraid I cannot—”

“Take him with you.”

Decree smiled, and nodded. “It’s been a pleasure to meet you both. Orson?”

Sparse didn’t spare them a glance as he exited, and Decree followed, closing the door after him.

“This is going to sound bad,” Valkyrie said, “but I kinda like him.”

“He’s just ruined our case.”

“I get that.”

“Without a confession, all our evidence is circumstantial.”

“I do get that.”

“We’re not going to get a second chance to goad Sparse into admitting what he’s done.”

“But, even so, I kinda like him.”

“That won’t last,” Skulduggery said. “If he gets his way, swift justice will be a thing of memory.”

“Would that be so bad? I mean, if even a fraction of the Sensitives are just making it up whenever they assess someone’s guilt or innocence, maybe gathering evidence to present in trials, in front of a jury, might be a good thing.”

“Do you have any idea of the amount of paperwork that will entail?”

“Paperwork?”

“Filling in forms. Making reports. Filling in more forms.”

“He never mentioned paperwork. Paperwork changes my outlook on the matter.”

“Reforming our justice system is long overdue, I agree with him on that point.”

“It’s OK. I don’t like him any more.”

“And a process such as ours, without strategic checkpoints along the way, could easily descend into outright authoritarianism.”

“I’ve already taken back what I said.”

“The fact that we haven’t descended into such a state is thanks to the constant vigilance of Sanctuary operatives and Elder Councils as opposed to the system—”

“I hate him and he must be stopped,” said Valkyrie.

The door opened and Iota Tricks came in, carrying an armful of folders and seemingly unsurprised to see them here. “If you don’t mind, Detectives? We need the room for a meeting.”

“We met Aron Jai Decree,” Skulduggery said.

“He’s good, isn’t he? Talks almost as fast as you two.”

“Orson Sparse murdered a man, Miss Tricks.”

Iota put the files on the desk. “Prove it.”

“We will. But until then you have, on your staff, someone who murdered a man. How do you feel about that?”

“If you prove it, I’ll be devastated and disgusted. Until then, Orson is integral to our efforts to transition over to Insadoom. You’ll be at the ceremony, I trust?”

“If we can make it.”

“Then I’ll see you both there.”

Valkyrie led the way to the door.

“Detectives.”

They turned.

Iota seemed hesitant. “Since you’re here, I thought I’d mention a rumour I’ve heard, and it might be nonsense. It is nonsense. I’m telling you it’s nonsense, but I suppose I’m also telling you, in case it isn’t. The ceremony, obviously, is a big deal, and a big event, and it’s going to have a significant security presence – but there has been talk that Chorus Wild might be interested in sowing a little discord on the night.”

“Miss Tricks,” Skulduggery said, “if noted fugitive, killer, and terrorist Chorus Wild is looking to sow discord at the event, it will not be little.”

Iota nodded. “Which is why I’m telling you. I figured I may as well tell someone, and you were in the neighbourhood, so my conscience is clear. You can see yourselves out.”

People started coming in, squeezing by Valkyrie, and she nodded to Skulduggery and they left.
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They walked through the Texas night without torches, relying on Skulduggery to warn them of dips and rocks in their path. Fletcher stumbled more than the rest of them, but whether that was due to clumsiness or a lack of alacrity on Skulduggery’s part, Valkyrie couldn’t be sure. Though it was definitely the latter.

The three cars they encountered on the five-kilometre hike passed without registering their presence, thanks to Melancholia’s shadows shrouding them from their sweeping headlights. When the cars were gone the shadows settled down again, and Valkyrie couldn’t shake the not-discomfiting idea that they were surrounded by a pack of attentive dogs, ready to swarm over them when needed.

They walked in relative silence. All of them wore dark colours – even Skulduggery’s shirt was a navy blue – and Fletcher wore a beanie, like he was worried his hair was going to suddenly start glowing in the dark. He was the only one who tried to initiate wider conversation.

“I thought this might be helpful,” he said, digging in his satchel. He had a satchel, like Indiana Jones except lame. He pulled out a cloaking sphere, the size of a tennis ball, its wooden finish gleaming in the faint starlight.

“Is that new?” Myosotis asked.

“Yep,” he said proudly. “They’ve refined how they’re made, so they’re smaller and lighter and last longer. It’s got my initials on it, see? Personalised. Thought it might be handy for things like this. It was pretty cheap, all things considered.”

“You wouldn’t have waited for the cloaking skin? That’s supposed to be coming out next year, isn’t it?”

His proud smile dimmed slightly. “Yeah, I, uh, I hadn’t heard about that when I’d made the order for this one. I tried to cancel but apparently they don’t let you do that. But hey, bright side, this one will make all of us invisible so we can just walk through the town without worrying.”

“We can’t use it,” Skulduggery said. “If this is a trap, they’re expecting us, and so the entire town will probably be warded against cloaking spheres, the same way as it’s probably warded against Teleporters.”

“And if it is warded,” Valkyrie said, “we wouldn’t be able to test it without setting off a bunch of silent alarms. Then we’d be walking through the streets, invisible, thinking no one knows we’re there …”

“And everyone knows we’re coming,” Fletcher said miserably. “But what if it’s a trap, and the town isn’t warded?”

“Then we could absolutely use the cloaking sphere,” said Valkyrie.

“So there’s no other way of checking?”

“Not without spending days searching for sigils,” Skulduggery replied.

Fletcher put the sphere back in his satchel. “So much for that wonderful plan.”

They walked on. Fletcher started lagging a bit so Valkyrie dropped back to walk beside him. She kept her voice very, very low.

“Doing OK?” she asked.

“Doing grand,” he said.

“Grand, yeah?”

She could see his faint smile through the darkness. “I’m doing splendidly, thank you,” he said, exaggerating his natural accent. “Tip-top, what-ho?”

“You’ve been spending too long in Ireland, so you have.”

“Begod, when you’re right, you’re right.”

“So you are doing grand?”

He sighed. “Just wanted to be useful.”

“You are—”

“Useful, I know. I’m the Teleporter. Just wanted to be more useful. I don’t need a pep talk, by the way.”

“If you’re sure …”

“I am. Cheers, mate.”

She grinned at him.

They left Fletcher by the shell of an old shack and approached Hellfire from the east, across dry fields. Valkyrie kept her eyes down, focusing on the ground, trying not to let the few streetlamps that were on spoil her night vision. The field turned to hard-packed dirt, and they stepped off this, through a line of trees, on to somebody’s farm. Melancholia brought in the shadows to help them cross the open space and then they were sneaking alongside an old barn. Both Skulduggery’s hands were splayed, reading the air, searching not only for people but also pets. A barking dog could ruin things just as easily as a shouting sentry.

They crossed the dark road, little more than a trail, and hurried over a lawn that was more dirt than grass. Skulduggery knelt by the tyre of a truck parked against the kerb, and Valkyrie and the others did likewise. He pointed ahead of them, and to their left. They didn’t move for seven minutes. Finally, Valkyrie saw something – a man, standing in the shadows, shifting his weight.

Whether he was there because Reverend Bilious knew they were coming or because he merely thought they might come, there was no way to be sure. But sentries were sentries. They had to be either avoided or taken out.

When the second sentry made his position known – by unwrapping a candy bar, it sounded like – Skulduggery gave the nod. Melancholia shadow-walked to the sentry with the sweet tooth, and Myosotis hurried to the other one. He saw her coming, spun away to run or to shout, and immediately forgot she was there. She wrapped him up in a choke and dragged him out of sight as Melancholia stepped from the darkness beside them.

Two incredibly handy women to have on your side.

They carried on, bisecting the town, taking out three more sentries without raising the alarm, until they came to the rear of the building Siderion was staying in. The ground floor looked like it might have been a diner or a café, but it was the apartment upstairs they were interested in.

Skulduggery wrapped an arm round Melancholia’s waist and they lifted into the air, hovering at the uppermost window and peering inside. Once Melancholia had seen their destination they returned to ground level, and she shadow-walked all four of them into the apartment.

When the lights didn’t flick on and nobody shot them and nothing exploded, Valkyrie relaxed. She stayed where she was – in the main living area – while the other three moved to find their target. She was quiet and she was sneaky, but the other three were quieter and sneakier. Skulduggery drifted through the air and the shadows held Melancholia off the floor and as for Myosotis … Myosotis was just lighter.

Valkyrie found herself focusing on the door, expecting it to burst open at any moment. She turned, making sure nobody was at the window. There was this unsettling feeling playing with the back of her neck, raising goose bumps on her arms. Like she was being watched. Like she wasn’t alone.

Valkyrie checked around her, crouching slightly. In situations like this, if you thought you were not alone, it usually meant you were not alone. She exhaled and saw her own breath, realised how cold it was. This was wrong. The others should have been back by now, whether they’d found Siderion or not.

There was someone standing behind her.

She could feel them. She turned her head a fraction, saw something in her peripheral. A shape. She didn’t turn her head any further. She didn’t want to.

“Hello,” said a voice. A male voice. Soft. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Valkyrie. We’ve come close to meeting before, but events conspired, as events are wont to do, to keep us apart. You were seventeen, I believe. So much has changed since then.”

She opened her mouth to shout.

“I wouldn’t,” said the thing standing behind her. “Apologies. That was not meant as a threat – merely as a piece of gentle advice. Your friends aren’t there any more. The world isn’t there any more. Listen for it and you will not find it.”

He stopped talking, and beyond the air in Valkyrie’s throat and the heartbeat in her temples, there was nothing.

“You were seventeen,” said the thing, the man, only now he was in front of her, in the dark. She couldn’t see him, nothing but twin points of light glittering in his eyes. “Such a good age for you. Before the burden grew too heavy. I’ve always felt you bore it well, though. As well as anyone could have hoped. You didn’t ask for these responsibilities. You didn’t ask to be born.

“But if not you, it would have been another,” he said, and he was beside her now, speaking almost into her ear. Valkyrie kept her eyes locked straight ahead. “These things have to happen. These questions have to be asked. You answered your way and here we are. This world is a Valkyrie Cain world. We’re here because of you, because you answered those questions. This world is who you are. Do you know who I am?”

He waited for her to speak but she couldn’t. Her mouth was dry and her throat was tight. So she nodded.

“If Darquesse is the mother of this universe,” the thing said, behind her again, “then I am its father, and you are my child. I love you as I love all my children. I weep when you weep and I bleed when you bleed. You’re a part of me, the same way I’m a part of you. I know your heart. I know your mind. I know you’re beset by doubts and fears. I know you’ve found yourself living a life in which you’re responsible for the happiness of others, and I know this has shaken you. But what you see as vulnerability can be a source of great strength, if you let it. It gives you more to fear for, yes, but also more to fight for. If you were to ask me for advice, Valkyrie, I would tell you to embrace the love around you. Draw from it.”

Now he was speaking into her other ear. “You came here tonight to find a man, a Necromancer. I’m going to give him to you because these things – seeking justice, righting wrongs – they’re important. These are the things you’ve got to do. And I want to help you. I need to help you. I need you to be strong. I need you to be as strong as you can be.

“But I will give him to you for one minute, and then I will take him away, because as much as I love you, Valkyrie, and as eager as I am to see you succeed, you are not my only child, and your way is not the only way.”

And he was gone, and the world came rushing back and Valkyrie gasped, her knees buckling as shadows swirled and then parted to reveal Lazare Siderion, looking down at her. Within seconds, Skulduggery was there, an arm wrapped round Siderion’s neck and his gun pressed into the underside of his chin.

“I’m not going to resist,” Siderion said.

Melancholia and Myosotis hurried in, and as Skulduggery shackled the Necromancer’s hands behind his back Myosotis searched him for weapons – removing the ring on his right hand. Melancholia helped Valkyrie to her feet, a look of startled, curious concern on her face.

“Let’s go,” said Skulduggery, but before Melancholia could pull the darkness in, Valkyrie shook her head.

“We have less than a minute,” she said, her eyes on Siderion. “Who is Gestalt?”

“I don’t know,” Siderion answered. “He arrived one day and told us Arava Kahann had brought him out of Hell, that Arava Kahann had plans for him. Had plans for us all.”

“What are his plans for Gestalt?”

Siderion smiled. “I’m afraid I wasn’t told.”

“What were you told?”

“To use what meagre talents I had to help him evade capture.”

“The coat you made him is not only armoured,” Skulduggery said, “but it binds the magic of those around him.”

“The Hidden God taught me the hidden language of magic and I sewed it into fabric.”

“Gestalt killed Sable Darkthorn,” Melancholia said. “You helped a man to kill a fellow Necromancer.”

“My magic may be necromancy, but I stopped being a Necromancer the moment I felt the touch of Arava Kahann.” Siderion looked at Valkyrie. “Did you talk to him? What did he sound like? Did you see him?”

She didn’t answer.

“I wish I could have heard his voice,” Siderion said. “Just once, while I was still alive.”

He grimaced and looked round at Skulduggery, but then his head kept turning while his shoulders, his torso, stayed in place. Skulduggery darted to him, held his head in both hands, struggling to turn it back the other way, and Melancholia and Myosotis were doing what they could, attempting to ease the pressure on his neck by turning his body but his body wouldn’t turn and the apartment popped with cartilage and bone as Siderion’s head turned all the way around with such deliberation and slowness that it was almost boring to watch.

Skulduggery and Myosotis and Melancholia stepped away as Siderion’s body crumpled.

“Let’s get out of here,” Valkyrie said quietly.
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They got back to Roarhaven and made their reports, and then Valkyrie drove home and took Militsa upstairs and told her how much she loved her and how much she was thankful for her. She turned that vulnerability into strength and she drew from it, and with each breath and with each heartbeat she grew stronger, until the doubts and fears that still lingered were trodden beneath her. 

After she showered, she looked at herself in the mirror. She had almost been killed, yet she was standing here. She had been face to face with Arava Kahann, yet she was standing here.

She could handle whatever was coming.

Militsa stepped out of the shower and joined her at the mirror and they started getting ready. The rituals that she had incorporated into her life – the putting-on of the make-up, the doing of the hair, the caring about the appearance – were each a key, and each key unlocked more of the person she wanted to become. 

Even that – the acknowledgement that she needed to change, the realisation that she needed to grow beyond who she thought she was – had been an achievement Valkyrie wouldn’t have reached by herself, not partnered with Skulduggery. She would have strode through her thirties concerned only with how much she could lift, how hard she could hit, how many bad guys she could break, and she would have just kept striding until she looked around one day and realised she was all alone out there, all alone with a skeleton who didn’t need the same things she needed.

To get to this stage, to where she was now, she’d needed something else, someone else. Someone to show her a different way to live. She’d been the outsider, standing alone at the edge of the world, and she’d felt the disdain for the masses, filled as she was with her own individuality, her own importance, her own singular pain and struggle. A life of conformity wasn’t for her, wasn’t for Valkyrie Cain. Her life was danger and violence, a manic race to save a wilfully ignorant humanity from a fate they could scarcely comprehend, time and time again. Quiet evenings in were not for her. Handholding and silly giggles were not for her. Love and happiness were not for her.

Until they were.

She still strode – she didn’t know any other way to walk – but she wasn’t afraid of the two things she used to be terrified of: looking weak and being vulnerable. Not now she had a life to share.

She did her hair, using enough product to slick it back and keep it there, and she did her make-up, putting in the effort to make it look like she hadn’t put in the effort. While Militsa was donning a black dress that would spend the rest of the evening thanking her for the privilege, Valkyrie laid out her clothes on the bed. Then she realised her hands were trembling.

“Hey, hey,” Militsa said, hurrying over. Valkyrie’s knees went and Militsa caught her, and lowered her to the floor.

“Sorry,” Valkyrie said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

She stammered over the words a bit. Her teeth were chattering.

“It’s OK, sweetie. It’s OK.”

Valkyrie tried to get up but couldn’t.

“Don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she said again.

“I know what’s wrong with you,” Militsa responded gently. “You’ve barely been out of armoured clothes since Gestalt attacked you, and now you’re worried about wearing anything that isn’t bulletproof.” 

Valkyrie smiled tightly, and nodded.

“I know you know this, but I’m just going to say it, because you might need to hear it out loud. We will be safe, Valkyrie. Insadoom Island returning is a notable, yet boring, occasion, and there will be speeches, and champagne, and canapés. We’ll mingle. We’ll make small talk. It’ll be cool to see the island returning, but, apart from that, it’s going to be boring. Boring is good, right? No one gets attacked when something is boring.”

“I won’t need my bulletproof clothes,” Valkyrie murmured. 

“You won’t need your bulletproof clothes.”

“We’ll be safe.”

“We’ll be safe.”

“I … I don’t know if I can do it, Mil.”

“You know what? Let’s not go. We’ve already dressed up for the family reunion – we don’t need another social engagement. Let’s stay home. I fancy a quiet night in, curled up on the couch, watching a movie. What do you say?”

Valkyrie would have loved to say yes. 

“No,” she said.

“We really don’t have to go.”

But Valkyrie knew she had to. If she didn’t do this thing because of fear, she might not do the next thing, either. 

“We’re going,” she whispered.

“You’re the boss.” Militsa kissed her forehead so, so softly. “So how have you done it in the past? When things like this happened? How did you pick yourself up and keep going forward?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do. If I know how you did it, then you know how you did it.”

“I suppose I … I told myself that I could.”

“And why did that work? Because you’re …? Because you’re..?”

“Awesome,” Valkyrie said quietly.

A laugh in Militsa’s voice. “Because you’re awesome. What else are you?”

“I’m unbeatable.”

“Damn right you’re unbeatable. What else are you?”

Valkyrie smiled. “I’m unkillable.”

“You’re Valkyrie Goddamn Cain and you are unkillable.”

Valkyrie realised that her teeth had stopped chattering and her hands had stopped trembling. She was back in control. She was strong again. Militsa pulled her to her feet and immediately Valkyrie spun her and dipped her, much to Militsa’s squealing delight. 

They kissed. 

Militsa finished getting ready and Valkyrie dressed in a single-breasted tuxedo, white cotton shirt, and black bow tie. She finished off the outfit with strappy stilettos and took a moment to admire herself in the mirror.

They went downstairs and Fletcher, in a tuxedo all of his own, appeared in the living room.

“Wow,” he said. “You both look amazing.”

A moment later there were Cleavers at every door and window, and Fletcher had to apologise profusely for the unannounced teleportation that had set off their silent alarms. The Cleavers returned to their posts without a word. It was, Valkyrie admitted to herself, kinda nice knowing that Xena had an army of dogsitters tonight. 

They teleported to a ridiculously massive yacht owned by the French Sanctuary, the deck of which was filled with sorcerers in black tie and cocktail dresses and protected from the cold wind by a dome of warm air.

“Jesus,” whispered Militsa, as the crowd parted and they glimpsed Tanith Low turning to them in a red satin dress, backless, ruched, slit leg, her blonde hair up, her smile wide. Ghastly walked by and she slid her arm through his, Ghastly wearing a double-breasted tux like a James Bond who hadn’t managed to escape the latest villain’s death trap completely unscathed.

Before they could all compliment each other, Skulduggery stepped from the throng. His tuxedo – single-breasted, cummerbund, no pocket square, no hat – was understated to the point of extravagance.

“That looks great on you,” Ghastly said approvingly.

“Thank you,” Skulduggery responded. “Are you wearing one of your own?”

“It’s an old one. I was so busy working on yours I didn’t have time to do anything new.”

“Then it’s a good thing style is timeless. Do I detect a nod to the 1950s with the lapels?”

While they talked about suits, Tanith kissed the side of Valkyrie’s cheek with the side of hers, then did the same to Militsa and Fletcher. “The rest of us look quite good tonight, also,” she said.

“I agree,” Valkyrie responded. “I’m noticing a distinct lack of Cleavers on display. Are they all protecting my house?”

“I’m glad you think so,” Tanith replied, smiling. “We’re going for a low-key, understated security presence tonight. This may appear, to someone who doesn’t care about the fine detail, that the Cleavers decided to go on strike, but this is not the case.”

Militsa’s eyes widened. “They’re on strike?”

“Wow,” said Tanith, “your shocked voice is loud.”

“Sorry.”

“And they’re not on strike,” Tanith assured her. “A curious mix-up with the rosters just means a lot of them have come off-duty at the exact same time. None of the Cleavers assigned to your house, Valkyrie, or your parents’ place have been affected, conveniently enough.”

“Is everything OK?” Valkyrie asked.

Tanith sighed. “They had to make some kind of gesture to ensure the Sanctuaries sit up and pay attention, and this, apparently, is it. There are emergency teams ready to teleport over if they’re needed, but we’ve got loads of Sanctuary operatives here so there shouldn’t be anything to worry about.”

“I didn’t think Cleavers were able to go on strike,” said Fletcher, frowning.

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it.”

Fletcher nodded. “It is pretty.”

“Speaking of which,” Tanith said, “I saw that friend of yours over by the bar a few minutes ago.” 

“You mean Myosotis?”

“Who?” said Tanith.

“Who?” said Valkyrie.

Fletcher held out his wrist and indicated the leather bracelet with what looked like a strand of hair woven through it. Frowning, Valkyrie pressed her finger against it, and remembered Myosotis. Militsa and Tanith did likewise.

“Oh, yeah,” said Militsa.

“Did you hear?” Valkyrie asked Tanith. “Fletcher asked her out.”

“I didn’t ask her out,” Fletcher protested. “I just invited her to dinner in a romantic setting. No big deal.”

“Myosotis is cool,” said Tanith. “I like Myosotis.” She jabbed a finger towards Fletcher’s face. “Do not mess this up.”

“How would I mess—?”

“You know that bit in Jurassic Park where he goes Life finds a way? You’d find a way, Fletcher. Anyway, no, it wasn’t Myosotis I was talking about. It’s your other friend. The annoying one.”

“Oh, God.”

Handsome Whitlock appeared and Valkyrie took her hand back and wondered why they’d just been touching Fletcher’s bracelet.

“Hey, all!” Handsome said, his perfect smile showing his perfect teeth. “Fletch, how’s it going?”

“It’s going well, thank you,” Fletcher responded, then he noticed Handsome wasn’t holding a camera. “You’re not recording?”

“I was told I couldn’t be trusted with the footage I’d get. Like I’d post anything here to mortal social media, you know? Who do they think I am?”

“An idiot,” Valkyrie suggested.

Handsome nodded. “But I wanted to be here because this is, like, the only time you can actually spectate a Mystical City returning – or Mystical Island, whatever. Everything else is up in the mountains or way too hard to get to. You ever seen one of these things returning? Anyone? No, right? It’s super rare. So I had to get myself an invite. I had to be part of history. And look around! Everyone who is worth knowing is here.” Handsome pointed to their left. “That guy. And that guy. And that woman over there. It’s great!” He grinned at them. “So what’re you guys doing? You wanna hang out or something?”

“We’re working,” Fletcher said.

“Oh, man, I’m sorry, I didn’t know. Of course you’re working. I’m so dumb. In that case, could I have a Chablis?”

“What? No, I’m not a waiter.”

“You’re not?”

“I’m teleporting people. I’m part of the Sanctuary contingent. I’m on duty, dude.”

“That is so cool, Fletch. It really is.” Handsome shook his head in quiet awe. “I look at you and what you’re doing, working with the Sanctuary people, teaching at the high school. It’s big, important things you’re doing. I’d love to be able to do something like that. I’d love to be able to devote myself to the betterment of my fellow human beings, and, in a way, I think I have. I entertain, you know? I entertain and I enlighten with my entertainment. People have come up to me in the street, mortal or mage, it doesn’t matter, they’ve come up and they’re all, like … Aren’t you that guy? And I say, Yes, I am that guy. And they go off happy because they’ve met me and I’m happy because I’ve let them meet me, and then I go home.”

“And that’s the same as teaching, is it?”

“In a way, yeah.”

Fletcher brought his hands together in a clap. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go look for Myosotis,” he said, and walked off.

“Who?” said Valkyrie, frowning after him.

For close to half an hour they chatted and laughed, Tanith leaving Ghastly to wander by himself and talk to the various dignitaries and officials and representatives and whatnot. Skulduggery walked off a few times to speak to whoever he wanted to speak to, but he always came back to where the conversation was sharpest.

At a little before eight, he nodded towards a good-looking man with blond hair who’d just stepped out on to the deck. “That’s Cardinal Divine,” he said. “His family owns the island.”

“Ooh,” said Valkyrie. “I’ve never met anyone who owns an island before.”

“They’re much the same as anyone else,” Skulduggery informed her, “except that they own an island.”

“He does have that look about him, now that you mention it.”

“The Divines,” Tanith muttered. “They’re a Legacy family, aren’t they? Used to be big shots.”

Skulduggery nodded. “Their plummet from grace has been rather spectacular, it has to be said – though being forced to sell their island would indicate they still have a distance to drop. Cardinal’s brother, Tantamount Divine, is the island’s governor. He’ll be the one signing it over to … and here they are.”

Iota Tricks, Orson Sparse on her heels, led the Isolationists on board. It was amusing, the ripple of mutters and grumbles that spread through the assembled guests, like this was a schoolyard and the troublemakers had just arrived. There was a moment of incredible rudeness, bordering on hostility, as Iota stood there, her eyes darting from face to face, searching for anyone even remotely friendly – and then Ghastly approached, a glass of champagne in each hand. He passed one to Iota, they smiled, exchanged words, clinked and sipped. Constance Graveside was next over, acting like she was happy to see every single one of the Isolationists in all of their red-carpet splendour, and then the conversation returned to the yacht and everyone stopped being complete spanners to each other.

The tone was different now, however – more expectant. People were starting to drift to the railings at the front – the prow? The stern was the back of the boat, Valkyrie was pretty sure. It was almost eight. The island was due to arrive any moment.

The wind picked up and the night darkened, and suddenly a great bank of fog arose from the gloom and came forward. Something was happening in the middle of the fog, something that was displacing the water, making the yacht rise and drop like the ocean itself was convulsing. There was a sound, a pulse, a throb that hurt Valkyrie’s ears, deep inside, and she winced, turned away, looking back a moment later when it happened again, and immediately the waves calmed and the fog began to dissipate.

And Insadoom was revealed.

Valkyrie actually gasped, made a noise of pure delight, as she gripped the railing and leaned forward. She could make out some structures – buildings, maybe homes – and beyond that a wide and deep darkness. And then a switch was flicked, and she was reminded of Christmas lights being turned on, because now they could all see the dock, and the pier, and the town just off the beach, and the people, the people waving and cheering, congregated in what looked like the town square, bordered by a woodland that itself was broken up, in pockets, by the lights of clusters of small buildings.

The yacht moved closer, but they had to wait another twenty minutes before docking. Apparently, an entire island spending seven years in an alternate reality meant there were a lot of decontamination procedures. Once the scans came back clear, the gangplank was lowered and Valkyrie and Militsa joined the queue of people disembarking. They were ushered off the beach into Doom Bay, Insadoom’s main town, a place of picturesque homes and businesses and wide, clean streets. Family rushed to family, and old friends embraced and shook hands, and music started playing as Teleporters transported whole tables of food and drink into cordoned-off areas. Once in place, the cordons were dropped and the citizens and visitors descended like delighted, well-dressed locusts.

The music dimmed and a man stepped up on to the stage set in the middle of the square. He waited, smiling, until the conversation ceased, and spoke into the microphone.

“Welcome, visitors, to Insadoom,” he said, and chuckled as he soaked up the cheers and applause that followed. “Thank you, thank you. My name is Tantamount Divine. For the last forty-four years I have been governor here, and this counts among the happiest times of my life. There are residents on this island who were here long before I assumed my role, and there are residents who arrived last time we appeared here, people who have devoted themselves to the experiments and the research undertaken by the outposts of various Sanctuaries and institutions. We may not have always seen eye-to-eye, but everyone here has become like family to me. Living and working and, in my case, running a Mystical City in island-form connects people in a rarified bond. We’re an odd bunch, there’s no denying!” He laughed, and his audience laughed with him. “I often say we’re the original Island of Misfit Toys! Though, of course, we’re people.”

Valkyrie wasn’t sure if he expected to be thanked for the clarification, but he ploughed on.

“My own family, as you all know, the Family Divine, have had ownership of Insadoom for centuries. This was the jewel in our crown, as it were. When my brother, Cardinal, informed me of the plan to relinquish that ownership, I was filled with both an aching sadness and a new optimism for the future. To wallow in one’s own bathwater is to see that bathwater grow increasingly tepid. It was a brave decision, and one I have come to admire. My brother.”

Tantamount led the applause and somewhere in the crowd Cardinal Divine probably raised a hand in acknowledgement.

“In three days,” Tantamount continued, “Insadoom will travel back to its natural dimension, and this time it will have a new governor, and a new people. Join me, please, in welcoming Iota Tricks to the stage.”

More applause – lighter, more restrained – as Iota stepped up, shook Tantamount’s hand, and addressed the audience.

“Thank you,” she said, looking uncomfortable. She had her speech in her hand but didn’t look at it. “I want to thank the Family Divine for allowing us the opportunity to make a new home for ourselves. This is not a … I understand why a lot of you view this as shunning the mortal world, but it’s not that. We don’t want to turn our backs on mortals, or on you, but I think we can all agree that the Deletion showed that we are not safe here. That we’re not wanted here. Roarhaven was the first step: a city of our own. Insadoom is the second step: an island of our own. One day we hope to have a country of our own, a country where we’ll be accepted, where we can be who we are. But this isn’t a revolutionary idea. Mystical Cities have always been secluded societies. It’s an idea that clearly works. In fact, some of Insadoom’s longtime residents are coming with us. They wouldn’t view themselves as Isolationists, not if you were to ask them to define themselves or their beliefs, but they see no reason to move back to a world run by mortals.

“And if they change their minds, we have the ability to return at any time. That’s important. We’re not shutting ourselves away. The outposts will still be operational. The research will still be carried out, for the benefit of all. We just want a chance to be happy. And if any of you ever want to vacation on Insadoom, I’m sure we can set up a tourist board.”

Valkyrie smiled at that, but the rest of the crowd didn’t seem particularly amused.

Iota looked like she had more to say, but the coldness of the reception seemed to sap the energy out of her, so she moved back and Tantamount returned to the microphone.

“Thank you very much, Iota. Being governor of this place has been a singular honour for me, but I’m sure you will excel in the role. I know all of you want to get back to your conversation and champagne, but, before we do, we are truly blessed tonight to have with us an agent of positive change in our culture and our society. Friends, join me in welcoming to the stage Nuru Yewahi.”

Outside Doom Bay, there were several trails and two roads that led into the woods. Valkyrie and Militsa chose the smallest of the trails, barely wide enough for them to walk side by side. The island was fortified against the wind coming in off the Atlantic but every so often a blast of cold air would catch Militsa unprepared. She could have wrapped herself in shadows, but chose instead to wrap herself in her girlfriend’s arms, and Valkyrie grinned and complied.

“Do you think you’d ever be tempted?” Militsa asked, after they’d walked a few minutes without speaking.

“I’m always tempted,” Valkyrie responded, giving her a squeeze.

“Oh, I’m aware – but I meant about living on an island.”

“God, no. The boredom would kill me. And what about my folks, and Winter? And Xena?”

“Xena could come. Winter would probably be first here. And your folks …” She sighed.

“What was that for?”

“Your folks are like my folks. Mortal, and getting old.”

“Older,” Valkyrie corrected.

“Getting older, all right, but getting older is the first step towards getting old. My parents are a little older than yours but my dad’s on all these tablets for high blood pressure and high cholesterol and I don’t want to think about, like, twenty or thirty years from now, when they’re gone.”

“Well, this is a depressing conversation.”

Militsa smiled. “I’m sorry. But mortals get old and die, and because of it sorcerers start mixing exclusively with their own kind, until they’re barely even dipping their toes in the world they grew up in. Maybe something like this, our own island, is inevitable for people like us.”

“So you’d live here?”

They walked on a bit.

“I dunno,” Militsa said at last. “I don’t want to. I’m not saying we should. But there will probably come a point when we’re seeing if we can balance loving the mortals in our lives and crying about them when they’re gone.”

“Maybe – but I don’t see a time when I won’t want to be part of that world. It’s who we are, isn’t it? We’re still people. Still human. And it’s always good to remind yourself who you’re fighting for.”

“You’re a wise woman, Valkyrie Cain.”

“I have my moments.”

“Wanna fool around?”

“Hell, yes, I do.”

Valkyrie grabbed her, lifted her up, and took her off the trail, into the woods.
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Of all the jobs Tanith had envisioned for herself growing up – Sanctuary operative, assassin, stuntperson – she reckoned she’d at least be in a position where she could punch people whenever she felt like it. That assurance settled her in those uncomfortable moments when she’d have to make small talk or be polite or behave in a mannerly, respectable fashion: the idea that all this was just a regrettable but temporary detour on her road to a life of maximum cathartic violence.

Her actual job, as commander of the Cleaver forces in Ireland, did entail some punching, it was true, even if she found herself largely stymied by a system of rules and procedures designed, it seemed, to suck the fun out of any engagement.

But her other job – her unofficial, unpaid job, that of being in a committed relationship with the Grand Mage of the Irish Sanctuary – had never, not once, featured in her plans, and nor had the seemingly endless parade of people she had to meet, remember, and engage with.

Tanith Low was not a politician. Tanith Low didn’t ever want to be a politician. And yet Tanith Low was expected to act like a politician.

And it sucked.

She moved from conversation to conversation like a freshly chopped head bouncing down the stairs – she didn’t stay long in one place, she was a bit of a surprise, and she generally left a mess in her wake. After inadvertently insulting one of the Elders of the American Sanctuary, she found herself face to face with China Sorrows.

“Oh, no,” she said.

“Oh dear,” said China.

China was wearing a gown of many layers that managed not to look busy. Her hair was up and her make-up was perfectly judged. She may have had most of her life force drained out of her, losing much of her unnatural beauty in the process, but to her credit, she never looked like she was fighting to regain it. The fact that she had entered into this stage of her life with more elegance than Tanith reckoned she would be able to muster was extraordinarily annoying.

“China,” Tanith said, “you’re looking well.”

“Thank you,” China responded. “That’s a very pretty dress you’re almost wearing.”

Tanith smiled tightly. “I didn’t think I’d see you here. I was hoping the fact that most of the guests want to kill you might have put you off attending.”

“Oh, that’s all in the past, but thank you for worrying about me. I would have thought your plate would be full, what with all the work you’ve been doing reforming the Cleavers.” That China knew about that shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did. “Where are they, by the way?”

“I’m afraid I can’t discuss Cleaver matters with civilians.”

“Of course you can’t,” China said, waving her hand. “And why would you want to? To actively reduce the effectiveness of our fighting force … I mean, I know I wouldn’t want to talk about anything of the sort.”

“It seems like you have something to say on the matter,” said Tanith, “but unfortunately you don’t have a place at the table. You used to, but then you lost it all. It’s not the first time that’s happened to you, is it? I daresay it won’t be the last.”

China smiled. “I daresay you’re right. I do have a habit of building up power and influence and then losing it, only to build it up again, even stronger than before. I saw Elder Bespoke doing the rounds. Are you glad-handing along with him? That’s the part of the job I liked the least. I always felt grubby afterwards.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“But I’m sure you take to it well, Tanith. You’re nothing if not adaptable, after all. How are you finding the discussions with those lovely Darquesse worshippers?”

“I try to avoid them wherever possible.”

“There’s someone in particular that I quite like, one of the Masked Sisters. Rapture, I believe her name is. An endlessly charming woman.”

“I’m sure she’d be delighted to hear that.”

China smiled again. “Have a good night, Tanith.”

“You too,” Tanith said, but China was already moving away.

Tanith turned, looking for Ghastly or Skulduggery or Valkyrie – Fletcher, even – but couldn’t see anyone she could seek refuge with. Then an official she barely knew, from the English Sanctuary, was leaning in to talk and she steeled herself and remained polite.
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“Talk me through your case.”

Valkyrie finished reapplying her lipstick and turned to Militsa. “I’m sorry?”

Militsa took back her compact mirror, and started reapplying her own make-up. “Your case. The murder investigation. Talk me through it.”

“You never want me to tell you about that stuff.”

“That doesn’t stop you from furnishing me with lurid detail.”

“How else am I going to judge how shocked I should be? Have you ever tried to shock Skulduggery Pleasant? Everything is greeted with a blank expression. So why is this different?”

“Because we’re in a dark and scary wood, and all I have is my big strong girlfriend here to protect me …”

“And your magic.”

“And my magic, yes. But I’ll be relying mostly on you.”

“And this is all because you want to be spooked?”

“Actually, I have a theory.”

“About the case?”

Militsa put her make-up and compact back in her purse, and held out her hand. Valkyrie passed over her lipstick and Militsa clicked the purse shut. “I have a vague theory about something and it’s on the tip of my tongue, and I just need you to, y’know, loosen that tongue a little bit more, if you would be so kind.”

“I am nothing if not obliging,” Valkyrie said. They’d got a bit turned around, here in the deep, dark woods, but there was a distant light visible through the trees, so that’s what they started walking towards. Their shoes were not making it easy. “OK,” she said, “so during the Deletion, a man named Milton Abatjour was attacked and killed.”

“You think.”

She nodded. “We think. We think Milton was killed by a mortal named Paul Keyes. Why he would have done this, we don’t know. Whether he was the only one involved, we don’t know. Then the Great Reset happens, things are put back the way they should be, Paul Keyes doesn’t remember what he did because now he didn’t actually do it – but Milton Abatjour remembers. It has traumatised him. His life, pretty much, falls apart. He spends the next seven years trying to deal with it. He talks to a therapist. He’s trying to get better. Then, seven months ago, he dies.”

“Of a heart attack.”

Valkyrie ducked under a branch. “Of a heart attack.”

“And then, last week, Paul Keyes is murdered by a sorcerer.”

“And Orson Sparse is caught on camera entering and then leaving the crime scene.”

“Milton’s brother.”

“Milton’s brother, the special operations manager for the Isolationists and the man who brokered the deal to buy this very island.”

“So Cadence Clearwater is assigned to investigate,” said Militsa. “She arrests Sparse, he’s sent to Coldheart, and Iota Tricks sends her Isolationist lawyer to point out that some pretty standard human rights are being violated.”

“Hey.”

“What?”

“Pretty standard mortal rights.”

“Did you not just say that mage or mortal, we’re all human?”

“You’re paraphrasing.”

“But that’s what you said, right?”

“I may have said that, yes, but if I’d known you’d be using my own words against me, I probably wouldn’t have.”

Militsa grinned. “I’m very sneaky.”

“Yes, you are.”

“So the lawyer kicks up a fuss, and while this is going on, Cadence is murdered.”

“By Gestalt.”

“A man wearing the same mask as Ersatz, that delightful gentleman who attacked me, abducted me, and stuck me in an iron maiden – along with your sister and a very nice mortal girl.”

“That’s the one.”

“A man who is now dead, due to an infection resulting from that time Fletcher chopped his hand off.”

“Apparently.”

“And where did this new killer get this mask?”

“Reverend Bilious Fervor supplied it to him, when the Hidden God sent Gestalt to his quaint little murder town.”

“Not that I don’t love the description, but, as far as you know, has anyone actually been murdered in Hellfire?”

“They came close to murdering me.”

“Naw, they didn’t. You’re Valkyrie Cain, remember? You’re unkillable.”

“Yes, I am.”

“So the creepy reverend gave Gestalt this mask, just like he gave Ersatz his mask. What’s the link there?”

Valkyrie hesitated. “OK, so there’s something I haven’t told you yet.”

“Oh, God. Is it bad?”

They stopped walking, and Valkyrie turned to her. “Gestalt was being helped by a Necromancer – Lazare Siderion. Melancholia heard that Siderion had been associating with followers of Arava Kahann, so she went to ask him some questions. She went with a friend – Sable.”

“Sable Darkthorn?”

“Sable Wreath, now. They all took on Wreath’s name when they returned. You know her?”

“Not well, but yeah. She’s cool.”

Valkyrie sagged. “I got bad news for you, sweetie.”

Militsa blinked. “She’s not dead, is she?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Seriously? But she was … Seriously? I can’t believe that. She was so nice. How did it happen?”

“Melancholia and Sable tracked Siderion to a shack in the middle of the woods.”

Militsa’s eyes flicked to the trees around them. “Yes?”

“And Gestalt was there. He killed Sable. Melancholia barely escaped. She heard Siderion was in Hellfire, so last night we went in to talk to him. He admitted to working on Gestalt’s coat. It cancels the magic of whoever’s around it.”

“What does this guy say about what Gestalt wants?”

“He’s, uh, not saying a whole lot.”

A sigh. “He’s dead, too, isn’t he?”

“See, that’s the spooky thing.”

“There’s a spooky thing beyond all the murders?”

Valkyrie started walking again, towards the light. Militsa kept up. “When we were there, in Hellfire, I spoke to a … presence. An entity. All I could see was a dark shape and glittering eyes but I’m … I’m pretty sure it was Arava Kahann.”

“You spoke to the Devil?”

“He’s not the Devil.”

“He’s not Satan, no, but he’s the Devil, Valkyrie. What did he say?”

“I mean … I don’t know. Not much. He said he’d been watching me for a while.”

“Oh, God.”

“It sounded like he has, like … a plan for me.”

“The Devil has a plan for you?”

“And then he gave us Siderion. And then he killed him.”

“Oh, Val. Oh, I don’t like this.”

“And that’s why I don’t tell you absolutely everything that happens to me.” Valkyrie injected some enthusiasm back into her voice. “OK, so, now that you know all this, what’s your theory?”

“I’m going to need a minute to process what you’ve just told me.”

“Don’t do that. Processing information fills in the blanks with facts that aren’t there.”

“Is that a Skulduggery thing?”

“It’s a me thing. Don’t overthink this, sweetie. Tell me how it all connects.”

“It doesn’t.”

Valkyrie glanced at her. “Well, at least you didn’t overthink it.”

“I’m serious,” Militsa said. “I don’t think it all connects. The Orson Sparse thing, the murder, with his brother and the man who killed him – yeah, all that makes sense. The Isolationists, the lawyers, the island, that’s all mixed up in it, too. But Gestalt …”

Valkyrie nodded. “With Gestalt, it’s personal. He’s drawing us into this investigation.”

“You think it’s because of Arava Kahann?”

“Seems the most likely explanation.”

“Does it, though? Why do you think Arava Kahann and Gestalt have anything to do with Orson Sparse, or the Isolationists buying this island? You told me not to overthink it. Isn’t that what you’re doing? Isn’t that what Skulduggery’s doing?”

“So Gestalt didn’t kill Cadence to draw us in?”

“No, I agree with you there, and that it’s personal. I just don’t see why the two have to be connected …” She trailed off. “I don’t know. It’s just that you’re used to dealing with people who want to change the world and you’re constantly having to reckon with huge plans and intricate schemes and the worst kind of human being …”

“But sometimes things are simpler.”

“Aye. Sometimes things are simpler.”

They stepped out of the trees into a clearing that had a small, squat, concrete building with a tall antenna.

Militsa side-eyed Valkyrie. “I thought you were leading us back to the town square.”

“I thought I was. Hold on.” She blasted off, straight up, passing the tops of the trees and the tip of the antenna, and at her peak she cut her power and twisted, letting herself fall. Militsa sent her shadows to catch her, and her feet gently touched the ground.

“How’s the tux?” Valkyrie said, spinning in place. “Is it damaged? Ghastly made me promise not to fly while wearing this.”

Militsa smiled. “It’s not burning, smoking, or smouldering, unlike the girl who’s wearing it.”

Valkyrie grinned at her. “Nice.”

“Thank you. Did you see Doom Bay?”

She nodded and pointed into the trees. “That way.”

“OK, but hold on. I need to pee.”

“Go right ahead.”

Militsa raised an eyebrow. “Right here?”

“Oh, suddenly you’re embarrassed to pee in front of me?”

“More like in front of whatever security cameras are tracking us right now.” Militsa headed to the side of the building. “If anyone comes, shout.”

Valkyrie rolled her eyes and wandered to the other side of the building. The sign beside the door proclaimed it to be antenna relay structure 12, which was pretty catchy as far as building names went. The door was metal, the kind that didn’t have a handle, and it was open, just a little bit. Which was odd.

She looked at it, and nibbled on the inside of her bottom lip. It was definitely odd. Buildings like Antenna Relay Structure 12 were not widely used. Whatever its research purpose, it was out here in a clearing in the woods, without a road leading to it, because this was so clearly not a hub of activity. As such, the opening and closing of its door would have garnered a lot more attention. No one would leave Structure 12 and just forget to lock the door.

She took out her phone, activated the torch, brought it closer. Yep, the lock had been smashed.

She got her fingertips to the edge of the door and slowly pulled it wider. Concrete stairs, leading down, into the dark.

“Val?”

Valkyrie turned, smiling at Militsa. “Hey.”

“I would say that I don’t think you’re allowed to open that, but as you love to remind me, you’re an Arbiter, so you’re allowed to do whatever you want. Can we get back to the party?”

“Sure,” said Valkyrie. “Sure, we can.” She nodded. “I just want to check something.”

“Val …”

“I’ll be two seconds, I swear.”

“It’s just a power station or a communications thing.”

“Yes, it is. But I just want to check it out.”

“Fine,” Militsa said, sighing. “Let’s go.”

She started to move forward but Valkyrie held up a hand. “Actually, it’d be faster if I go alone.”

Her girlfriend blinked at her. “Are we in danger?”

Valkyrie laughed. “No, I just want to have a look, OK? I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t say that,” Militsa responded, frowning. “That’s what they say in the slasher movies where the girl runs up the stairs when she should be going out the front door.”

“These stairs go down.”

“It’s a line from Scream.”

“I know where it’s from.”

“So instead of running upstairs, you’re actually going to go down into the cellar? Seriously?”

“I will be fine.”

“And you’re going to leave me out here? Alone?”

Valkyrie hesitated. “OK,” she said, “come in, but you stay way behind me, and if anything happens, you run.”

“So we are in danger.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“When I gave you the pep talk earlier, about how you’re awesome and unbeatable and stuff, I didn’t do it so that you could walk into another dangerous situation the first chance you got.”

“We’re going to be fine.”

“But stay behind you.”

“But stay behind me.” 

Valkyrie started down the steps and Militsa came after her at a respectable distance. She had to turn her feet sideways as she descended and decided that from here on out, no matter where she was, be it at fancy cocktail parties or sunbathing on the beach, she’d wear boots.

The lights came on suddenly and Valkyrie tensed and Militsa cursed, but when there was no accompanying attack they both treated each other to a nervous, relieved smile. On the wall ahead was a motion detector.

Valkyrie got to the bottom, to a narrow room. It was cold down here. There was a bank of machinery against one wall that softly whirred and clicked and beeped. She didn’t know what any of it did. She motioned back up the stairs with one upraised hand, telling Militsa to stay where she was. Militsa nodded. 

Valkyrie walked deeper into the room. Her presence activated another set of lights. So far, nothing out of the ordinary. She passed a table with a notepad on it and a coffee mug. Empty. Dry. Clean.

Around the corner, more lights turned on. There were no machines back here, but plenty of filing cabinets. Here she found a mop and bucket against one wall. A crate of rudimentary cleaning supplies. Some bottles of water wrapped in plastic. On the floor ahead, a phone.

A phone.

The glass was smashed. She touched it and it lit up. She couldn’t make out the image on the home screen but the battery was 78 per cent full. Whoever had dropped this, had dropped it recently. Sometime in the last few hours. She put it on top of a cabinet, and moved on to the door at the end.

She stopped before she got there, crouching, eyes on the few drops of blood on the cold, hard floor. Judging by the spines on each drop, whoever was bleeding was moving away from the door. No. She corrected herself. She had no way to tell if the individual was bleeding. They could have been carrying something – a knife, perhaps. Or a body.

She took out her pocket square, pressed it to the smallest drop. The blood soaked into the handkerchief. Still wet.

Making sure nobody was sneaking up behind her, Valkyrie stuffed the cloth into her pocket and straightened, then moved the rest of the way to the door marked toilet. She could have kicked it open, maybe, or even just called out, asked if there was anyone in there, but she’d come all this way without making a sound, and nothing bad had happened. Nobody had jumped out at her. Militsa hadn’t screamed for help. She felt, for some stupid reason, that if she broke the spell, if she disrupted this lovely silence, then everything would start to go wrong.

So she pulled on the handle quietly and gently, and pushed the door a little. It was dark in there. She pushed it a little more, enough to see a foot, a woman’s foot in a high-heeled shoe. The foot didn’t move – the woman was on the floor – and the heel was broken. Valkyrie pushed the door wide, let it swing open all the way, and the light was activated, and like a wave was breaking in her mind, Valkyrie remembered Myosotis Terra.

She lay beside the toilet, one arm propped up by the bowl, one knee drawn in, her beautiful dress covered in blood, her head jammed at an awkward angle, her chin to her chest, and her hair in her face.

Valkyrie breathed out and heard how her breath shook, like her lungs were vibrating. She stared at her friend and waited for her to look up, to say something. But she didn’t.

He was here. Gestalt was here. Myosotis must have noticed something, noticed him, followed him, sure that she could slip away if things went wrong, sure that she could just break the line of sight, enough to vanish from the killer’s memory. It was why she had come down here. It was why she had run for the bathroom. Once she was behind a closed door she was safe. But it hadn’t worked, and Gestalt was here, on the island, and he was killing. They were in danger. They were all in danger. She needed to call in reinforcements and shut this island down, to send an army to search under every rock until they found him. This was her chance to end this before anyone else died.

And then Militsa shouted her name.

Valkyrie spun, sprinted back the way she’d come, slamming her hip against the corner of the table, bouncing off the bank of machines against the wall, getting to the stairs.

“Oh, thank God,” Militsa said, still halfway up, laughing nervously. “Everything OK?”

Valkyrie stared at her. “Really? You scream my name and make me run all the way back here and then you’re, like, hello …?”

“I didn’t scream. I merely called loudly.” She shrugged. “I got scared.”

Valkyrie laughed as she climbed the steps. “My poor baby.”

“So did you find anything?”

“A busted phone and some drops of blood, but it was probably just some clumsy technician, in a hurry to get to the ceremony.”

“So can we go?”

“Yes, we can,” Valkyrie said, and took Militsa’s hand and led her back up the steps.
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Winter dressed in dark clothing and a good coat and good, sturdy boots, and she sneaked out of Corrival before the gates closed for the night. She walked for a bit, then hopped on a tram. It was empty apart from Brazen, whose hair was no longer dirty blonde. Winter sat beside her.

“What’d you use?” Winter asked.

Brazen frowned.

“For the hair. What’d you use?”

“Oh. No, it wasn’t out of a bottle. You know Allure, on Certain Street?”

“I don’t, but go on.”

“It’s this little salon. Anyway, the lady in there can change your hair colour in one wash with, like, a potion, or something. She also has this thing for getting really clear skin.”

“So with all these sorcerers around the world inventing new ways to use magic, someone finally comes up with something genuinely useful,” said Winter. “Why’d you go back to brunette?”

Brazen shrugged. Winter was fine with letting it go, but a few seconds later Brazen spoke again.

“This is a big night,” she said. “I didn’t want to hide. Does that make any sense? I didn’t want to be trying to disguise myself. This is too important.”

“We can still call in the actual professionals, you know. This whole thing of going off and having our own little adventure … it’s not me. This is not what I do.”

“It won’t be dangerous.”

“How much coffee have you had today?”

“I don’t drink coffee.”

“Then why are you vibrating like my phone when my parents are wondering where I am?”

“What?”

“If this isn’t dangerous, why are you so on edge?”

Brazen looked at her, and chewed her lip for a moment. “Because it might be dangerous.”

“Exactly,” said Winter, settling back.

“But it probably won’t be,” Brazen continued. “If everything goes the way it’s supposed to, we’ll have plenty of time to save the day, or whatever.”

“Yeah, because everything always goes the way it’s supposed to. So what is Chorus Wild’s big plan?”

“I don’t know.”

Winter narrowed her eyes. “You said the Conductors would tell you.”

“They told some of us,” Brazen said, looking embarrassed. “I thought they’d tell everyone, but apparently it’s just the people who, like, need to know.”

“So if you don’t know what the Conductors are going to do, then why the hell are we going in?”

“Because we might still be able to stop them.”

Winter stared at her, then stood and reached for the request stop button, but Brazen pulled her back down.

“Please,” Brazen said. “I’m not going to be able to return to Corrival if I don’t do this.”

“What?”

“I know you said the Sanctuary don’t want to put me in jail, and that’s great, but there’s no way China Sorrows will let me be a student again now that I’ve been part of two terrorist organisations.”

“You’re doing this to get back into school?”

“I made a mistake. Like, a huge mistake. I thought Imperator Dominax had it all worked out—”

“Seriously? You thought a man called Imperator Dominax was holding any kind of answers for you?”

“I was wrong, OK? But then you came and, like, foiled his plans, and then I was suddenly talking to people from the Conductors and they said that Chorus Wild could make my life better, but … I don’t want to hurt anyone. I want to go back to how things were. If people know that I helped, that I did something to save lives or to stop the Conductors … they’ll have to let me back into school.”

“Brazen, you’re talking going up against actual terrorists.”

“You’ve done it before.”

“When Valkyrie was beside me, yeah – but you are no Valkyrie. If we don’t know what they’re planning, how are we meant to stop anything?”

“There’s a Teleporter who’ll take us on to Insadoom. I told him we’re a top-secret attachment to the main force, and Chorus Wild himself is sending us to oversee the work.”

“And he believed you?”

“He kinda fancies me. He’ll take us to where it’s all happening. We’ll sneak around, have a look, figure out what they’re doing. We don’t need to know the ultimate plan – all we have to do is stop whatever it is they’re doing. See? It’ll be easy.”

“You cannot promise that.”

Brazen bit her lip again. 

Winter sighed. “Fine.”

Two minutes later, they got off the tram, right on the outskirts of the Humdrums, where close to 20,000 mortals from the Leibniz Universe lived and worked. They weren’t like the mortals from this world – they were like peasants from centuries ago. They’d been ruled by sorcerers and kept as manual labour and, as such, Winter didn’t mind them all that much. They had none of the destructive arrogance that mortals from this world possessed in abundance.

Brazen checked her phone.

“Is he late?” Winter asked.

She shook her head. “We just have to be in position. Chorus Wild has a few Teleporters and they’re all on this, like, ridiculous schedule. So if he arrives and we’re not exactly where we’re supposed to be, he’ll leave without us.” She took Winter’s arm, guided her a few steps forward, checked her phone again, then put it away. She counted down from ten.

At two, a boy of about eighteen appeared in front of them. Still gripping Winter’s arm, Brazen grabbed him and they teleported to a wood where a freezing wind made Winter immediately glad that she was wearing her coat.

The boy stepped back, his eyes on Brazen. “Maybe when this is over,” he began.

“Better get back to work,” Brazen told him. “Chorus doesn’t like time-wasters.”

The boy nodded and vanished.

For a Mystical Island, this didn’t seem all that impressive. The woods were dark and quiet. No hint of voices, no sign of activity. Brazen pointed straight ahead of them.

Winter’s eyes adjusted to the dark while Brazen was still hesitating, so she took point and Brazen followed. They crept onwards for a few minutes.

“Are you sure he took us to the right place?” Winter whispered.

Brazen didn’t answer, and then she stopped walking. Winter turned, searching their surroundings for whatever had made Brazen freeze. But Brazen wasn’t looking into the trees. Brazen was looking at her, and she had a gun in her hand.

“I wouldn’t move, if I were you,” she said. “I know it isn’t a very big gun, but it was the only one I could sneak out without the Conductors noticing, and I think it’ll do the job.”

Winter felt whatever warmth she had left drain out of her.

“You ruined my life, do you know that?” Brazen said. “Did you even notice? I had friends. I was happy. Me and Mia, when we were kids? Inseparable. We’d come up with our own dances, we had our own jokes, and then you came along – Little Miss Mysterious.”

“Point the gun somewhere else, Brazen.”

“Why? If I point the gun somewhere else, the bullet won’t hit you when I pull the trigger. Duh, Winter. For someone who loves being so incredibly smart, you can be so incredibly stupid. That’s not how guns work, moron!”

“You’re going to kill me because I took your best friend away?”

“You also took my boyfriend away, or are you denying that there’s something between you and Tier?”

“Tier was never your boyfriend.”

“But you knew I liked him!”

“Are you being serious? Are you actually going to kill me because the boy you fancy doesn’t fancy you back?”

Brazen laughed. “No, Winter. Those things just annoyed me. They made me dislike you. They made me not want to be around you. So I joined the Order of the Ancients because, hey, at least that would be something for me, something that you didn’t have anything to do with. And then what happened? You joined!”

“I joined to help you.”

“I didn’t want your help!” Brazen yelled. “I was happy there! I believed in the cause, just like I believe in this cause. Just like I believe in Chorus Wild.”

“So why am I here?”

“We’re all part of a great tapestry, Winter.”

“Oh, God.”

“Shut up!” she snapped. “This is important! As I was saying: we’re all part of a great tapestry. We are multicoloured threads, woven through life, our actions becoming—”

“If you’ve got this written down, I could just read it and we’d get through it faster.”

“Are you that eager to get to the end? Are you?”

Winter was running out of jokes and her mouth was too dry to utter whatever she had left – so she kept quiet.

Brazen shook her head. “Actually, I feel self-conscious now, so I’ll paraphrase, if that’s OK. I don’t like you, Winter. I hate you, actually. But I’m not the only one. When you and your sister stopped Imperator Dominax from killing a whole bunch of mortals, you disrupted some carefully laid plans. This man came to see me, and he took me to this old woman, and she gave me a mission. Isn’t that cool? A mission of my very own. She told me to bring you here, on this night, and kill you. Then the Conductors will do their thing, and when your body is found, everyone will think you’ve been caught up in the chaos and no one will ask any questions.”

“Why?”

“Like that one, yes, exactly. No one will ask why Winter Grieving was murdered in cold blood.”

“So why are you murdering me in cold blood?”

“Because there’s no other kind worth murdering someone in.”

She almost said that, but not quite. Brazen got to the beginning of the last word and then her head flipped as it came away from her shoulders. The machete that did the damage left a streak of blood in the air for long seconds after the body started to crumple, although that may just have been Winter’s imagination. The head bounced and rolled out of her vision and Winter didn’t bother tracking it. Her attention was on the man wearing the same black mask that Ersatz had worn when he’d abducted her.

Winter listened to herself breathe, and then she spun. He was suddenly behind her, snatching at her hood, and she pulled free of her coat and bolted.
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Militsa went to talk to someone she knew and Valkyrie hung back, the empty stage behind her, the town square all around. She saw China make somebody cry, and Tanith down a glass of champagne before engaging three fawning men in conversation. Constance Graveside nodded to her and Valkyrie nodded back, and then wondered how much longer she’d have to stay. She was bored and her feet were hurting.

Off to one side, groups of Insadoom residents were congregating with luggage and boxes of belongings. Those who weren’t staying on the island were having their transport provided by a group of Teleporters who, if what she’d heard was accurate, were charging healthy fees for their services. This was all due to Fletcher, apparently – a teacher who had instilled in his students a determination to never have their abilities taken for granted. Fletcher’s Teleporters got paid for their work.

“You’re looking butch as hell.”

Valkyrie looked round, smiling, as Melancholia appeared out of the darkness in a black dress that appeared to be made entirely out of shadows.

“My only note?” Melancholia continued. “Lose the sleeves. Let the guns have their fun.”

“Next time, when it’s not so cold. You here alone?”

“Does that idea make you happy?”

Valkyrie laughed. “Could you please stop flirting for one conversation?”

“But that’s so boring,” Melancholia responded, then rolled her eyes. “Fine. Flirt Mode deactivated. I’m here with two others. You don’t know them.”

“Where’s Solomon? Why hasn’t he come to see me yet?”

She shrugged. “Solomon Wreath works in mysterious ways. I barely get to see him and I’m one of his Necromancers. I’ll tell him you request an audience, though. Are you here alone?”

“Apart from Militsa, Skulduggery, Ghastly, Tanith, Fletcher, a few others – yes.”

“You know, for a girl who professes not to have a lot of friends, you sure do have a lot of friends.”

“I suppose I do.”

Melancholia sipped her wine and looked away for a moment. Valkyrie knew the move, and knew what it meant. She was remembering her own friend, the one lost to her.

“What do you think of the island?” Valkyrie asked, giving Melancholia an excuse to think about something else. 

“As a magical tract of land capable of travelling between dimensions, it’s not bad. It could do with some improvements, of course. A few bars. Some nightclubs.”

“Big into nightclubs, are you?”

“No, not really,” Melancholia admitted. “You?”

“Naw. I’m way too old.”

“Would you shut up.”

Valkyrie grinned. “Going clubbing as a sorcerer is weird. We never feel older than any of the mortals when we’re on the dancefloor because, I mean, look at us, but most people hit their thirties and their lives are taking them away from the clubs and parties and towards, y’know, career and marriage and kids.”

“And that doesn’t apply to you?”

“It doesn’t apply to us,” Valkyrie corrected. “Does it?”

Melancholia shrugged. “I’ve got my mission to keep me occupied.”

“Your mysterious mission that you won’t tell me about.”

“That’s the one. But you and Militsa, you’re living and interacting with magical society on a pretty full-time basis. She still has her apartment in Roarhaven right? And you live together?”

“She has her place in Roarhaven and I have my house, but we live together, yeah – just not every day and every night.”

“So you’re not heading down that path?”

“Marriage and kids? I don’t think so. But we don’t have the same time constraints that mortals do. Sorcerers don’t need to start families for hundreds of years, and so we can keep dancing for centuries. We don’t have the same signposts, telling us to ease off one thing, focus on another, start thinking about a third …”

“Ultimate freedom.”

“Ultimate freedom.”

“But no structure.”

“There’s never been a sorcerer guide to life, as far as I can tell. Everyone ages at different rates so it’s practically impossible to establish what’s normal and what isn’t.”

“The curse of being young and beautiful forever.”

“It’s a burden.”

Melancholia smiled, and looked at her, and her eyes softened. “Permission to reactivate Flirt Mode.”

“Permission denied.”

“I just wanted to tell you how pretty you look, and how well you fill out that tuxedo.”

“You do remember the girlfriend we were just talking about, yes?”

“Militsa will understand. I’ve got a lot to make up for. When we first met, I hated you. Though, in my defence, you were very annoying.”

“You were so easily annoyed, though. And you did try to kill me.”

“We could have been best friends back then, if I’d stopped being such a brat for five minutes.”

“You were brattish,” said Valkyrie. “As was I. Oh, God, you’re right – we would have been the best friends, wouldn’t we? Think of the trouble we’d have got into.”

“We definitely would have died.”

“Oh, without a doubt we would not be standing here today.”

“Sometimes I think about those two young women we could have been, getting into all sorts of adventures …”

Valkyrie nodded. “We’ve got a lot to make up for.”

“Best friends?”

“OK, yeah, best friends. We’ll need a secret handshake, though.” They tried, both of them doing Spock hands. “We’ll work on it. I’m sure there’s something …” Her words faded.

“Valkyrie?”

Valkyrie pointed with her chin. “See the guy in the bad suit?”

Melancholia turned, saw him immediately, a muscled guy with a topknot, wearing a velvet tuxedo that clung to him.

“Why do they do that? Yeah, dude, you’ve got muscles, but nothing fits.”

“Oh, it looks stupid,” Valkyrie said, “I totally agree. But that’s not the …” She turned, following his line of sight through the crowd, to a woman in a cocktail dress standing alone, a full glass of wine in her hand. Every so often she’d meet Topknot’s eyes. “See her? Something’s going on. Get close to her, will you? Don’t say anything, or do anything – not unless she does something first.”

Melancholia didn’t ask questions – she just nodded and slipped away, and Valkyrie took a circuitous route to Topknot. Someone stepped into her path to engage her in conversation and she smiled politely, put her hand on their arm and firmly moved them aside. She approached Topknot from behind, and when she was in position she looked around for Skulduggery. She hadn’t seen him in a while, which meant he was either regaling someone, arguing with someone, or else he’d already figured out that something was wrong.

Topknot opened his jacket and reached into his waistband and Valkyrie covered the distance between them, gripping his wrist and holding it in place with one hand, her other clamping down on his shoulder.

“Please don’t move,” she said into his ear. He froze while the party continued around them. “I’m Valkyrie Cain, I’m sure you’ve heard of me. I’m going to be telling you what to do and you’re going to do what I say, and if you co-operate, I won’t have to overreact. Could you move your left hand, please? Just raise it, so that I can see it.”

Slowly, his left hand came into view.

“Thank you so much,” she said. “What do you have in your waistband? Is it a weapon?”

“No,” said Topknot. “It’s nothing.”

“Do you mind if I search you?”

“I don’t have anything there.”

“Do you mind if I verify that? This is all probably a huge mistake on my part. I’ll just check it out and let you get back to socialising. Is that OK with you?”

“Sure,” he said, tensing, waiting for his moment to break away. “Whatever.”

“Thank you,” she said, her left hand sliding from his left shoulder, curling around his arm as she brought it behind his back, feeding his other wrist into her waiting left hand and gripping it before he registered what she was doing – trapping both his hands behind him with one arm, leaving her free to pull the handgun from his waistband.

“I didn’t do anything!” he said, trying to shrug out of her hold. The people around them stood back, giving Valkyrie space to work.

“Why’d you bring a gun to a black-tie event?” she asked, her eyes flicking over the faces of those watching.

“For protection!”

“Who’s your friend?”

“I don’t have a friend!”

“How many are you here with?”

“I’m here alone!”

A thin guy with a thin moustache was standing close by and shifting his weight from one foot to the other. His gaze was locked on to her and he kept patting his side, reassuring himself that his weapon was still there, under his jacket. Valkyrie moved Topknot a little, like she was about to turn her back on the thin guy, and when he swept back his jacket she raised the gun she’d taken from Topknot and the thin guy froze.

“Do not,” she said, “do anything stupider than growing that moustache.”

She glanced across the square, saw Melancholia taking down the woman in the cocktail dress.

“A little help over here!” Valkyrie shouted to anyone in a position to lend assistance.

“Pardon me,” said a voice from the loudspeakers, “if I could have your attention for just a moment?” Tantamount Divine stood on stage, his shoulders raised, his hands open, like he was apologising for something. “Thank you, thank you. He has a gun, you see.”

A man stepped up beside him – a man with a beard and long hair and tattoos, his wrists adorned with multiple bracelets, his fingers adorned with rings. With his frock coat and his open shirt and his bare chest and his fatigues tucked into combat boots, he looked like a rock star. And that’s pretty much what he was – the rock star of terrorists.

“I hope you’re enjoying your evening,” Chorus Wild said into the microphone.

There were shouts and cries and calls for action but Wild merely jammed the gun he held into Tantamount’s side and the crowd went quiet.

“As you can imagine,” Wild said, “any attempt to rush the stage or otherwise take me down will result in Governor Divine here being shot and killed. There would be other ramifications, but we’ll get to those. First things first: I have some friends in the audience who appear to have been detained. If they could be released, we can get down to business with the bare minimum of bloodshed.”

Valkyrie didn’t budge for a few seconds, hoping that an alternative would present itself. When Skulduggery didn’t drop from the sky and start punching people, she let Topknot go. He turned, snarling, holding out his hand for the gun. Valkyrie ejected the magazine, letting it fall at her feet, ejected the bullet in the chamber, removed the slide and let both parts of the weapon clatter to the ground.

Topknot glared. Valkyrie cocked an eyebrow.

“Thank you,” Wild said. “I missed the speeches earlier, but I agree with Iota Tricks on a lot of the big issues, so I’m sure they were great. However, this whole thing? Taking an island and disappearing into another dimension for years on end? That reeks to me of defeat.

“Should we separate ourselves from the mortals? I think we can all agree, yes. They’ve demonstrated that they can’t be trusted. But we can’t scuttle into the dark, tail between our legs. To survive, to thrive, we’ve got to be dominant with every step we take. Buying an island, fading into the ether … that’s only ever going to be a temporary measure. But it is profoundly damaging. It will divide us when we need to stand united.” He sighed, and shook his head. “It brings me no pleasure to do this – none whatsoever – but in … How long?”

The thin guy with the thin moustache checked his watch and shouted up. “Twenty-seven minutes!”

“In twenty-seven minutes,” Chorus Wild said, “two bombs that we have placed around this island will go off.”

An alarmed murmur swept through the crowd.

“Please remain calm,” Wild said. “These explosions will kill whoever is still here in twenty-seven minutes, and disrupt the island’s ability to travel through dimensions. You have Teleporters, which means you can escape before anyone is hurt. Please do keep in mind that if I, myself, am captured or killed, or a Teleporter gets too close to me, the bombs will go off immediately.”

“Twenty-six minutes!” yelled the thin guy.

“You now have twenty-six minutes,” said Wild. “If I were you, I’d forgo any silliness and begin evacuating.”

The crowd looked at him and he looked back, and all around the square fireballs ignited and hands lit up.

Wild shook his head. “Looks like you’ve chosen silliness.”

He moved, shoving Tantamount Divine off the stage as energy streams sizzled by his head, and Topknot’s fist crunched into Valkyrie’s cheek. Her knees gave out and she toppled, Topknot straddling her, the square a mess of shouts and violence. She soaked up a flurry of punches with her forearms and tried to squirm out from under him, but he was good; he wasn’t letting her up. A shadow wrapped around his wrist and whipped him away and Militsa grabbed her, pulled her to her feet, and Valkyrie put her mouth to her girlfriend’s ear.

“Melancholia’s on the other side of the square. Get to her. Evacuate anyone who isn’t fighting, but get Mayor Graveside out first. Got it?”

Militsa kissed her cheek quickly and shadow-walked away. Valkyrie ducked as gunshots rang out and caught sight of more followers of Wild, firing at whoever got too close.

She moved in.
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Winter ran.

She didn’t know where the madman with the machete was but she just ran and kept running. She hadn’t a clue about the size of the island, or her position on it, but if she suddenly reached water she was perfectly fine with diving in and swimming to the mainland.

Or swimming to America or Canada, depending on which side of the island she was on.

She glanced back. He wasn’t there. She slowed to a fast walk, focused on regaining her breath, turning as she moved. He was unnaturally fast – she’d seen that when he’d pulled her coat off her – but she had to hope that he was more of a sprinter than a long-distance runner.

And, oh, she was cold. The wind that sliced through the trees was made of knives, and it found its way into her lungs and chilled her from the inside.

She stopped walking, and listened. She could hear gunshots.

The Conductors had started their attack. Under any normal circumstances, Winter would have done the sensible thing and headed in the opposite direction. However, with a masked killer on her trail, she figured being around other people – even other people fighting terrorists – might not be the worst idea. So she changed course, and hurried towards the sounds of gunfire.

She hated adventures.

A few minutes later, her teeth chattering due to a combination of fear, shock, and that bloody wind, she slowed to a stop a second time, squinting into the gloom ahead. A shape came through the trees. Tall. A man.

Winter ducked behind cover. There were more gunshots, some of such intensity that they threatened to drown out the footsteps. Then there was a lull, and Winter realised the man had stopped walking. She raised her head slowly.

“Hello,” he said.

She jerked back, fell, and scrambled, her way blocked by a tree.

He wasn’t wearing a mask. He wasn’t carrying a machete. “I have something for you,” he said, and held a small box out to her.

“What do you want?” Winter asked.

“To give you this.”

“Who are you?”

“No one important.”

She glanced at the box. It was made of black wood and black metal. “What’s in it?”

“The Spark.”

“What’s that?”

“The Spark of the Faceless Ones,” the man said. “When they retreated from Obsidian, they reduced themselves to a single Spark, contained within the Cage. That’s what the box is called.”

“Why are you giving it to me?”

“Because it’s yours.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yes, it is. It belongs to your bloodline. The Spark is power. The power is yours.”

Winter watched him, then got up slowly. “What do you expect me to do with it?”

“I don’t expect you to do anything. You will do what you will do.”

“If I open it, the Faceless Ones will escape.”

“The Faceless Ones are a spark, Winter. They have no thoughts. No agenda. They’re just … power.”

“If I take the box, can you get me away from here?”

“No,” he said, and extended his hand further. Reluctantly, she took the box and looked at it, feeling the carvings beneath her thumb.

When she looked up, the man was gone.
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Only a handful of Chorus Wild’s followers had come in black tie and cocktail dresses. The majority of the Conductors hadn’t been required to blend in with the crowd, so their clothes were a lot more suited to the rough and tumble nature of carrying out a terrorist attack. That meant their coats and trousers – and especially footwear – were a lot better suited to fighting than Valkyrie’s tuxedo and bare feet.

On the plus side, it made them stand out from the crowd, and gave her some pretty obvious targets to hit.

Her elbow crunched into the jaw of a woman with a rifle and while she went stumbling, Valkyrie sent a fistful of lightning into the chest of a man in a biker jacket and a Megadeth T-shirt. He did a flip and landed badly, and Valkyrie ran at the woman as she recovered and jumped, slamming her knee into her face. The rifle clattered. The woman collapsed. 

Valkyrie looked around for the next person to punch.

There was a pitched battle happening in the town square – Conductors on one side, non-terrorists on the other. Sorcerers shooting at each other, throwing fire and streams of flesh-scorching colour, ducking back behind the corners of buildings or overturned tables, popping out from behind the stage or behind fields of bullet-resistant energy. And around this impromptu battlefield, smaller skirmishes, no less frenetic, no less deadly.

A bullet whined past Valkyrie’s ear and she jerked away. Another bullet hit a flowerpot behind her. As she scrambled she glanced up, saw movement. She took off, lightning trailing behind her, arcing up to the rooftop as Tanith kicked the hell out of three bad guys.

Valkyrie dived in, wrapped up one of them in a choke, applied pressure as Tanith flipped. One bad guy fell, unconscious. Tanith whirled, knocked out the other one with a beautiful kick to the hinge of the jaw. The bad guy in Valkyrie’s arms went limp and she let him drop. She cuffed his wrist to the ankle of one of the others, then straightened, all out of handcuffs.

Tanith gathered up the guns, dropped them off the rear of the building.

“Reinforcements?” Valkyrie asked.

“I called it in,” Tanith answered. “Honestly, they should have been here by now.”

Down one of the side streets, a small group of well-dressed sorcerers were scurrying, guided by a Scottish redhead in black and an Englishman with ridiculously good hair.

“They can’t teleport in,” Valkyrie said, sagging. “If Fletcher’s running around in the shadows, that means he can’t get anyone off the island either.”

“Something else for us to figure out, then.” Tanith led the way to the front of the building so that they were looking down at the square. “OK, how many of them can you take out?”

“Me?”

“You. How many can that lightning of yours take out at one time?”

“I … I don’t know.”

“Can you blast them from here? What’s your range? How accurate are you?”

Before Valkyrie could answer, a whole section of bad guys disappeared. Then another. And another. 

“Dammit,” Tanith whispered. “They’ve got Cloaking Spheres.”

The exchange of fire eased off, as the Conductors either repositioned themselves or reloaded, and the other side wondered what direction the next attack was going to come from.

“New plan,” Tanith said. “You fly down, make your way into one of their little invisibility bubbles, and take out as many as you can before flying away again.” She glanced at Valkyrie as she spoke, then looked at her again and frowned. “Ghastly made you that tux, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And it’s armoured?”

“Not as such.”

“And where are your armoured clothes?”

“Didn’t bring them. Did you bring yours?”

“Not even my sword,” Tanith said. She bared her teeth in frustration, and then nodded. “OK, new plan.”

Behind them, a chuckle. They turned.

“Crapping crap,” Tanith muttered.

Mr Glee stood on the ledge, his coat flapping in the wind, his chest bare beneath it, a smile on his face and an assault rifle dangling by his leg. “Did you expect me to miss the chance at a rematch?” he called out.

“Honestly,” Valkyrie called back, “I hadn’t given it a whole lot of thought.” Energy crackled around her hands. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Glee chuckled again. “If you think you can hit me, first time, from all the way over there, you go right ahead.”

He slowly, casually, raised the rifle, but Valkyrie kept her hands where they were. Energy throwing had a notoriously awful hit rate over any kind of long distance, whereas a gun could be aimed and fired with deadly accuracy at a moment’s notice.

“I just want to be sure I heard you correctly just now,” Glee continued. “Up here, with this wind, a few words were snatched away from me – but would I be right in saying that neither of you are wearing armoured clothes tonight? Yes? No? By your silence, I think it’s probably a yes. So this is interesting. You think, perhaps, that I could kill you both in one go?” He raised the rifle to his shoulder, taking aim. “One burst each, maybe? Valkyrie, you’d go first, on account of how, with only a little readjustment, you could definitely get me with that lightning of yours. And then, Tanith, you’d go next. It’s risky, because shooting you as you came for me would not be assured – but I reckon I’d have a chance.”

“You don’t want to do this,” said Tanith.

“I don’t?”

“If you wanted to kill us, we wouldn’t be talking about it. You’d have shot us in the back.”

“But this is one of my favourite parts,” Glee responded. “Yeah, killing is great. Killing makes me feel all kinds of ways. But almost as good as the killing is when you, the victims, know it’s coming. That’s when the true cold fear starts to spread, when I can almost taste the antici–” he licked his lips – “pation.”

Valkyrie smiled. “Oh, thank God.”

“You like a little Rocky Horror to send you on your way?”

“Hey, love a little Rocky Horror. Me and my girlfriend go to the stage show whenever it passes through town. We dress up, do the Time Warp, the whole thing. But no, I wasn’t actually thinking of the Time Warp just there – I was thinking about timing.”

“And why does that make you smile?”

She waited a moment for Skulduggery to drift into a better position. “Because timing is—”

Skulduggery snatched the rifle barrel, redirecting it upwards, as he kicked the back of Mr Glee’s leg and Glee tumbled off the rooftop with barely a yelp.

Valkyrie glared. “You couldn’t have waited for me to finish the sentence?”

Skulduggery hopped off the ledge, on to the roof, disassembling the gun as he stalked forward. “You were taking too long. What’s the situation?”

“The Conductors are using cloaking spheres. They’re going to resume their attack at any moment. Where the hell have you been?”

“Asking some very rude people some very important questions.” His tuxedo was pristine, though his shoes had been dirtied enough to dull their shine, and he nodded to the square below. “This isn’t our immediate concern. We’ll have to trust that our side is capable of battling their side. Our priority is finding and disarming those bombs.”

“You know where they are?” Tanith asked.

Skulduggery pointed to a blinking light to their left, about a kilometre into the darkness, close to the edge of the island, and Valkyrie corrected herself. His tuxedo wasn’t pristine. There were a few specks of someone else’s blood on his shirt cuff. “That is Outpost Three, a research hub built around a focal point for the energies the island uses to traverse dimensions. Outpost Eleven is roughly five kilometres north-east of that, deep in the woods. If these bombs are what I think they are, the explosions could theoretically rupture the space between universes. That is not the objective of Chorus Wild, but it’s a very real possibility.”

“And that’d be bad, right?” Valkyrie asked.

“It’s not as bad as it could be,” Skulduggery answered. “As in, it wouldn’t destroy the world; it would just damage it and render it uninhabitable. The good news is, I think this is why the Conductors wanted Grantley Dour’s energy filter. Fitting that filter to these bombs would make them far more stable. As it is, I expect they’re liable to go off at the slightest touch.”

“Uh-huh. Yes. I see. Please explain to us how that is a good thing.”

“It means that there was simply no safe way for them to configure any booby traps, so defusing the bombs will be straightforward and apparent. But both bombs need to be defused within, roughly, one second of each other, or they’ll explode.”

“So you won’t be able to defuse both,” said Tanith.

“No, but like I said, it will be straightforward.”

“I’m assuming you extracted this information from a Conductor you were punching at the time?”

“Correct.”

“And how do you know he wasn’t lying to you?”

“I happen to regard myself as a very good judge of character.”

“He’s a terrorist.”

“With an honest face. Now, seeing as how we don’t have much choice but to believe what he told me, we’ll split up. The two of you get to Outpost Three, I’ll get to Eleven. Once we’re all in position, we’ll get on a call and coordinate the defusals.”

“Sounds good,” Tanith said, nodding. “But, Valkyrie, you go with Skulduggery.”

“Valkyrie can fly you to Outpost Three faster than you can run,” said Skulduggery. “We only have thirteen minutes.”

“Wild’s going to have someone guarding these places, so both teams are going to need backup. I’ll find Ghastly, or Melancholia or whoever is about, and we’ll get to the bomb in plenty of time. Trust me, OK?”

“You don’t even have your sword,” Skulduggery said, looking around. He walked off, picked up the pieces of the assault rifle he’d disassembled, and had put it back together again by the time he returned. He slotted in the magazine, gave it a whack, and held out the weapon.

Tanith took it, checked it, hopped on to the ledge and pivoted on the toes of one foot, the wind whipping a few strands of blonde hair across her face. “See you at the finish line,” she said, completing the pivot and then running down the side of the building.
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They flew.

The wind rushing around them, they passed over the square, the streets, the trees, and before they’d gone too far the gunfire started up again behind them. Valkyrie glanced back, at the streaks of pretty lights that told her the Conductors were attacking from two directions. Her insides knotting with anxiety, she focused on the darkness they were passing over, the thick tangle of woodland broken up, every so often, by a badly lit road, a residence, or a research station.

Closing in on a blinking light at the top of a tower, much like the one Tanith was headed towards, they dipped to tree level and then passed cleanly through a gap in the branches, Valkyrie’s bare feet touching down on cold earth and damp leaves.

They continued on, moving quietly.

Outpost Eleven was a larger building than Antenna Relay Structure 12, and looked like it had been built to be worked in. It had windows, for a start, though the lights were off inside, and a small, and empty, four-car car park. It was quiet and still. Not all quiet and still environments felt like they were an ambush waiting to happen, but this one did.

They crouched on the edge of the car park. With all this wind, these moving branches, these swaying trees, reading the air wasn’t going to tell Skulduggery anything useful, so he scanned the area, and gave a tiny shrug. He pulled his gun but Valkyrie put a hand on his arm. He waited.

Valkyrie breathed out, concentrating on finding the aura-vision switch in her head. Part of her resisted, knowing the headache it would unleash, but she pushed through, forcing it.

Immediately the pain hit and she fell forward, her fingers curled, her teeth gritted, her eyes screwed up like that would be enough to blot out the racket in her head. She was aware of Skulduggery holding her, whispering to her, but she couldn’t make out the words, and she opened her eyes like she was staring into the sun. Her eyelids screamed, did their best to rebel, but she widened them despite the white-hot daggers that sliced through her eyeballs into the back of her skull.

Beside her, Skulduggery was a blast of harsh colour that she immediately looked away from. There were people ahead – three of them, hiding behind cover – and the building was a mass of dark grey shapes that housed a seething, swirling energy. There was a smaller blot of colour on the roof, contained within a rectangle, no bigger than a toolbox.

That was enough, she had what she needed, so she shut her eyes, fists squeezing against her temples, and shut it off.

The relief was immediate, like diving into water on a hot day. The pain retracted, the needle moving from a hundred down to five in a matter of seconds. She took in a slow, quivering breath, and let it out before opening her eyes. For a moment there was nothing, just a solid black, before the black turned to gloom and the gloom faded to grey and the grey became colours, and shadows, and she blinked and looked up.

She pointed to where the ambushers lay in wait. Skulduggery nodded. Her strength and wits were returning quickly, and when she was back to normal, with only a hint of headache, she went right and he went left.

Careful to keep low, careful to make sure she didn’t offer a silhouette against whatever distant lights managed to make their way through the trees, Valkyrie circled the building, giving it a wide berth. She found her target lying belly down on a blanket, facing away from her, a gun beside him. She watched him yawn. The distance cracked with sporadic bursts of gunfire, but here it was quiet, even from the wind. He’d hear her approach with plenty of time to grab the rifle and turn, so she manoeuvred herself into position, with nothing but empty space between them, and she crouched and waited.

She wondered if the birds of these woods, if the animals and rodents and insects of this island, were natural to this dimension, or the dimension that Insadoom existed in for the majority of its time. She wondered if there were ever any issues with the different germs or bacteria or diseases from one dimension being introduced to another, or if there had ever been an invasive species problem, like that frog that was introduced to Australia and took over. Well, took over the frog part of Australia. Not Australia itself.

It may have been a toad, rather than a frog. Skulduggery once explained the difference to her but she had been monumentally uninterested. Toads were dryer and squatter, she remembered that much, and their legs were designed for crawling rather than—

A shot fired somewhere close by and her target sprang to his knees and Valkyrie lunged, energy crackling, shooting across the space between them and slamming into him before he’d had a chance to notice the light she was casting. They sprawled. She’d winded herself but had winded him, too, and as he reached back for his weapon she unleashed a handful of lightning into his chest. She didn’t miss, not at this range, and he went skidding through the undergrowth before flopping to an awkward, unconscious halt.

Skulduggery came walking through the trees. “There were only three?” he asked.

She nodded, still trying to get her breath back.

“Any idea where they put the bomb?”

She pointed, and he held her around the waist and they rose up to the building’s roof. The bomb was waiting for them, contained in a metal box without a lid. Skulduggery hunkered over it, tilting his head this way and that, then nodded.

“Very straightforward,” he said. “We just have to disconnect one wire.”

“Show me,” Valkyrie replied, taking out her phone and taking a picture of the wire he pointed to. She tapped out a message and sent it to Tanith.

Then waited.
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Tanith’s phone buzzed against her skin. She took it out, glanced at it, then put it back inside her dress. Of course they’d reached their bomb already. Of course they’d travelled the length of the island, taken out whatever opposition they’d encountered, and found the bloody thing. Of course they were now waiting for her.

And of course she was still in town, had yet to even set foot in the woods, had yet to find anyone to teleport her to the bomb that she’d insisted she could handle.

She got to a corner and peeked round. She didn’t like this. She didn’t like an enemy who seemed to have an abundance of cloaking spheres. There could be two dozen of them standing in the street ahead and she wouldn’t know anything about it until she wandered into a hail of gunfire. She put a foot to the wall, and walked up the side of the building instead.

Even when she got to the roof she wasn’t confident that she was alone. Keeping the rifle braced against her shoulder she moved quickly and quietly, then put on a little speed and jumped to the next roof. Gunfire drew her to the rear of the building. She looked over, saw five of Wild’s terrorists pursuing a frightened couple towards an alley. Tanith ran back a few steps, then spun and sprinted.

She got a foot to the very edge of the ledge and leaped, the street passing below her. She wasn’t going to make it all the way across, she’d known she wouldn’t, but when her trajectory started to dip she turned her body so she was facing down. The moment her toes scraped the wall she adjusted her gravity, landing while running down and then jumping, flipping, her feet crashing into the shoulders of the slowest Conductor. He collapsed, unconscious, bones broken, who knows what internal injuries, and Tanith flipped again, landing behind the next one. He turned to her and she swung the rifle into his face. That didn’t knock him out so she kicked him when he was down and that seemed to do the trick.

A few steps later she was charging into the alley, just in time to see Ghastly and Constance Graveside beating the remaining Conductors to a pulp. The frightened couple only stopped cowering when the last bad guy fell.

Ghastly wiped blood from his knuckles as Tanith hurried over. “Situation?” he said.

“Wild’s people have cloaking spheres. They’ve split up, trying to outflank our lot. It’s pretty bad.”

“The bombs?”

“Skulduggery and Valkyrie have found the first one, I’m on the way to the second. We have to defuse them at the same time or they’ll detonate.”

Ghastly nodded. “I’ll come with you. Constance, take these good folks to the others and hunker down.”

Tanith handed the mayor the assault rifle, then grabbed Ghastly, and kissed him. “I was worried about you.”

“I already died once,” he replied, kissing her back. “Got no plans to repeat myself.”

She smiled, the ground falling away beneath them, the night sky pulling them upwards, the wind shockingly cold as they cleared the buildings and rose higher. Tanith pointed and Ghastly flew them in that direction. He didn’t fly as fast as Skulduggery, and it required every ounce of his concentration, but Tanith wasn’t about to complain. It beat walking.

They dipped lower as they closed in, and when they landed Tanith told him what to expect: the bomb on the roof, and at least three enemies lying in wait. With a kiss for good luck, they split up, and Tanith melted into the shadows. This was what she was trained for – stealing through the darkness, undetected.

It took her a few minutes to find the first ambusher, crouching between two trees. He was well hidden by foliage but lacked the discipline his role required. She noticed him when he extended his right leg and flexed his foot back and forth. She left him where he was and went looking for the next one, spotting the barrel of a rifle high up in the branches.

Time was ticking by, so she took care of the tree-bound ambusher first. She climbed silently, without disturbing so much as a leaf, and hung from the branch above him. Hooking her legs around it, she unfurled, snatching him into a choke before he knew what was happening. He struggled, gun forgotten, his hands flailing against her, but if he had ever known how to get out of a choke like this, her angle of attack was throwing him off. He went limp and heavy and she released him slowly, and took his gun with her as she dropped from the tree. To her right, she heard the thump of someone hitting the ground, and then nothing.

Two down. If there were only three stationed here, that meant there was one to go. If there were more than three, they didn’t have time to go searching for them, so she needed to draw them out of hiding.

She got back to the ambusher with the cramping leg, put the rifle to her shoulder and aimed at the earth by his foot. She fired a shot and immediately said, “Don’t,” and he jerked away, fumbled for his gun, and froze when the command registered with his brain. He let his gun fall and held up his hands.

“How many of you?” Tanith asked.

“Just me,” he told her.

She fired again and he flinched and stumbled. “Do not lie to me again.”

“Two more,” he said.

She stalked towards him and his shoulders went up like he expected to be shot and when he didn’t call out a new number she decided to believe him, and whacked him over the head. He dropped to his hands and knees, moaning in pain, and she frowned, hit him again. People were so hard to knock out these days. She ran up Outpost Three’s exterior wall and Ghastly joined her, standing over the bomb.

“That wire,” she said, pointing. She made a call and when Valkyrie answered Tanith said, “We’re in position. Count of three?”

“Count of three,” Valkyrie agreed. “One. Two.”

A bullet skimmed Tanith’s shoulder and then there was gunfire everywhere, and Ghastly was diving into her. He shouted something, grabbed the rifle and leaped off the edge.

Tanith turned over, ignoring the blood that ran down her arm, and snatched up the phone, put it to her ear as she crawled for the bomb. “I’m OK. We’re OK,” she said over the noise. “Ready? Ready? Three, two, one, go.”

She yanked the wire from the bomb and the bomb didn’t explode.

“Stay alive,” she told Valkyrie, ended the call and rolled to the quiet side of the roof. She dropped off the side, landing on her feet. No more gunfire. “Ghastly?” she shouted into the silence.

He didn’t answer.

She darted to the nearest tree. Once under cover she moved quickly, soundlessly, until she saw a shape on the ground, a body, a body that wasn’t Ghastly but was definitely dead. She crouched by the corpse. Bullet holes. Another body slumped against a tree. Ghastly had shot him, too.

Clutching her shoulder, Tanith did a sweep of the area, didn’t find any more bodies.

But she didn’t find Ghastly, either.
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They came out of the trees seconds after Tanith had hung up, firing automatic weapons and streams of energy, desperate to rearm the bomb and fulfil whatever hateful mission they’d been sent on. Valkyrie jumped from the roof, sent lightning streaking towards the closest of them but that only lit her up as a target. She scrambled, cursing, bullets filling her world with dirt and stones and bits of spinning bark, and then Skulduggery landed beside her in a crouch, put his hands to the earth, and fingers of jagged rock burst from the ground in a tight circle round them.

She squatted beside him, head down, shoulders hunched, hands over her ears and her eyes screwed shut. Surrounded by an unknown number of armed terrorists and purely on the defensive – not the best position to be in, tactically speaking.

Once the initial barrage had passed, Skulduggery fired out through the gaps between the stony fingers and Valkyrie released a few blasts, the startling brightness of her energy ruining her night vision every time she did it.

The enemy returned fire and she shrank back, bullets whining past her ears.

“Boost me up!” she shouted. “High!”

The instant there was a lull in the gunfire she rocked her weight forward and Skulduggery flicked his hands. The air rushed in beneath her and propelled her up through the opening and when she was at the apex, maybe three times her height, she spread her arms and legs wide and burst with energy, a light that seared through her eyelids no matter how tightly she had them shut. Now she looked around, watching their attackers stumble back. She picked out the one who seemed to recover quickest and flew at him before he could fire. 

They collided. Her face whacked into his handgun, knocking it from his grip. Painful, but lucky. Her jacket and her trousers were on fire. She beat out the flames on her leg and charged into him, pressing the flames on her sleeve to his face. He shrieked, and recoiled, giving her a clean shot to his chin. She put all her weight behind it but she slipped, barely managed to clip him, and he responded with a hook to her ribs. That sent her to one knee, but she snatched up his gun and he lunged for her, then twisted under a hail of bullets from his own side and dropped.

Valkyrie threw herself behind a tree as the gunman closed in, cursing. He’d killed his buddy and wasn’t happy about it. She slapped at the flames on her sleeve until they were out, risked a peek and he fired again and she jerked back. She returned fire, then bolted, and now he was chasing her. She zigzagged through the trees and he fired and some shots went way wide and some shots came too close, but she didn’t stop running. A tree beside her spat splinters into her face and she juked left and the ground wasn’t where she thought it would be, and now she was falling, tumbling down an embankment.

She splashed into cold water, went under, fingers scrabbling over smooth pebbles and silt, gasping as she scrambled up, getting to the shallowest side of the stream and running as the gunman appeared on the bank, firing down at her. She got round the bend, not daring to take to the air, and crossed the stream, sinking back into a dark overhang until she was one with the earth and the rock and the twisting roots. She opened the revolver’s cylinder, tapped the bullets into her palm, discarded five spent casings and slipped the remaining live bullet into the chamber. She clicked it shut, thumbed back the hammer, and waited for the gunman.

She was drenched, head to toe. Her clothes were freezing. She was burnt. Her feet were cut to ribbons. Blood ran down her face. Her cheek was swelling. Her lip felt thick. She’d bitten her tongue. Her ribs hurt. Her back hurt. She’d lost a fingernail. Her elbow hurt. Both elbows hurt. She had one bullet in her gun and she couldn’t afford to miss.

She flicked the switch in her head and sobbed as the pain hit her, nearly sent her to her knees. She only managed to stay standing by bracing herself against the curving, uneven wall of the embankment. All other injuries went away and there was only the thunder in her skull that made her feel that she was coming apart.

She opened her eyes slowly, her breath coming in shallow, short bursts.

She saw him immediately, his colour in a world of grey, blurring slightly as he moved. He was crawling, on his elbows, to the top of the bank across from her. She watched him and raised the revolver, aiming for his throat. The pain was making her hands shake. She couldn’t tell where he was looking but he was facing her for the longest moment, and then he turned his head. He hadn’t seen her. Slowly, he raised to a crouch, and she shifted her aim to centre mass. She couldn’t see the rifle in his hands, but she knew he had it up and ready to fire.

And then there was something behind him.

It wasn’t an aura she was seeing – but rather the lack of one. In the grey world her vision had plunged her into, this person was an empty space. He held something in his hand. A bat. A sword?

A machete.

Gestalt’s clothes – his coat, his mask – fully contained his aura, hiding it from Valkyrie’s senses, but his machete swirled with an energy she hadn’t seen before. He stood behind the gunman, and the gunman spun round and Gestalt swung, the machete swiping through the gunman’s body, extinguishing his aura as he crumpled.

Squeezing her eyes shut, Valkyrie reached for the off switch and the thunder in her head retreated. She blinked. Waited for her sight to return. It was taking its time. She licked her lips. Having Gestalt so close and not being able to see him was not good.

The world faded into view and she looked to where he’d been standing. He wasn’t there any more.

Valkyrie pushed herself away from the rock and her energy crackled around her as she blasted skywards, but as she cleared the top of the embankment that glorious magic deserted her and she cursed and fell through the darkness, landing on one foot and managing to turn it into a controlled tumble. She came up in a crouch and looked round at Gestalt striding towards her. She stood, backing away, fired her one bullet into his chest and his stride didn’t even falter.

He took three quick steps and was swinging at her before she could even run. She crashed into him, inside the arc of the swing, slamming the butt of the revolver into his mask. In response, his forehead met her cheek and while she fought to remain upright he put his left hand flat against her chest and shoved – and Valkyrie went skidding through the dirt and dried twigs.

She got up and ran.

The lights from Outpost Eleven cast everything between her and it in total darkness. She tripped over a body, nearly went stumbling into the fingers of rock that Skulduggery had pulled from the ground, and then her feet slapped wetly on tarmac. She tried to blast into the air again but couldn’t. Gestalt was too close.

She used the gun to smash a window and cleared the glass as best she could before launching herself through. She landed on the other side with fresh cuts on her leg and hip.

Through the darkness she moved, past the small desk and straight to the stairs – up six, then turning on the quarter landing and up another six – knowing she was leaving a trail of bloody footprints behind her but really not in a position to do anything about it. She reached an L-shaped landing, carpeted, with two open doors across from the waist-height balcony – one for the bathroom and one for an office with four desks. There was a third door, round the balcony’s corner, but when she opened it she only saw computers, technology, monitoring stations. Nothing she could use as a weapon.

All of the windows were fixed – meaning she couldn’t jump out. But the roof. The roof with the bomb. That had antennas and towers and things she didn’t have names for. If people had to go up there regularly, fixing and adjusting and repairing, then there’d be roof access. Whether or not she could jump from the roof without breaking her legs was something she’d worry about once she was up there.

She hurried into the office and found a short staircase leading up to a door. The door was locked. She went to blast it open and when nothing happened she cursed herself. Militsa had even quoted that line from Scream earlier, about the girl running up the stairs instead of going out the front door. She should have just kept running. She hadn’t needed to come in here, hadn’t needed to hem herself in. She should have just kept running through the trees. She didn’t know what Gestalt’s cardio was like, but she was pretty confident that she could run faster and longer than most people, even with bleeding feet.

Back down she went, grabbed a chair, but it was on wheels. There was a spare off to one side, the kind with ugly fabric and strong metal legs. She carried it back to the corner, placing it at an angle.

From below, there came the delicate sounds of someone kicking a door down.

She took the other chair, the padded one, the one on wheels, and laid it on the floor about three strides from the corner, then unplugged a monitor from a desk and carried it to the steps leading up to the roof, where she waited.

She didn’t hear Gestalt coming up the stairs, but she heard a door creak as he checked the bathroom. He would be here next. He’d have to circle the whole room to make sure she wasn’t hiding behind a desk, and once he got close he’d realise there was an almost hidden corner. If he came up the right side of the room, her plan might work. If he came up the left side, he’d see her in plenty of time to avoid her ambush.

She waited, knees bent. She was freezing. She hated wearing wet clothes. She was looking forward to drying off, getting changed into something warm and soft. At least her hair was staying off her face. That was something. Militsa had recommended the gel/cream mix and for now, anyway, it was showing remarkable hold despite—

Gestalt stepped round the corner and Valkyrie heaved the monitor at him. He raised his arms to block it and she snatched up the chair and charged, the underside of the seat slamming into his chest even as the monitor fell. He tripped over the other chair and Valkyrie jumped with him as he toppled. He landed on his back, she landed on her feet, and she wrenched the four-legged chair, the ugly fabric chair, the best chair in the world, and one of those legs knocked the machete from his hand.

It worked. It actually bloody worked.

Gestalt’s other hand reached for her ankle but Valkyrie vaulted over him, landed by his head, grabbed the machete and backed off. The handle was warm and she felt something, a design carved into the wood beneath her palm. She didn’t have time to look at it, though, because Gestalt was suddenly on his knees and flinging the best chair in the world straight at her face. A leg caught her with a sudden, awful, jarring pain, and it tumbled and she stumbled. Another leg, or maybe it was same one, whacked down on to her bare foot and she howled.

Gestalt collided with her. They went down and she lost the machete but she was immediately turning on to her hip, bringing one leg in to brace across his abdomen, and when she felt his weight move over her she scissored her legs, flipping him on to his back, her on top. She tried to use that momentum to fling herself off, to get to the door, but he wrapped his arms around her torso.

She grunted, manoeuvring her right fist across his mask, dragging her forearm across his jaw, turning his head as she pushed down, trying to give herself some space. It wasn’t working. He was too strong and the mask was too solid. The pain she was inflicting wasn’t enough.

He readjusted his arms, tightening his bear hug, and Valkyrie gasped. His arms constricted further and she couldn’t breathe. She made a sound, as whatever air was left in her lungs was forced out. And still he hugged tighter. She couldn’t break free. She scratched her fingers towards his eyes but couldn’t even see them behind the mask. All she could glimpse was darkness before she had to just rest her chin on his shoulder. She felt, and heard, a rib break, and the fight was crushed out of her.

Gestalt held on like that for another few seconds, and then he tossed her to one side. Valkyrie rolled to her hands and knees, sucking in oxygen. She stood. He was already on his feet and the machete was back in his hand. She hadn’t even seen him pick it up. She moved to dart round him, but he stepped closer to the door, cutting off her escape. 

She couldn’t let him dictate the next move. If he moved first, she was dead. He had all the advantages. He had the magic and he had the strength. 

But he didn’t have the weight. Magic made him strong, but it would do nothing to increase his mass. She was pretty sure she could lift him, if she could summon the will to keep fighting.

Of course she could keep fighting. She always kept fighting. She was a legend. She was Valkyrie Cain.

She ran at him, her left hand clutching his right arm, her head ducking under, her right arm going between his legs and grabbing his flank. Roaring, she lifted him on to her shoulder, powered him out of the office, smacking his head and his feet against the door frame, and then she threw him over the balcony and watched him land with a crunch on the quarter landing below.

She sagged against the low wall. She’d pulled something in her leg and wrenched something in her back, a pain that reached up and round her shoulders. Gestalt didn’t move. The machete was still in his hand, but held loosely. He may have been unconscious. Or he may have been acting, waiting for her to try to pass, at which point he’d rise up.

Her options were limited. Assuming he really was unconscious, she could either creep down, step over him, and run – or she could creep down, take his machete, and chop his head off. Neither option appealed a whole lot. But there was a third option, which was very unlike her: stay where she was and not make a sound.

She limped back out of his line of sight, until she could only see the very tip of the machete. She tried to generate a little energy crackle around her fingers but nothing happened – so however he was binding magic, he didn’t have to be conscious to do it.

As she stood there, she became very aware of her many injuries, and the slightly lopsided way she was standing. She held her arms, not only in a feeble attempt to keep herself warm, but also to keep as much blood in her body as possible.

Her eyes widened. The machete, the tip of the machete – it was gone. She hadn’t shifted her gaze, she’d barely even blinked, but she’d lost focus and hadn’t noticed it happening and now she had no idea where he—

A shadow moved on the section of wall she could see, and Valkyrie held her breath. Gestalt was standing, probably trying to work out how long he’d been unconscious. He had no reason to think that she’d have just stayed up here. If he knew anything about her at all – and it really seemed like he did – then he’d be assuming she took the opportunity to get to a strategically advantageous position where she could either escape or mount a counterstrike. If he knew her, he’d think she was already outside.

His shadow shifted, and was gone, and a moment later she heard him stepping on to the ruined door.

Limping slowly and quietly, Valkyrie went back to the office, peeked out the window. Gestalt was moving quickly across the car park, about to step into the woods. Then he stopped.

Valkyrie didn’t even whisper at him to keep going. She just urged him with every thought in her head.

But Gestalt turned, looking at Outpost Eleven, and started walking back.

Pushing aside the urge to cry, Valkyrie hurried back to the L-shaped landing and crouched behind the balcony corner, where there was just enough space to hide.

She heard him crunch over that door again, and tried to make out his footsteps coming up the stairs. She waited what she thought was a reasonable amount of time and risked a peek, glimpsing him as he stood in the office doorway, about to enter. She ducked down, counted to three, peeked again. The doorway was empty. He was inside.

Valkyrie straightened, gripped the balcony with both hands and sprang soundlessly off the floor. Still gripping the balcony she turned her hips, guiding her legs over slowly, letting herself hang. So long as she timed it right, she’d miss the railing directly beneath. She swayed, and swayed again, building momentum, and then her blood-slicked hands slipped and she fell, her back smashing on to the railing, sending her spinning to the ground.

Gasping, groaning, coughing, clutching her shoulder, she heaved herself up, tripped over the broken door, got up again and stumbled out, barely making it three steps before the window above her exploded, showering her with glass. She turned as Gestalt dropped to the ground. He didn’t advance. He just stood there.

She was too tired, too sore, and too injured to say anything remotely cool or even vaguely tough, so she gave him the finger, curled both hands into fists, and brought those fists up in a boxer’s stance, at which point his head shifted slightly. She frowned, turning, as Skulduggery walked into the pool of light of the car park, the butt of an assault rifle lodged against his shoulder.

Gestalt jerked under the first burst of gunfire and Valkyrie allowed herself to overbalance and stagger backwards as Skulduggery fired again, and again, short bursts at various parts of Gestalt’s body. Nothing put him down. Nothing made him bleed. Skulduggery emptied the clip and dropped it, slapped in another one as Gestalt strode towards him.

Gestalt slashed for Skulduggery’s chest and Skulduggery blocked the blade with the rifle. He cracked the stock into that black mask, then jammed the muzzle into Gestalt’s throat and pulled the trigger.

Blood sprayed and Gestalt dropped to his knees, grabbing weakly for the gun. Skulduggery fired again and Gestalt twisted and toppled on to his back.

Skulduggery pulled open Gestalt’s coat, pressed the muzzle against his chest, and emptied the magazine. He let the gun fall, hurried over to Valkyrie, and picked her up.

“My hero,” she mumbled.
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Once Gestalt’s body was far enough behind them, their magic returned, and Skulduggery lifted into the air.

“How many?” he asked as they flew.

“How many what?” Valkyrie managed to reply. Her eyes were closed and her fingers and toes were numb and she just wanted to sleep.

“How many of Wild’s people did you take down before Gestalt arrived?”

“Two,” she said. She thought about it. “Well, one, because Gestalt killed the second guy.” She thought about it again. “And the second guy killed the first guy, so … none. How many did you take down?”

“Nine.”

She nodded into his chest. “It’s not a competition.”

“I never said it was.”

“Where are we going?”

“Tanith called. Ghastly’s missing.”

“You spoke to her?”

“I did.”

“You spoke on the phone to Tanith while I was being hunted by a killer?”

“It wasn’t as long a conversation as you seem to think. It lasted three sentences, and most of Tanith’s sentence consisted of various swear words. How badly are you hurt?”

She wanted to make a joke. She wanted to say “Emotionally?” and go on about her feelings. But she was in way too much discomfort for nonsense.

“I’m OK,” she said. “I just need no one to try to kill me for a bit.”

“No promises,” Skulduggery muttered, suddenly altering course.

Valkyrie took a last moment to just feel safe before they descended into the trees, and when she registered what was happening she stumbled out of Skulduggery’s arms even before they’d landed. Ahead of them, Militsa was whipping shadows at people throwing energy streams, Tanith was in close, taking them out one by one, and Iota Sparks was scrambling behind cover like she was on their side.

It felt good to have magic again, though, so Valkyrie dismissed the questions in her head and unleashed lightning. It hit one bad guy and bounced off him even as he hurtled back, and hit the guy beside him, sending him spinning. She didn’t know she could do that.

The terrorists down, Militsa ran over to her, kissed her, hugged her like she hadn’t seen her in a year.

“Did you go swimming?” she asked, her voice muffled.

Valkyrie smiled through her pain, kissed her ear, and they broke apart.

“Bomb’s disarmed but Ghastly’s gone,” Tanith said, walking over, bleeding from the shoulder. “I don’t know where. I was headed back into Doom Bay and I ran straight into Militsa.”

“I was with Melancholia,” said Militsa. “We were with the mayor and a few others, trying to get them somewhere safe. This lot came shooting at us. Melancholia shadow-walked the others away but the mayor got separated. When I caught up with her, Iota was standing between her and the Conductors, trying to talk to them.”

“They wouldn’t listen to me,” Iota said quietly. She looked absolutely terrified and out of her depth, and Valkyrie resisted the urge to point out that this is what happened when you hung around with terrorists.

“This is what happens when you hang around with terrorists,” she said, and frowned. Had she just said that out loud?

“These are not my people,” Iota argued.

Apparently, she had.

“The people I represent are peaceful,” Iota continued. “Chorus Wild’s lunatics attacked us, too, in case you missed it.”

Valkyrie held up her hands in surrender. “I’m very sorry,” she said. “I’m losing a lot of blood.”

“Me too,” said Tanith.

“But you’re not in this conversation.”

“Good point.”

“Where is Mayor Graveside now?” Skulduggery asked.

“Somewhere in here,” said Militsa, indicating their surroundings. “They were talking about dragging her back to the town square. They wanted to burn her alive.”

Iota nodded towards a section of trees. “But she got away, went running in there.”

“Go after her,” Skulduggery said. “Militsa, you too. Valkyrie and Tanith and I will go to the square. If they intend to burn one official, they might very well be planning on burning more.”

“Ghastly,” Tanith said, going even paler than she already was.

Valkyrie didn’t even have time to give Militsa a parting kiss. She just met her eyes as Skulduggery rose into the air, Valkyrie on one side, Tanith on the other. They turned, heading for the lights of Doom Bay, rising higher the closer they got. They circled the square, landing on the same rooftop as last time. The Conductors they’d dispatched were gone, probably down on the street. They wouldn’t have wanted to miss the fun.

Valkyrie limped up to the ledge and they peered down. The battle was over. The guests had been rounded up, shackled, and forced to congregate before the empty stage. There were a lot of injured people down there – on both sides. She couldn’t see Ghastly.

Chorus Wild approached the microphone. There was a substantial gap between the crowd and the stage, almost like he didn’t trust his people to keep the guests from rushing him.

“This didn’t have to happen,” Wild said. “Nobody had to die tonight. Nobody real. Nobody of worth. You, my brothers and sisters, my family, you were all safe.” He shook his head. “But, of course, you had to fight, didn’t you? Of course you did. You always do. We always do. We’ve had to fight to stay alive, fight to thrive, fight to even exist in this world of mortals.”

Somebody shouted something from the crowd, and there were a few more shouts to back it up.

“See this?” Wild said. “You’re even fighting now, when there are guns pointed at you, when you’re bleeding and injured. It’s who we are. We’re survivors.” He hesitated, then put his hand under his coat, and when he brought it out it was covered in blood. “Huh. Looks like I’ve been shot.”

A group of his people rushed forward but he waved them away. “I’m fine,” he said. “There are folks here with worse injuries. And we’ve all got to bleed, don’t we? For what we believe in? Among you tonight is a bona fide celebrity. I am fully aware of how hypocritical this will seem, after what’s just happened, but I am one of Nuru Yewahi’s biggest fans. For centuries, Nuru believed that mages and mortals could openly co-exist, that they would accept us if ever we were discovered. But she’s changed her mind. Now it is her learned opinion that the two species should go their separate ways.”

Valkyrie saw Nuru Yewahi in the crowd, saying something.

Wild nodded. “And I respect that. Remaining true to your pacifist ideals in a violent world is a far braver thing than I could ever hope to do. But on a fundamental level, we agree with each other. You can shake your head all you want. We should leave the mortals behind. Why we cling to this idea that we need them, that they need us, I simply don’t know. The Sanctuaries were born out of necessity – some might say fear – and they did their job. But that time has passed. The mortals deserve to be masters of their own destiny – just as we deserve to be masters of ours.”

He raised his blood-stained hand. The other arm, the one with the bullet hole in it, he kept at his side. “But this isn’t the way to do it. Iota Sparks, where are you? Where’s Iota? Is she alive? I pray to Darquesse that she is alive. Iota and her team of volunteers, you have all done an astonishing job getting to this point. Raising the capital to buy an island – a Mystical Island, at that – is almost beyond my comprehension. Well done. You have my admiration. But this is too small. I’m sorry. I wish I could look at this as a first step, but if this happens, Insadoom will forever be the sorcerer’s compromise. We can’t have that.”

He shook his head like this was the saddest thing he had ever said. “I came here tonight with a plan. My bombs, strategically placed, would rip this island in two, sending one part back to that other dimension and keeping the other part here – ruined. Uninhabitable. But my plan to disrupt your plan was, in turn, disrupted by – who else? – Skulduggery Pleasant and Valkyrie Cain and Tanith Low and Ghastly Bespoke. The usual lot, eh? If ever you could depend on someone to fight for the status quo, it’d be those four. That was, I’m afraid, always a possibility. So I had a backup plan, in case my dastardly scheme was foiled. And this is where it gets truly distasteful, folks.”

He gestured, and Ghastly was led on to the stage, his hands shackled behind his back.

“Grand Mage Bespoke,” Wild said, taking the microphone out of the stand and freestyling it, “the man entrusted with steering Roarhaven away from the authoritarian leanings of Damocles Creed and China Sorrows. The leader of a kinder, gentler Sanctuary. A man so magnanimous that he ceded half his power to a position that he, himself, introduced, that of mayor. And who did he back to become that mayor? Only one of the most respected war heroes we’ve ever had – Constance Graveside. Even saying that name aloud makes me want to salute.”

That drew laughter from some of Wild’s people, but he didn’t seem interested in encouraging any jeering.

“I had hoped to have her up here, too,” he said, “but I’m actually kind of glad she got away. I don’t want to do this, but I have to. I have to demonstrate to you, to every sorcerer around the world, that we are committed to getting what we want. That we will do whatever it takes, no matter how much you’ll hate us for it – or how much we’ll hate ourselves. I expect I’ll be stopped. Someone will kill me. Maybe it’ll be Skulduggery Pleasant, maybe it’ll be one of you. However it happens, whoever does it, I know that my sacrifice will be worth it. And so will Ghastly’s.”

Tanith went to rise but Skulduggery grabbed her arm. “Not yet,” he said quietly, as Ghastly was forced to his knees.

“This is what they used to do to us,” Wild said. “In a town square like this one, they’d drown us or burn us or cut off our heads. Public execution. A demonstration of their resolve. So that’s what we’re doing tonight. I am deeply, deeply sorry.” He bowed his head, listening to the murmurs rippling through the crowd, and then raised the microphone back to his mouth. “But, of course, that’s not nearly enough. That will draw condemnation from all the Sanctuaries, but it won’t quite sicken you as much as I need to sicken you. It won’t quite disgust you to the point where I need you disgusted. We will do whatever it takes until you’re ready to do what we ask. You’re not there yet. But you will be. And this is the first step.”

A wave of his hand and cloaking spheres were deactivated in the space between the crowd and the stage, revealing a hundred people, maybe more, terrified and unkempt and in chains. Some guests automatically moved towards them to help, but the Conductors fired shots into the air until order was restored.

“In those few short weeks that we call the Deletion,” said Wild, “when countless brave mages fought to defend mortals – like these – from the Faceless Ones and their monsters, there were some mortals who allowed their own pettiness, their own fears, their own inadequacies, to guide their actions. Every one of these mortals gathered here killed a sorcerer in those few weeks. Every single one of them. And for that, tonight, we will execute them.”

The mortals looked too exhausted and scared to argue, so the guests did their best on their behalf. 

Wild wasn’t listening. “Grand Mage Bespoke,” he said, “we honour you for your service, both in the war with Mevolent and as Grand Mage of the Irish Sanctuary. For you mortals, I have it on good authority that you’re going to burn in Hell until the end of time. It’s the very least you—”

His words were cut off when the microphone flew from his hand, over his shoulder, and went spinning upwards until it vanished.

A chuckle came over the loudspeakers.

“That’s it?” Skulduggery’s voice said over those same speakers. “Your master plan is to get people to hate you? I can think of far simpler ways. Have you tried singing show tunes? Leaving the keypad sound on when you text? Correcting someone’s grammar? People hate when you do that.”

Valkyrie glanced at Skulduggery. His head was tilted and his jaw was slightly askew, a sure sign of his annoyance.

Cadaver Cain appeared, floating high in the air behind the stage. In one hand, the microphone. In the other, a cloaking sphere, which he slipped into the pocket of his long black leather coat that flapped in the wind.

“Assembled guests,” he said, “petrified mortals, and misguided terrorists, the entertainment part of your evening has come to an end.”

Around the square, small groups of Cleavers burst into visibility.

Cadaver’s voice smiled. “Here come the heroics.”


   

[image: ]

Gunfire beyond the trees ahead, and Winter crouched but kept going. More shots, then a gap, then more shots, then a gap, and Winter kept getting closer, moving from one piece of cover to the next. There was a final sustained burst, and then nothing but a few murmured words. Winter moved a little faster, just in time to see Skulduggery flying into the air with Valkyrie in his arms.

She lunged into a run but whacked her shin into a tree stump and fell, gasping, trying to shout but unable to take in a big enough breath. Then they were gone, and she was still rolling on the ground.

Valkyrie had looked hurt. She’d been covered in blood and Skulduggery was carrying her – carrying her, for God’s sake. The idea that her sister could be hurt like that … it was a new one, and Winter didn’t like it. She got to her hands and knees, cursing with the pain and searching through the undergrowth for the box. She found it, gripping it one hand, and then heaved herself upright. Hissing with every limping step, she headed in the direction Skulduggery had been flying. At least she had a direction now.

There was something metal, lying in the leaves. She picked up an assault rifle. Its barrel was warm but the clip was empty. She dropped it and looked around and a shock went through her. The killer in the black mask lay on his back, unmoving. Even from here, even from this angle, in this gloom, she could see the mess of bullet holes in his neck. They didn’t bleed much, and the ruined flesh looked dark and wrong, but at least he was dead.

“Burn in Hell,” Winter told him, and the killer sat up, straight from the waist.

Her knees went and she crashed sideways into a sparse bush of angry spikes. The killer sat there for a moment, head down, chin on his chest. Then he looked up, right at her. He stood without effort, his machete in his hand, and Winter ran.

She followed the trail, weaving through the trees and round rocky outcrops and down inclines, and once she was sure she had broken his line of sight she darted left, sliding down an embankment and staying low. She knew he was fast. She knew he could probably catch up with her without effort – so long as he knew where she was.

Careful to minimise any sound she was making, Winter ducked under low-hanging branches and stayed clear of rustling bushes. Relatively sure she was now hidden by a dense pocket of woodland, she climbed a lip of earth and grasses that jutted upwards, towards the sky that was visible through a gap in the canopy. Reaching the top she flattened out, crawled to the edge. Below her the trail led to a clearing of dirt and stones. From up here, she could see the lights from a town, winking at her through swaying branches, meaning she couldn’t have been more than a five-minute fast walk from relative civilisation.

She put the Cage down and used that hand to rub her shin. It was bruised, and probably bleeding, but now that the worst of the pain was fading, she doubted anything was broken. She was still good to move, so all she had to do was wait here for the madman with the machete to pass beneath her. Once he had passed, she told herself that she’d count to a hundred before sneaking down and running towards the lights. She watched the trail, blinking hard every few seconds to sharpen her eyes against the darkness. She snapped her head round, suddenly convinced he was standing behind her. But no, he wasn’t.

From the direction of the town, there was the sound of cracking twigs and muffled voices, grunts and cries, getting closer, and then a stream of energy blasted through the dark, dissipating before it hit anything. A woman came stumbling into the clearing. She fell and got up, turning as a man leaped at her. They went down in a tangle, went rolling, and another woman came running after them.

The first woman got up and Winter recognised Constance Graveside, a good friend of Valkyrie’s and a woman Winter had met a few times and liked enormously. She didn’t know the man or the other woman, but they were clearly on the same side, and looked like they wanted to kill the Roarhaven mayor.

Constance wasn’t making it easy, however. She was taller than both her opponents, and when the man tried to fire off another stream of energy she slammed her left fist into him, knocking him away, and followed with a right to the face. As he reeled, the other woman pushed at the air and Constance flew backwards, hit the ground and groaned.

The man and the woman walked over, the man holding his bloody mouth, and looked down at Constance as she got to her hands and knees. Winter rose to a crouch. She was pretty sure she could land on them both if she jumped far enough. She picked up the Cage, testing its weight. Smacking this into someone’s face would cause some serious damage, she reckoned.

The man held out his hand like he was about to blast Constance’s head off, but his hand didn’t glow and he looked at it, shook it like it was a flashlight that wouldn’t turn on.

The madman with the machete stepped out of the trail behind them. He killed the woman first, the machete biting deep into her skull. The man cursed and wheeled and Constance fell back, eyes wide. The killer pushed the woman’s body off his blade and the man thrust both arms towards him, forgetting there was something wrong with his magic. The killer slid the machete in through his chest and out the other side. He pulled it back and looked at Constance and Constance just stared up at him.

Winter jumped, landing with her elbow to the side of the killer’s neck and practically bouncing off him. She hit the ground and rolled, coughing and winded, but at least she’d made the killer stagger.

“Run!” Winter shouted, and Constance scrambled up and she ran one way and Winter ran the other, and now it was just a case of figuring out which one of them the killer was chasing. Winter cut across a stream and another trail and kept going, quickly becoming disorientated. A minute later she stopped and turned, breathing hard, listening for pursuing footsteps. She didn’t have to wait long for him to come striding through the trees.

Of course he was following her. Of course he was.
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Cadaver and his Cleavers went after the terrorists and the guests scattered and some of the mortals tried to run but they were tied together, so mostly they just crouched and cowered. On the stage, Ghastly wrestled with a big guy with a gun.

Tanith stood. “Get me down there.”

Skulduggery grabbed her, held out his hand for Valkyrie.

“Go,” she said, waving them away. Even that slight movement sent pain radiating through her ribcage.

He nodded, and she watched them lift off the roof and hurtle for the stage. Amid the chaos she saw Chorus Wild, keeping his head down as he ran with a group of bodyguards. A trio of Cleavers went to intercept and the bodyguards engaged them while Wild ran on alone. He got away from the square and kept going. She lost him a few times in the shadows. He was going to get away.

“Ah crap,” she mumbled, heaving herself to her bloodied feet. She stepped off the roof and fell, the wind tearing at her, and then energy crackled and she blasted across the streets, lighting up the darkness. 

Wild turned as she landed in a limping run, just in time to dodge the lightning she sent his way and pull a handgun that he levelled at her.

She froze. “Well,” she said, “now I feel like an idiot.”

He fired three times and thin slices of cold pain went through her. She took a step back, looking down at herself, at the blood that was soaking through her wet shirt. Her legs didn’t want to hold her up any more and she couldn’t blame them, so they went numb and she toppled even as she heard someone shout. She was aware of Wild leaving, and then Constance Graveside was dropping to her knees beside her. She tried taking a breath to tell her what to do when dealing with a gunshot but she couldn’t find any oxygen – not that Constance needed telling. She tore off her jacket, bundled it up and pressed it down on to Valkyrie’s chest.

Valkyrie said something and she didn’t know what. She just felt it was important to form words, to make reasonable noises, to assure Constance that she was OK, even if she couldn’t breathe. She didn’t want her worrying.

The breathing thing was becoming an issue, though. As was the bleeding thing. Constance pressed down on the jacket with one hand and took out her phone with the other, dropping it to the ground so she could press down with both hands. She was speaking to whoever was on the line.

It was interesting. Valkyrie felt her heartbeat all over, even though she was numb. It was as if all she was was a heartbeat – weak and slow and hollow, like someone thumping on an empty barrel. She reverberated gently, without enthusiasm.

She blinked and felt tears rolling down her cheeks. One moment her blurry vision was filled with the night sky and stars, with Constance in the lower corner, and then it seemed to consist entirely of Fletcher Renn’s face, his eyes wide, his mouth moving. That was of no surprise. His mouth was always moving, his eyes were always wide, and his hair was always ridiculous.

Someone shoved him to one side. Scintilla – the mayor’s assistant – knelt by her, issuing orders. It was cute. Scintilla was talking nonsense and everyone was too polite to point it out. Valkyrie decided to stay quiet, too. She didn’t want to embarrass the girl.

Her hands were glowing, though. Scintilla’s hands. Ooooh, they were warm. When Constance removed the bunched-up blood-soaked jacket and Scintilla put her hands on Valkyrie’s chest, Valkyrie could feel the lovely, gorgeous heat. She hadn’t been warm in so long and this was wonderful. The pain went away, but that wasn’t such a big deal. It had been gradually fading away on its own, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing, she knew.

The warmth spread outwards from her chest, covering her whole body. Valkyrie took a small breath. Delicious oxygen swept into her lungs and a new clarity swarmed her mind.

Constance and Fletcher were arguing. No, not arguing – just talking angrily. Fletcher was angry that he couldn’t teleport Valkyrie off the island. Constance was angry that Scintilla couldn’t pull the bullets from Valkyrie’s chest. Scintilla was calm. She was looking Valkyrie in the eyes. Valkyrie focused on her words.

“I can stop the bleeding,” Scintilla said. “I can heal the wounds. Can you understand me?”

“Yes,” said Valkyrie.

“I can heal the wounds but I don’t have time to remove the bullets. The bullets are still inside you. We can get them out later, when you’re back in Roarhaven. Valkyrie, this is going to hurt.”

“OK.”

“I have some hanna leaves. They’ll help with the pain.”

“She doesn’t take them,” Fletcher said. “She won’t.”

“It’s going to hurt,” Scintilla said.

“She’ll be OK,” said Fletcher, making the decision and leaving no room for further discussion. Good old Fletcher.

Scintilla nodded. “Valkyrie, I need you to remain as still as possible.”

Her hands got hotter and the heat turned uncomfortable, then unpleasant, and then unwelcome, and then it turned downright painful. Valkyrie kept her mouth shut and her eyes closed and the only parts of her she moved were her fingers, which she curled into claws.

Then her eyes were open, and she didn’t remember opening them. The heat was gone. She became aware of her body. She became aware of her wet clothes, her wet hair. Her chest ached. 

Scintilla looked down at her. “Can you hear me?”

“I’m here,” Valkyrie said. Her mouth was impossibly dry and her words croaked. A stray stream of colourful energy raced from the battle into the night sky before dying out in all that darkness.

Fletcher and Scintilla helped Valkyrie to a sitting position. She felt horrible, like she’d just spent the last few hours puking. Her stomach churned.

“Can you stand?” Scintilla asked.

Valkyrie ran her tongue around her mouth, trying to draw in some moisture. “Let’s find out,” she whispered.

They pulled her to her feet, which, while covered in blood, were no longer bleeding, were no longer sore.

“I’m OK,” she said. “I’m good.” Amazingly, astonishingly, she wasn’t lying.

They stepped away and she stood on her own, rolling her shoulders. “Thank you. All of you. Fletcher, take them somewhere safe.”

“Wait a second,” Constance said.

“If Chorus Wild or any of his people get their hands on you, they’ll execute you on the spot and this whole thing will have been a success. We can’t let that happen. Fletch, take them. Hide them, until you can teleport them off the island.”

“Fine,” he replied, “but I’m coming straight back.”

She shook her head. “You’ve got to stay with them. I’m sorry, I know you want to help, but this is too important.”

He glared at her, then nodded. “Give me a second,” he said, and vanished.

“Your sister’s here,” said Constance.

Valkyrie’s world lurched sideways. “What?”

“I saw her in the woods,” Constance said, pointing. “There was a man after her, in a black mask.”

“Wait, no, he’s dead. When was this? When did you see this?”

“Less than ten minutes ago.”

“No,” said Valkyrie. “He’s dead. Skulduggery killed him.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Valkyrie. He’s after her, but she was keeping ahead of him, going north.”

Valkyrie left them standing there and she ran, was about to fly when she heard Fletcher calling her name. A moment later he teleported ahead of her, a pair of black boots in his hands.

She grabbed them, pulled them on. They were splattered with blood but they were in her size.

“Get them to safety,” she said, squeezing his arm and then blasting into the air.


   

[image: ]

Tanith spun on the ball of her left foot, her right heel coming round to meet the hinge of a gunman’s jaw with a wet-sounding thwuck – a combination of the skin-on-skin impact and the bones breaking beneath it – which sang to her in a fashion she would find difficult to describe to anyone who didn’t share her sensibilities. The way he twisted, the way his torso torqued in place, was another perfect snapshot to add to her collection. Some people collected photographs of birds in flight. She collected memories of bodies in contortion. The way he collapsed was less perfect – all flailing, sprawling limbs – but was no less wonderful to behold.

Skulduggery pushed at the air and a bunch of bad guys tumbled off the stage, clearing the way for Tanith to rush to Ghastly. He’d wrapped the chain of his shackles around a Conductor’s throat and was in the process of choking him into unconsciousness. While she waited, Tanith plucked someone from the chaos around them, broke his knee and smashed his face in.

Ghastly let his opponent drop and held out his hands. Tanith hopped over an unconscious body and took hold of his shackles, gave him a quick kiss as she moved her thumbs over the locks, feeling the mechanisms shifting. The shackles sprang open as a big man charged at them. Ghastly slipped the punch, broke some ribs, and knocked him out.

Skulduggery and Cadaver were fighting back to back in the centre of the stage. It was a bone-breaking spectacle, each of them seemingly intent on being more brutally efficient than the other. The Cleavers – those assigned prison guard duty on Coldheart – were used to dealing with large crowds of combatants, and already Conductors were running from the fray.

Then the order was given, an order that was relayed through panicked shouts and codewords: the teleport-blockers had been deactivated. Chorus Wild had signalled the retreat.

It was impossible to say how many Teleporters Wild had on his side – large groups of Conductors were blinking away all over the place – but it looked to be at least three. That was three young people that Fletcher Renn had, more than likely, personally instructed. He wouldn’t be pleased about that.

But Chorus Wild and the Conductors were going to suffer for this. They had to.

Tanith leaped from the stage and took out a terrorist before she could reach the group of her friends who teleported away a moment later. Despite the movement and the running and the shouting, though, the night was quickly growing calmer. Tanith ignored the terrified looks on the faces of the mortals in front of her and scanned her surroundings for threats. All over, sorcerers and Cleavers were teleporting in from Roarhaven – reinforcements had arrived – and her alert level ratcheted down a few notches.

She unclenched her fists, looking again at the mortals. Terrified faces, yes, but once she remembered why they were here – each of them, according to Wild, had murdered a mage during the Deletion – she found her sympathy for their plight fading. They deserved to feel a little fear. She left them, and jumped back on to the stage. The fighting up here was over, and Fletcher had arrived. While Cadaver was directing the Cleavers under his command, Fletcher was speaking quickly to Skulduggery. He pointed at the woods behind them and Skulduggery flew, speeding to the north-east.

Tanith took hold of Fletcher’s wrist. “What’s happening?”

“Gestalt’s after Winter,” Fletcher said. “Valkyrie’s gone looking for them.”

She started to reply when a sorcerer beside them jerked backwards, blood blossoming from his head and chest, and those on the stage dived for cover. More terrorists, on various rooftops, opened fire, covering the retreat of their fellow Conductors. Ghastly shouted orders, pointing to the roofs, and Fletcher grabbed his arm and they teleported – but Tanith looked back to the woods behind Doom Bay. 

Melancholia appeared in front of her.

“Valkyrie’s in trouble,” Tanith said.

Shadows swirled around them.
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Valkyrie stepped slowly through the trees. The flash of fire she’d glimpsed, the beacon she’d done her best to home in on, had come from roughly this area. She moved as quietly as she could, her ears straining not only for shouts, cries, or whispers, but also for the confident, single-minded stride of Gestalt. If Winter was close by, that meant the killer was, too.

There were patches of the woods that were just too murky, too filled with the kind of gloom where dark things merged and blurred, for her eyes to penetrate. She didn’t activate her aura-vision to compensate – she couldn’t leave herself vulnerable to its after-effects. There was a time, a glorious time, when she had brimmed with power, when she could adjust her magic to do whatever she needed. But those days, for whatever reason, were gone, and so she did the best she could, despite the fact that Gestalt could have been standing behind any one of these trees, just waiting for her. Hell, he could have been standing out in the open – between the trees – and she would have squinted at him and then let her eyes move on.

Her foot plunged into darkness and she fell, hitting concrete steps and tumbling painfully into a puddle of rainwater at the bottom.

She was in a narrow, rectangular recess, built into the ground. Looking up like this, at the patch of night sky she could see through the canopy of branches above, made it seem like she was lying in an open grave. But she wasn’t quite dead. Not yet. No bones broken, either, and nothing twisted or sprained. She was just sore. Again. 

She stood, rubbing her elbow. Down here, in this grave, she figured she could risk sparking up a little energy to see by, just to get her bearings, and so tendrils of lightning started to dance between her fingers, illuminating the door ahead. It was steel, built into a concrete wall. It didn’t have a handle but it stood open, just wide enough to reach her fingers inside.

As daunting as it was to traipse through a dark wood with a killer on the loose, she much preferred it to sneaking through an underground bunker with a killer on the loose. There were simply more options up on the surface.

Options. Choices. What luxuries.

She pushed the door wider. The hinges were well oiled, and they didn’t creak or groan. She appreciated that. She slipped in, quickly closing the door to its original position so that she wouldn’t be silhouetted against the relative brightness of the outside.

Pouring a little more energy into the lightning in her hand, she moved through the cold, damp corridor, down some more steps. There were weak lights ahead that gave the bunker a greenish, unsettlingly queasy hue. It was dryer down here, however, and warmer, her environment changing to one fit for human habitation. This wasn’t a bunker, she realised. It was a prison.

The lightning in her hand went abruptly out as her magic failed her and Valkyrie hissed, crouched, got ready for an attack. There was nothing but silence. A moment later, the lightning returned with a flare that caught her by surprise. She straightened, moved forward again, walked another six steps before the lightning disappeared. Immediately she took one step back and her magic returned. One step forward and it was gone.

Gestalt was here, ahead of her. He probably didn’t even know she was close. He wasn’t focusing on her – he was focusing on whoever he was chasing.

Winter.

Valkyrie started running.

She came to a junction, took the corridor to her left. She was passing binding sigils now, carved into the walls, so even if Gestalt wasn’t down here, she’d still be unable to call forth any magic. She wondered, briefly, if these sigils also affected him, but she doubted it. His coat was probably up to the task.

From up ahead, a shout.

The corridor curved, and split with another junction, but she ran on. She was pretty sure that shout had come from straight ahead. 

She realised she was running inside a sigil, that these corridors, if viewed from above, more than likely formed its own symbol. If she knew anything about the languages of magic, then she might have been able to visualise where she was and get to the centre – but she didn’t, and so she obeyed her instincts because her instincts were the only thing she had left. She stopped suddenly, frowning at a black mark on the corner, like someone had swiped a permanent marker as they’d passed. There was another one ahead. And another.

“Val!”

She spun. Militsa hurried out of a junction behind her.

“What are you doing here?” Valkyrie asked, hugging her tight. Iota Tricks came next, looking pale and scared. The hug broke off.

“We saw Winter,” Militsa said. “Gestalt was chasing her. We saw them come down here, but that was a few minutes ago …”

Valkyrie wanted to tell her girlfriend to get out, to run for the surface and find Skulduggery – but she couldn’t, not when she needed her help. “Stay close to me,” she said. “We’ll find her together. Iota, you were told about this place, weren’t you? Did you see the designs? Where’s the centre? If this is a prison, where are the cells?”

“I – I saw the design, but I don’t know where we are inside it,” Iota said. “I don’t know how to get to the middle. I’m sorry.”

“We’re trying to find the armoury,” said Militsa. “We haven’t got any way to fight him.”

“Sure you do,” Valkyrie said, injecting some false confidence into her voice. “You’ve got me.”

They followed at her heels as she ran deeper into the prison, following the black marks. The further they went, the more this felt so incredibly wrong. A prison without any cells, without even any staffrooms. Nothing about this place made any sense.

And then Winter ran by ahead and Valkyrie nearly sobbed.

Her sister skidded to a halt, then came running towards her.

“Thank God thank God thank God,” she said as Valkyrie hugged her. “Please get me out of here.”

Valkyrie just hugged her and kissed her forehead and tightened that hug.

“We’ve got to go,” Militsa said.

One more squeeze, and Valkyrie stepped back. “You’re OK? You’re not hurt?”

“I’m OK.”

“Are you the one leaving the marks on the walls?”

In one hand, Winter held a black box – in the other, a marker pen. “Figured I’d be able to Hansel-and-Gretel my way back out.”

Valkyrie grinned. “Clever girl.”

Winter’s face went slack and Valkyrie turned to see Gestalt. His coat was covered in blood. His neck, what she could see of it beneath the mask and above his collar, was a butchered mess of leaking flesh. The machete was in his hand.

“All of you, go,” Valkyrie said.

Winter grabbed her arm. “You can’t beat him.”

Militsa grabbed her other arm, started pulling her back. “We all go, Val. All of us or none of us.”

Gestalt watched them, and Valkyrie nodded. “Run.”

They ran, heading in the direction Winter had been running. Valkyrie stopped trying to figure out what this giant sigil looked like. Right now the only thing that mattered, the only thing she cared about, was getting two of the people she loved most in the world – and Iota – to something resembling safety. The last killer to wear that mask had tried to make her choose between her sister and her girlfriend, and here they were again, their lives in danger, caught up in the twisted games of sick freak humans and the unknowable machinations of a being who could very well be the Devil himself.

Iota was in the lead, choosing which turns to take, which corridors to run down. Whether some part of her remembered the designs she’d been shown or whether it was by pure chance, she led them to a room as big as a football pitch that had, in its centre, a concrete hut with a steel door. The cell. The cell that this whole prison had been built for. This entire thing, this entire facility, had been constructed to contain one single prisoner.

And the door stood open.

They ran to it. The door had a wheel on the outside, the kind found on the bulkhead doors in submarines, and not even a handle on the inside. The lock appeared to be undamaged. Valkyrie held up a hand to the others, then stepped in. The cell had a table and a chair, both bolted to the floor. In one corner, a neatly made bed. In another, a shower, a sink, and a toilet. Along the windowless walls was a screen and a large bookcase filled with books.

One prison cell. No prisoner. And a door that locked from the outside.

“We’ll lure him in,” Valkyrie said, stepping out and taking Iota by the wrist. She led her to the back of the hut. “You stay here,” she said. “You stay quiet. You don’t move. We’re going to go in. Hopefully, he’ll follow, we’ll dodge round him, get out, lock the door. If we go in and he doesn’t follow, or if he locks us in, it’s up to you to let us out. Can you do that?”

Iota stared at her. Then nodded.

Valkyrie left her there, ran back round. “In,” she said.

Militsa hesitated. “I do not like this plan.”

“Maybe he won’t find us,” said Winter. “He could have taken a wrong turn and be on the other side of the— Ah, hell.”

Gestalt walked in, and Winter and Militsa entered the cell. Valkyrie started to close the door and they both lunged to keep it open – then stopped. She put as much into the look she gave them as she could. She had to make this convincing.

They allowed her to close the door almost all the way – almost, but not quite.

She turned as Gestalt advanced.
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He was dead. He must have been. To walk around with a neck full of bullets, with a heart that must have been shredded by that sustained burst of gunfire, was something beyond most sorcerers. That only left some sort of god and some sort of zombie, and Gestalt was no god.

He was about eight paces away when he suddenly came at her, faster than Valkyrie was expecting, that machete slicing diagonally. It was all she could do to dodge and scramble, and now they were circling each other.

Speak. She needed to speak, to use words. Words were her first defence and always had been, the shield behind which she adapted and improvised and coped with the horrible things that had been done to her over the years. 

“I know you, don’t I?” she said, her voice surprisingly even. “We know each other? You may as well take off that mask and show me who you are, because I have to be honest: this might be personal for you, but for me, it’s just another Tuesday night. You’re just another bad guy that I have to put down. In the morning, I’ll be pulled on to another case and my life will carry on and you’ll be just another dude that I punched, once upon a time. This is your chance to make it memorable, to make me take you seriously.”

His weight shifted, ever so slightly. He was going to lunge again and this time she had to meet him. She had no choice. To attempt another dodge would be to beg for that blade to split her skull.

When he sprang at her he brought the machete across, aiming to slice her from left to right. She ducked under it, slammed into him with her shoulder, her hands wrapping around his legs as her knee skimmed the floor. She brought her other foot round, scooped up his feet and powered forward. He hit the ground and she landed in side control, one knee on his forearm to keep the machete away, the rest of her weight on his chest. With the option to smash him into unconsciousness denied her by that mask, she moved instead to break every little piece of him that she could. He reached for her with his left hand and she wrapped up his arm and prepared to wrench it in directions it was never meant to be wrenched – then found herself lifting off the floor. She adjusted frantically but couldn’t stop him from turning her, from throwing her off.

Dying had made Gestalt stronger.

He swung the machete and Valkyrie rolled, almost got clear, but the tip of the blade sliced across her back before it clanged against the ground and she howled.

She was on her feet before he was, and she worked to ignore the new pain by kicking him under the chin as he got up. His head rocked back and forth, but he gave no sign that it had hurt him in the slightest. She put a foot on the machete blade, pinning it to the floor, and stomped on his wrist and the machete clanged out of his grip.

Which meant he now had both hands free to grab her. 

Panic crashed into her like an avalanche as he seized her by the throat and stood. He lifted her. Her feet angled and kicked and dangled again, and he swung her round, slamming her back into the cell’s outer wall. 

His right hand came away from her throat and she saw, fleetingly, the sigil sewn into the palm of his glove before the hand covered her face. His fingers tightened. He was going to crush her skull. 

She screamed as his thumb broke her cheekbone, and she got both feet to his chest and pushed and he stumbled and she fell, and the only thing her brain registered, beside the pain, was the machete on the ground beside her. 

She’d been trained to give zero emotional attachment to the weapon. Someone comes after you with a knife and you disarm them, let them worry about where it falls while you focus on destroying them. But this was different. That machete was the only chance she had of surviving this.

She snatched it up as he lunged and Valkyrie slashed his leg. It was a deep wound, but Gestalt didn’t seem to mind.

He tried to grab her and she swung the machete into his arm. The blade bounced off him. She whipped it back before he could get a hold.

“Open up!” she called, and the cell door opened and Valkyrie backed up towards it. When she passed through, Militsa made a show of trying to pull the heavy door closed.

“Shut it,” Valkyrie said.

“It’s stuck!” Militsa responded, acting her heart out.

“Shut the door!”

“I can’t!”

Now Gestalt was too close and Militsa abandoned the door and they all moved back, deeper into the cell, all three of them looking weak, looking vulnerable, looking genuinely terrified, and Gestalt came to the doorway and watched them and stayed where he was.

He wasn’t falling for it.

And then Iota Tricks hurtled into him from behind, her shoulder whacking into his upper back, and Gestalt shot into the cell.

Winter and Militsa ran for the door, picking Iota off the ground as they went, and Valkyrie dodged round the killer as he stumbled by and followed. Militsa already had the door half closed and Valkyrie was forced to turn sideways to squeeze out, and Militsa shoved it the rest of the way shut.

Almost.

Gloved fingers gripped the edge of the door and started to open it back up.

Valkyrie, Winter, and Iota joined Militsa, straining to close it, but Gestalt was stronger than all of them combined, and inch by inch the gap widened. Then Valkyrie stepped away and swiped with the machete, and Gestalt’s fingers fell to the ground and the door slammed closed.

Immediately, Winter seized the wheel and tried to turn it. Valkyrie glimpsed the look of sudden terror on her face.

“Let me try,” she said, shoving the machete into her sister’s hand and grabbing the wheel. It didn’t budge. It occurred to her that a cell for a sorcerer probably needed magic to seal it – and there was no magic here, not with Gestalt close by.

The door started to open again. Valkyrie put her shoulder to it but her feet slid slowly backwards.

“This isn’t working,” she said. “We have to run. Go. Now!”

Winter, still holding the machete, went first, and Militsa and Iota followed. Valkyrie tried to give the door another heave but it was no good, so she pushed away from it and sprinted after them. She left it to Winter to navigate their way out of here using the marks she’d made, and she just focused on catching up with them. She didn’t look behind her. Didn’t want to see how fast Gestalt was capable of striding.

They got to an area where the light weakened and turned sickly and then they plunged into gloom – on the other side of which were the stairs leading up and out.

Valkyrie followed them into the night air and got a gun stuck in her face for her trouble.

“Put that down,” Iota said angrily. “Pero, put it down!”

The man holding the automatic – Pero – looked disappointed, but lowered the gun, and Valkyrie refrained from taking it away from him. Iota stood with a woman Valkyrie recognised from the Isolationist HQ on one side of her, and Orson Sparse on the other. He looked surprised to see Valkyrie emerging from the hole in the ground.

Winter, beside Militsa, was halfway to the trees. “We should keep going,” she said.

“None of you are in charge here,” Pero said. “We own this island, so you do what we—”

“We have to run!” Iota shouted.

Pero blinked. “I mean … Iota, of course, but maybe if we got an explanation—”

“There’s your explanation,” Militsa said, as Gestalt climbed the steps out of the hole. His left hand was missing three fingers.

“Stay away from him,” Valkyrie said.

“OK, OK,” said Pero, levelling his automatic as Gestalt came forward. “Everyone just take a moment. You’re one of Chorus Wild’s people, yeah?”

“Pero,” Sparse said, “back away.”

Pero ignored the advice. “Hate to tell you this, pal, but your friends have abandoned you.”

“Pero,” Iota said, but by then Gestalt had taken hold of Pero’s wrist.

He fired once and Gestalt didn’t even flinch. He did squeeze, however, and Pero roared as the bones in his wrist disintegrated. Gestalt closed his fingers around Pero’s throat, cutting off the scream with a solid and unsettling crunch. When Gestalt opened his hand, Pero fell sideways and tried crawling away, and the woman beside Iota ran in to help. She clicked her fingers to summon a fireball, but when nothing happened she faltered. Gestalt was before her in two steps. He clapped, and the poor woman’s head was caught within that clap. It didn’t survive the encounter. By the time Gestalt turned to the rest of them, her body had crumpled and Pero had stopped moving.

There was a panicked yell – the distinct sound of someone realising they could no longer wield magic – and then Skulduggery dropped out of the sky.
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Skulduggery hit the ground and tumbled and rolled and sprang up like he’d meant to do that, adjusting his bow tie as he came forward. “You’re all here,” he said. “Marvellous, marvellous. And we have some corpses! What better way to set the mood than the bodies of the freshly dead? That’s what I always say. Winter, it’s very good to see you again. The rest of you I’ve either spoken to, interrogated, or killed quite recently, so you don’t get a personalised greeting. Speaking of which –” his head tilted towards Gestalt – “why aren’t you dead?”

“He still hasn’t spoken,” Valkyrie told him, her relief at Skulduggery’s arrival hitting her like a wave of strength, assurance, and confidence, even as her eye was swelling shut over her broken cheekbone.

“Well, that’s no fun!” Skulduggery responded. “How are we supposed to insult your intelligence if we don’t know how stupid you are? Could we hazard a guess? Of course we could. Would it be amusing? Undoubtedly. But unless you can voice your objections to our good-natured ribaldry, the entertainment value is lessened. Lessened, I tell you. What good is entertainment if it’s lessened? Winter?”

Winter looked up, blinking, like this was a test she hadn’t studied for. “Um, not much good,” she said.

“That’s a very good answer, but I was actually about to ask if that is Gestalt’s machete you’re holding and, if it is, could I have it?”

She hurried over, passed it to him.

“Thank you,” he said, testing its balance. “There is a certain subset of supernatural killers, you see, whose only real vulnerability is the weapon they use. Kill them with anything else and they’ll find a way to keep coming back. I’ve encountered a few over the years and they can be as irritating as they are persistent. You, Mr Gestalt, are one of this particular breed, are you not? Your silence is telling. Killers like you are either ridiculously garrulous or remarkably taciturn. I never seem to meet any in the middle.”

Skulduggery crossed half the distance between them, giving the machete a few swings into empty space. “I’m quite good with swords,” he said. “I’d imagine I’d be quite revelatory with this. But I can think of someone eminently better suited.”

He threw the machete towards the trees and Tanith stepped into the clearing and snatched it from the air.

“All right, tough guy?” she said to Gestalt as she neared. Melancholia came out of the trees behind her.

“His coat’s armoured,” Valkyrie told them. “The rest of him is vulnerable.”

“Good to know.” Tanith smiled.

“We’ll take care of this,” Skulduggery said to the others. “Militsa, Winter, if you wouldn’t mind taking Miss Tricks and Mr Sparse back to the town square? As soon as you have vacated the immediate vicinity you’ll be able to shadow-walk the rest of the way.”

“Val, come with us,” Militsa said, holding out her hand.

Valkyrie shook her head. “You go on. I’ll meet you there.”

It had been a worthy attempt, but Militsa knew this wasn’t an argument she could win. “Winter, come on.”

“I’m staying,” said Winter.

Valkyrie glared. “No, you’re not. I can’t fight and worry about you at the same time. You’ll get me killed. You hear me? Go.”

Glowering, Winter allowed herself to be led towards the trees.

“Now then,” Skulduggery said, unbuttoning his jacket, “let’s get this over with.”

They closed in. Skulduggery and Valkyrie both feinted to draw Gestalt’s attention away from Tanith who went low, for his knees, but Tanith cursed as the machete flew from her grip into Gestalt’s hand and he immediately swung, the blade slashing across her face.

Tanith spun to the ground, screaming, her hands clutching her face and blood pouring, and Gestalt was already turning, swinging the machete down through Skulduggery’s shoulder, down into his ribs, and Skulduggery made a sound Valkyrie had never heard him make before, and Gestalt kicked him away and reached for her. She dodged, slipped, scrambled. The others were staring. They hadn’t even reached the trees yet.

“Run!” Valkyrie screamed.

Iota and Sparse were the first to bolt for the treeline. Once Militsa saw that Valkyrie was serious about retreat she took off running. Winter was backing up, horrified at what she was seeing, and Valkyrie crashed into her, grabbed her arm, pulled her along beside her. She heard a low whir and glanced round to see the machete spinning through the air.

Orson Sparse had killed Paul Keyes, of that she was certain. He’d killed Keyes because Keyes had killed Sparse’s brother one day years ago — a murder that had now never happened. She understood his anger, and she acknowledged his need for revenge, but her part in that story was simply to figure out what he’d done and why he’d done it. His lawyer was then supposed to continue the story in court, where an ending would be reached.

But the ending for Orson Sparse came quickly, and rudely, and it robbed him of his chance to defend his actions and argue his case, because the machete buried into his back with such force that he was thrown to the ground and was dead before he got there.

Valkyrie thought about diverting, about grabbing the machete, but it tore itself free and flew back into Gestalt’s waiting hand. Another trick she hadn’t known about.

Into the trees they went.
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The darkness swallowed them and still they went, deeper into the trees, and still their magic didn’t return to them. He was near. Valkyrie would have tightened her hold on Winter, picked a direction and just run if she could be in any way sure that Gestalt was definitely behind them, that he hadn’t passed them as they’d stumbled and crouched and listened. But, of course, she couldn’t be sure. So they had to sneak.

There was a high probability that Gestalt was coming for her, so she could at least focus on her and Winter’s safety, and not worry about Militsa. Hopefully, Militsa and Melancholia were leading Iota Tricks back to Doom Bay. Hopefully, reinforcements would soon be shadow-walking to the area. Hopefully, Gestalt had left Skulduggery and Tanith alone in order to chase down Valkyrie.

Hopefully.

Suddenly light-headed, Valkyrie stumbled to a stop.

“What’s wrong?” Winter asked, turning back. “Are you hurt? What is it?”

“Just give me a moment,” Valkyrie mumbled, fighting to keep from passing out. Her heart thudded and each thud reverberated like her chest was an empty drum.

Winter pulled open Valkyrie’s jacket, her eyes widening at the blood-soaked shirt and the bullet holes. “You’ve been shot,” she said dully.

“I’m OK,” Valkyrie assured her. “A healer repaired the damage.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“I’ve just … I’ve lost some blood, that’s all. And some of the bullets are still inside me.”

“You have bullets inside your chest?”

“Just a few. Hold on. Jesus. Hard to catch my breath.” Valkyrie straightened, doing her best to breathe deeply while her sister stared at her. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“Winter, what the hell are you doing on the island?”

“We’ll talk about it later, when we’re not being chased. Are you good? Can we keep running?”

Valkyrie was not good. Valkyrie was not, in any way, good. 

She nodded. “I’m good.”

Winter led the way and Valkyrie did her best to keep up, but there was something wrong, beyond even the fact that she could barely see out of her right eye. The blood wasn’t getting to her head like it should have been. She tripped over something in the dark, nearly went sprawling, and Winter glanced back at her and scowled. Valkyrie was glad that she’d never been that kind of teenager, the kind with a scowl for every occasion. Maybe some aspect of that had poked its head out, once or twice, but Skulduggery had always been there to keep her regulated. As were her parents – but then Valkyrie’s relationship with her folks was much different from Winter’s relationship with them. Winter was so angry, all of the time, and Valkyrie had no idea why.

“We’re moving too slow,” Winter said, turning to her again, and Gestalt stepped from behind a tree and drove the machete through her torso with so much force that he lifted her off her feet.

Valkyrie didn’t scream or lunge. Not immediately. Instead, she collapsed. It was remarkable, the way her body decided that it’d had enough. She dropped to her knees and then she was sitting with her legs curled beneath her like she was having a picnic in a park somewhere and not watching her sister being murdered.

Then all of a sudden she was screaming and scrambling and lunging. She tackled Gestalt, driving him back, and he let go of the machete and Winter fell. Valkyrie stuck her hand into the bullet wounds in his neck and tried to find his spine, tried to rip it out, but his hand – the one with all its fingers – seized her face and crunched the back of her skull into a tree trunk.

She pitched forward, to all those leaves and twigs and the cold, damp earth. He took hold of the back of her jacket, twisting her shirt into his grip, too, and lifted her from the ground. He took a step and heaved and she slipped from the sleeves of the jacket and hurtled through darkness and spinning trees and then she hit a branch and flipped and crashed down.

She lay there and her lungs squeezed out stupid sounds. When she looked up he was just standing, her jacket in his hand, looking at her. Probably wondering how much more punishment she could possibly take. Funny, she was wondering the same thing.

Her sister lay behind him – dead, alive, she didn’t know – so Valkyrie forced herself to her feet and, stumbling through the dark, led him away from her.
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He caught up with her, grabbed her, threw her down the side of a steep bank. When she sprawled out at the bottom her consciousness flickered, about to go out, and for a moment she welcomed it. But, of course, if she lay there and slept he’d more than likely kill her, then go back for Winter if she wasn’t dead already, and Valkyrie couldn’t let that happen.

So she dragged herself up and dragged herself on, her feet scuffing stones and ripping tangled grasses. The valley started to even out and she took hold of a branch and pulled herself on to a bank, nearly falling over it.

He was waiting for her on the other side.

The machete was in his good hand and it was dripping with her sister’s blood. She couldn’t run from him, couldn’t hide, couldn’t get away. Practically everyone who could possibly help her were either too busy running, fighting their own battles, or were just too injured to stand. Valkyrie was on her own.

“You deserve this,” he said. His voice, like Ersatz’s before him, was a whisper. “You deserve everything I’ve done to you.”

Words were the only things keeping him from finishing her off.

“You sound like just about every ex-boyfriend I’ve ever had, bar one,” Valkyrie replied. “Take off the mask. You’re going to kill me, right? Let me see who is doing the killing.”

“The mask is sacred. Arava Kahann forged this mask in the fires of Hell. I haven’t removed it since first putting it on.”

She nodded. “I once had a pair of shoes like that.”

He didn’t do anything for a few seconds, then stabbed the machete into the ground. He reached up, one-handed, and undid whatever catches he had to undo. When he pulled the mask away, his dark hair was matted and his face was pale, paler than she’d ever seen him, and she’d seen him pale.

The ground crumbled beneath her and her soul was falling through into the darkness beneath. 

All she could do was stare, and whisper. “No.”

“I came back from Hell to have my revenge on you,” said Caelan. 

“No,” she repeated.

“I came back to make you suffer. I’m not going to kill you, Valkyrie. Not tonight. Tonight I killed your sister. Next, I will kill your parents. Then Tanith. Then the skeleton. Then your new girlfriend. I like her. I’ll kill her slowly. I’ll leave you till last – you and Fletcher Renn. It’s what you deserve after you killed me.”

“We …”

“Yes?”

In this insanity she clung to the closest solid fact she could reach for. “That was self-defence.”

“Is that how you remember it?”

This was Gestalt. This was the killer who’d stalked and terrified her, who’d come so close to ending her life, who posed such a danger to the people she loved and the life she’d built up. This was the masked lunatic who’d killed her sister.

Caelan. Caelan.

“I broke up with you, Caelan,” she said angrily, furiously, “because you were insufferable, and intense, and suffocating, and because I was sixteen and you were my bit on the side. Then you hit me.”

“I would never have hurt you if you hadn’t forced my hand.”

“And those other women you killed over the years?”

“They forced my hand.”

“You’re a psychopath. Even for a vampire, you’re a psychopath.”

“Do you see fangs, Valkyrie? Am I tearing off my skin? I am no vampire. When I emerged from Hell I was whole again. That was Arava Kahann’s gift to me: I would have seven years of life before I had to don the black mask.”

“I don’t care about your stupid bloody deal or your stupid bloody mask.”

Caelan’s eyes shifted to the mask in his hand. “It is a sacred honour to wear this. When it’s on, I can feel the Hidden God guiding my hand. I don’t need to speak, I don’t need to explain myself to the people who fall beneath my blade. I am pure. I am true. I am powerful.”

“You’re explaining yourself to me.”

His smile was thin. She used to find that sexy. “Because he allows it. Because he knows it’s important to me.”

“I talked to him,” she said.

He laughed.

“No, I did. We visited Hellfire to speak to Lazare Siderion. He told us about making the coat for you. While we were there, Arava Kahann appeared to me.”

“You’re lying.”

“He said he wanted to help me. He was doing all this to help me.”

“Why would he want to help you?”

“He needs me to be strong.”

“He brought me out of Hell to kill you.”

“That’s the deal you made, is it? With Arava Kahann? The Devil? Isn’t the Devil known as the King of Lies?”

“Then he was lying to you.”

“He didn’t need to lie to me, Caelan. I was doing my own thing. He needed to lie to you, to get you to do this.”

“Then he wants me to kill everyone you love.”

“Yeah, maybe. He’s the Devil, you know? He’s not your friend. You’re not on the same side. I don’t know why he’s doing this – if it’s a test, if he wants to move me into position or get me ready for something, if he wants to turn me to the dark side – but this whole thing is about me. It’s not about you. So this revenge you’re after? This revenge you think you’re going to get? It’s not going to happen.”

Caelan watched her. “You’re trying to turn me against him.”

“I don’t care if you love him or hate him. I’m just letting you know that this isn’t going to work out the way you want it to.”

“We’ve talked enough,” said Caelan, raising the mask.

“You sure you want to do that?”

He hesitated, the mask mere centimetres from his face.

“You said Arava Kahann guides your hand when you wear that, right? You don’t need to speak? Isn’t that another way of saying he controls you?”

“My actions are my own. My thoughts are my own.”

“You think your thoughts are your own, but how do you know?”

“This is what you do,” he snarled. He held out his hand and she glimpsed the faint glow from the sigil sewn into his glove, which matched the sigil carved into the handle of the machete. The weapon rose from the ground, fitting into his grip. “You confuse me. You make me doubt. You make me question myself. But you may be right. He could be lying to me. So I won’t wear the mask. I’ll abandon my plan. I’ll still kill your family and your friends and everyone you’ve ever loved, but now you won’t be able to defend them. Because I’m killing you first.”
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Winter lay, curled up and dying.

The pain was extraordinary. In the movies, people got stabbed or shot and as they waited to die they lay flat, like they were tired, like they were falling into a restful sleep.

There was nothing restful about this. Winter’s breaths were small and quick because it hurt too much to take bigger ones. Her hands were fists and they pressed against the wound but she could no longer feel the blood that leaked on to them because her hands were numb. Her feet were numb. Everything was numb except the wound. That she could feel.

Her life was leaking out with her blood. She could feel that, too. Every drop took with it her strength and her remaining warmth. Soon there would be no warmth left.

It was hard to see and hard to hear. She was aware of sounds but her thoughts were slowing. The usual tumble of ideas and emotions and urges and memories were getting pared back. She could only focus on the pain.

The trees shrank away from her. The leaves she lay upon and the cold earth became indistinct. Her eyes focused on one thing, one rectangular thing, and that’s all that remained of her world: a box of dark wood and dark metal. The Cage. The Cage contained the Spark, she remembered that much. The Spark of the Faceless Ones. That was hers, the man had said. Her power. She took a hand away from her wound, dragged it slowly through the leaves and the dirt. When it came into view it was coated in something red and glistening. Her knuckles tapped against the box and she concentrated on turning her wrist, on making her stupid, clumsy fingers scratch at the lock. She didn’t know how to open it. Locks needed a key and she didn’t have a key.

The box sprang open and the Spark emerged like a firefly and it flitted into her heart and Winter gasped.
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Caelan wasn’t so strong without the mask.

The branch Valkyrie used did a decent enough job of fending off the machete so long as she only used it to parry and deflect – but, even so, the swings he was taking weren’t nearly as powerful as they had been when he had been Gestalt. She acted like they were, though, giving the requisite grunts of exertion where appropriate as she fell back, stumbling again and again, leading him away from the black mask he’d dropped somewhere in the woods. If he realised how much he was losing his strength she knew he’d go back for it, so she didn’t mind acting like she was floundering – mainly because it wasn’t much of an act.

Her own energy reserves were emptying. She could barely lift the branch to defend herself and could barely take a step without tripping over a root or a rock. But even though she was fighting the impulse to just stop trying, to give up and accept what was coming, one thing gave her hope. One thing that Caelan hadn’t noticed yet.

The bullet holes in his neck were beginning to bleed.

He came forward, swinging and hacking and snarling, his face twisted with hatred and fury, and blood leaked to the collar of his coat. Not much, but some – definitely enough to qualify as a weakness. The longer he wasn’t wearing that mask, the less of an unstoppable juggernaut he was becoming. Right now, he seemed plenty stoppable – if only Valkyrie had the strength to do it.

The machete bit into the wood and the branch tore from her hands, and Caelan kicked her and Valkyrie stumbled, fell, rolled. Out of instinct she tried to blast him to keep him back and, for an instant, energy crackled around her fingertips before shutting off again. Caelan didn’t notice. He was too busy shaking the branch off the blade.

The dampening field emanating from his coat was fed by magic but Caelan was no sorcerer. The magic came from his mask. The longer he went without it, the smaller the dampening field became. All she had to do was get some distance between them and she could pick him off with—

He hacked the machete into her thigh. Valkyrie yelled in shock and pain and he went to pull it back but she grabbed him, trapping his good arm between them as best she could. He tried pushing her away with his other hand but he didn’t have the fingers to find a good enough purchase. She felt the blood he was smearing on her face.

He finally shoved her off and she hobbled, clutching her leg, but instead of swinging one final time to take her head, he was looking at his left hand, at the blood that was running freely from the stumps of his severed fingers. He stuck the machete under his left armpit, put his good hand to his neck and it came away covered in red. Now he was noticing the dark patch on his chest, the blood soaking through from underneath, where Skulduggery had fired all those bullets.

He looked up at her, panic in his eyes. He saw her smiling and figured it out, spun to go back for his mask but then froze.

Fletcher stood there, an axe in his hand.

“You’re kidding,” Fletcher said. “You’ve got to be joking. Emo Boy?”

Caelan snarled.

“I don’t get it. Where are your fangs?”

“Not a vampire any more,” Valkyrie said.

“But that was the only thing that made him interesting!” Fletcher responded. “Caelan, buddy, I’m actually really glad that you’re back from the dead. You probably think I’m being sarcastic, but I’m not. I feel like there’s a lot that went unsaid between us back then, you know? So many insults that I didn’t get to use.”

Caelan swung for him but Fletcher blocked with the axe handle and then smacked it into his mouth. Caelan stumbled, his ruined hand over his ruined lips, spitting blood.

“What happened to his fingers?” Fletcher asked Valkyrie.

“I cut them off,” she replied.

“Harsh.”

“Don’t let him get to the mask. His magic’s running out.”

“He’s not getting past me,” Fletcher said. “You OK?”

“I’m fine. Winter’s back there. She’s hurt.”

Caelan roared and swung again and Fletcher blocked, then delivered the sweetest right hook Valkyrie had seen in a long time. Caelan went stumbling again but he twisted, hurled the machete, and it spun towards Fletcher.

And Fletcher vanished, and Valkyrie watched the machete embed itself in the tree behind him, thrumming slightly.

She tried using magic but couldn’t – because she was still too close to him. But the radius of his trick’s effectiveness was shrinking drastically.

Fletcher teleported back to the same place, and instead of an axe he now held a handgun. “You stay where you are or you’ll get a spanking like you wouldn’t believe,” he said to Caelan. “Val, where’s your sister?”

Valkyrie pointed in the direction she’d come. “Hurry. Please.”

Fletcher nodded and Caelan extended his hand and the machete sprang from the tree and flipped, the tip of the blade slicing out through Fletcher’s chest from behind and Fletcher lifted on to his toes, the gun dropping, and then he fell, face down into the dirt. The machete trembled, and flew from his back into Caelan’s grip.

Valkyrie screamed.

Her thoughts were cars and trucks and buses and they collided on a narrow road and smashed into each other and spun and flipped over and burst into flames and with all this metal screeching and glass breaking and horns blaring nothing was getting past that crash, nothing was moving beyond this moment that hung in the air, too terrible, too big, too awful to contemplate.

Somehow she’d ended up on her knees and was still screaming. Caelan could have walked right up and slit her throat and she wouldn’t have been able to do anything but stay on her knees and scream. But he didn’t come up to her and slit her throat. He walked over to Fletcher, instead, and stood beside him, raised the machete like he was going to cut his head off.

Valkyrie was on her feet and there was a crack of wood so loud it was like a gunshot, and she turned to watch trees splinter and go spinning as something, someone, flew towards them.

Winter. It was Winter.

She flew into the dampening field and her magic – whatever magic was letting her fly – deserted her but she was clearly expecting that. She landed in a run and charged into Caelan, putting everything into the shoulder that rammed into his chest and knocked him off his feet. She tripped over Fletcher as she did so, and, realising who it was, made a sound.

Valkyrie hurried towards her, pulled her up and yanked her top to one side. Her sister’s belly and back were wet with blood but there was no wound. She was healed. She wasn’t going to die.

They looked at each other, their eyes wet with sudden tears, and Caelan grunted as he got back to his feet.

Valkyrie ran at him. She gripped Caelan’s wrist just like Fletcher had done and she punched him just like Fletcher had done and she punched him again and again and broke her hand and punched him again. He dropped the machete and nearly fell but Winter was beside Valkyrie and she grabbed him, kept him upright, and together they slammed him back against a tree. Valkyrie pulled the gloves from his hands. Winter stomped on the side of his left knee, bending it inwards, and Caelan shrieked. Then they were both at his coat, opening it, yanking it off him, and Valkyrie threw it into the trees.

Lightning danced between her fingertips.

She made Caelan scream and Winter’s hands glowed and streams of heat burst forth, sizzling through Caelan’s skin. He contorted on the ground, kicking at nothing as he rolled and squirmed and tried to get away. They didn’t let him. They stood over him and broke his bones with their boots.

Winter watched as Valkyrie held out her hand, gathering magic. The urge to release it, to obliterate the face beneath her, to send him back to Hell where he so obviously belonged, was an urge unlike any she had ever known. It was more than an urge. It was a need.

Fletcher was hers. Fletcher was theirs. He’d abandoned his home after his family had abandoned him. He’d made a new home here, in Ireland, in Roarhaven. He was a good man. He was loved. He deserved justice, immediate and true. The man who killed him deserved to die. Above all else, Valkyrie knew that.

But Valkyrie didn’t deserve to kill him. She didn’t deserve that burden. Fletcher himself would have told her that. Fletcher would have reached out, lowered her hand, and he’d have told her that she was not a killer. She’d made that choice, years earlier, he’d have said. To cross that line would be to lose, and Valkyrie Cain did not lose.

That is what Fletcher would have said. Fletcher, who only resorted to violence when there was no other way, who had watched her slide dangerously close to a darker path once upon a time and had been there, had always been there, to take her hand and pull her back. That’s what he would have said.

But, of course, he couldn’t say any of that, not any more, because he was lying face down in the dirt and he was dead. He wasn’t there to lower her hand. He wasn’t there to make her see reason.

But she could still hear his voice.

Valkyrie crouched over Caelan, and put her hand on his face, and she pumped magic into her palm, into her fingers, and he screamed as she marked him until pain tipped over into silence and unconsciousness.

Valkyrie straightened, picked up Fletcher’s handgun and stuck it in her waistband.

“I’d have killed him,” said Winter.

“Yeah,” said Valkyrie, and went to Fletcher and knelt, had to scoop her arms under his chest in order to turn him over. When she brought her arms back, her hands were slick with his blood, her sleeves covered in it. It was suddenly a quiet night, and Winter went away, and Caelan went away, and the world went away, and it was only Valkyrie now, kneeling there, crying for Fletcher.
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Someone had teleported Skulduggery and Tanith straight to the High Sanctuary, where Reverie and her team of doctors and healers were already overwhelmed with the mass casualties from tonight’s celebrations. Insadoom was now crawling with Cleavers and operatives, orchestrating a grid-by-grid search of the entire island – with the new owners’ consent, of course. Iota Tricks and her Isolationists stood to one side, pale and shaken, their momentous day in bloodied tatters all around them.

The mortals still huddled together, penned in by Cleavers. Their debriefing would be tricky. To convince a mortal that they didn’t glimpse what they thought they’d glimpsed was a relatively simple matter. To erase days, or possibly weeks, of memories was virtually impossible without lasting damage. Valkyrie wouldn’t be surprised if some of these people ended up confined to the Humdrums in Roarhaven for the rest of their lives. 

“Do you feel sorry for them?” Cadaver asked, walking over. 

“No,” she said, after a moment’s consideration. Her throat was sore and she was relying on her left eye to see much of anything. “I was just thinking about how much they deserve some hardship in their lives, and then I remembered that the first thing Caelan said to me tonight was how much I deserved what he was doing to me.”

Cadaver shrugged. “We all deserve bad things from someone’s perspective.” He sat beside her, on the edge of the stage, and they looked at the mortals. “They are a sorry lot, aren’t they?”

“Fletcher would want to return each of them to their homes.”

“You understand why that can’t happen?”

“Yeah. But that’s what he’d be asking for.”

Cadaver nodded. “That boy,” he said, “always annoyed me.”

“I know.”

“I never thought he was good enough for you. I never thought he was smart enough or strong enough. He loved you too much. You needed someone to challenge you, I always felt, and that wasn’t him.” He went quiet for a moment. “I was wrong, of course. I was very wrong.”

“I know,” she said, crying again.

“Warden Cain,” a woman said, approaching. “Our Cleavers are ready to teleport back, sir.”

“Go on, then,” Cadaver responded. “If we’re lucky, we’ll still have a prison to go back to.”

She nodded, and hurried off.

“How did you get here?” Valkyrie asked, wiping her eyes.

“We teleported in within three minutes of the island appearing. I knew that Chorus Wild would try something audacious during the ceremony – it was entirely in keeping with his particular brand of flamboyant, theatrical terrorism.”

“You could have alerted the Sanctuaries. We could have been ready for him.”

“I told them to expect something and Grand Mage Bespoke increased the number of operatives, but you’re absolutely right – I could have made clear how serious the attack could be.”

“But you didn’t.”

“And why didn’t I, Valkyrie?”

She looked at him. “You don’t know who you can trust. Skulduggery feels the same way.”

“The Deletion changed things quite drastically for our world. Sorcerers you and I both know and admire, sorcerers who previously have been the staunchest of allies to all mortals, have quietly rethought their positions in these past few years.”

“You don’t trust Ghastly?”

“I trust him as much as I trust any leader – but the Sanctuary isn’t just the Grand Mage. Chorus Wild might not technically have spies everywhere, but anyone could be an Isolationist, and secrets spread quickly.”

“So you decided to solve the problem yourself.”

“My options were limited. To make plain the scope of Chorus Wild’s ambitions tonight would be to risk alerting him, which would mean he would shift his target to somewhere I couldn’t predict. So I left Coldheart with a skeleton crew – ironic, as I wasn’t even there – and we teleported in with our cloaking spheres. I sent small squads throughout the island in an attempt to uncover the details of Wild’s plot before he could put them into action, but I had to pull them back when the attack began.”

“You could have helped out a little earlier.”

“We needed to let the Isolationists win. Only then would Chorus Wild make a personal appearance, and only then would he detail what we were up against.”

“We were the ones who disarmed those bombs.”

“And praise Darquesse you were here.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Apologies. When I saw you flying off into the woods, I knew what you were doing and that I could trust you to get it done. That gave me the opportunity to focus—”

Valkyrie jumped off the stage and ran to Militsa, who burst into tears the moment Valkyrie’s arms wrapped around her.

“I can’t believe it,” Militsa said into her shoulder. “There’s nothing they …?”

Valkyrie shook her head instead of answering, instead of telling her that Fletcher had been pronounced dead at the scene, that the machete had cut right through his heart, that he wouldn’t have felt a thing. “Are you okay?” she said.

Militsa stood back, sniffed, hugging the heavy blanket she wore tighter round her shoulders. “I’m OK. Are you hurt? Your face.”

“I’m good,” Valkyrie lied.

“Skulduggery? Tanith?”

“I don’t know. It looked bad. I haven’t heard.”

“But Winter’s OK? Val? On the phone, you said Winter’s OK.”

“She isn’t hurt, but she opened the Cage.”

“What cage?”

“The Cage. The box that holds the last spark of the Faceless Ones. She opened it and the Spark went into her and—”

“Stop,” Militsa said, “hold on. OK, but what does that mean? She’s not going to bring them back, is she? She can’t do that. They’re gone.”

“They’re gone,” Cadaver said, joining them. “From everything we know about magic, they’re never coming back. But if she’s absorbed the Spark, if she’s absorbed what remains of them, what remains of their power, then … then she’s the Child of the Faceless Ones.”

Valkyrie stared at him. “She can’t be. I’m the—”

“You were,” said Cadaver. “You’re not any more. How did she get the Cage? Who gave it to her? Who had it?”

“The Witch Mother. She offered it to me. Yesterday, she offered it to me and I said no.”

Cadaver took a moment. “We need to talk to Winter.”

Valkyrie nodded and, despite the dreadful weight pulling her down, led the way through the gathered crowd of sorcerers waiting to be teleported home. She was aware of how eagerly this new cold fear for her sister’s well-being was substituted, in her mind, for the horror she was feeling at Fletcher’s death. She hated that she welcomed the danger that Winter was now in, but it was a danger she reckoned she could handle. Skulduggery would come up with a solution and together they would steer Winter away from the dark just like Valkyrie herself had been steered. Maybe it was Winter’s fate, the same as it had been hers, to wrestle with this kind of power and to emerge stronger for it.

Right now, she didn’t know about any of that. She only knew that this was something she could deal with.

Winter stood arguing with one of the mortals, a tall man who looked like he hadn’t shaved in a month. Or rather, he was arguing, and she was looking at him. Valkyrie touched her sister’s arm and Winter barely registered it. Her face was slack, emotionless – she was still in shock – and Valkyrie realised she shouldn’t have left her side.

“She won’t stop looking at me,” said the mortal.

“We don’t care,” Cadaver said. “Winter, we need to know who gave you the Cage. Winter?”

Winter’s eyes focused, and she looked back at the mortal. “Your name,” she said.

“You don’t get to know my name,” the mortal shot back. He was British. “We’ve been held captive for weeks now and no one is telling us what’s happening. We’ve barely been fed, barely slept, and we’re surrounded by … by monsters!”

Cadaver tilted his head. “Are you referring to me?”

The mortal avoided looking at him and focused on Valkyrie. “These people are terrified!” he said. “We demand to be released!”

“You’ve been through a lot,” Valkyrie said. “We’ll get you fed and get you warm and we’ll go from there.”

“That’s not good enough,” the mortal growled. He was scared of them, but there was something else underneath that fear. Hostility, she could understand. When your defences were up, you drew strength from your aggression. But this was different. Beneath the fear, beneath the hostility, there was … hatred.

“My name’s Valkyrie Cain.”

“I don’t—”

“In order to get this over with, I’m going to need something to call you. What’s your name?”

He glared at her. “David.”

“Slott,” said Winter.

Valkyrie frowned. “You know him?” She didn’t answer. “Hey, you. How do you know my sister?”

“I don’t,” David Slott said. “Never seen her before.”

“We can figure this out later,” Cadaver said. “Winter, who gave you the Cage? Was it the Witch Mother? Was it someone who works with her? If they’re still on the island, we can talk to them. You’re not in any trouble. We just need to know who did it.”

Winter looked at him, then looked back at Slott. “You used to be in the army,” she said.

Slott shook his head. “Not me.”

Valkyrie didn’t know what this was about, but the man was obviously military. “Navy,” she guessed.

He shrugged. “So what? We all have jobs.”

“You were in a special force,” Winter said, and by the way Slott’s expression hardened, Valkyrie knew she was right.

Cadaver looked at him differently. Now he was interested. “Navy man, eh? I’ve known a few of those in my time. SBS? SAS? Something with initials?”

But Winter was shaking her head. “He was in something secret. Something that came after sorcerers.”

“She’s talking nonsense,” said Slott, real fear on his face now.

“Department X,” Militsa said.

Cadaver tilted his head again. “That’s just the name we gave them because we didn’t know what they were called. A mortal agency, aware of the existence of mages, working behind the scenes to keep us in check.”

“I don’t know what it is you lot are talking about,” said Slott, “but I was in administration. I was little more than a bloody clerk for six years. I’m not even in the Navy any more.”

“How do you know him?” Valkyrie asked Winter, keeping her voice soft.

Winter looked at her. “After the Reset,” she said, “I started having nightmares. The same dream, over and over again, until I was dreaming it when I was awake and … Mum and Dad, they think they remember everything, but they don’t. Darquesse tried to help us.”

“Winter, what are you talking about?”

Winter took a deep, calming breath, and Valkyrie jerked back. Winter’s eyes had lit up, her irises burning for a split second. Valkyrie didn’t think she’d even noticed.

“Remember when we had takeaway?” Winter asked.

“What?”

“In the safehouse.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“We were in danger and you sent us to a safehouse until we could go home again. The Faceless Ones had just turned themselves into the Spark, but the Shalgoth were still attacking and killing people. I was nine. We got takeaway – Chinese and Indian.”

“Yeah, OK, I remember.”

“Then you went off and Obsidian ended the world and Darquesse brought it back. But before Obsidian ended the world, some soldiers found us.”

Valkyrie frowned at her, glanced at Slott, and frowned at her again. “Department X found you?”

She nodded. “There were two Cleavers and two sorcerers protecting us. They killed them. They took us. They knew who we were, and knew who you were, and they were going to use us to get you to do what they wanted.” She looked at Slott. “He was one of them.”

“She’s lying,” said Slott. “I don’t even know what she’s talking about.”

“You wouldn’t remember because it no longer happened,” Militsa told him.

“That doesn’t make any sense!”

“Hush now. Winter, carry on.”

Winter nodded. “They blindfolded us and took us to a … it felt like a bunker. They left us in the dark. Dad got free, untied us. We broke out of the room we were in. We knew all we had to do was call you and you’d come save us.” She stopped for a moment, swallowed, her jaw clenching before she could continue. “They killed Dad. They shot him when he turned a corner, before they’d even … They never even said ‘freeze’ or whatever. I’d always thought they were supposed to say that. But they didn’t say anything. They just … they shot him. Mum picked me up and ran. I’ve never been so scared. I’ve never seen her so scared. I remember she picked me up so I was looking behind her and I was just … All I could see was Dad lying there.

“We didn’t really get very far. More soldiers were in front, and Mum was begging them to let me go. She was saying she’d stay, but she begged them to let me go because I was only a child.” Winter’s eyes locked on to Slott. “Then you came running in – Sergeant Slott, they called you – and I could see the … the panic on your face when you realised your guys had already killed my dad. You kept on saying this was all screwed up. You were saying the plan wouldn’t work because Valkyrie Cain was going to kill you all. You got on the phone and your bosses were telling you one thing, they were giving you orders, but you said no. The best thing to do, you said, was to abandon the plan. The best thing to do was to get rid of the witnesses.”

Slott paled, and shook his head. “This never happened. I’d never do that. She’s lying.”

“Your men killed my mum.”

“No. That’s not right.”

“They shot her. She was holding my hand and they shot her and she let go. I remember that feeling: holding her hand and then … then her hand pulling away. They wouldn’t kill me, though. They couldn’t do it. I was a crying, wailing, nine-year-old girl standing over her mother’s dead body. It’d take a monster to kill me, wouldn’t it? So you took out your gun and you did it.”

Winter raised her hand. Magic churned beneath her skin.

“I’m going to kill you now,” she said.

The mortals around Slott cursed and yelled and shoved each other out of the way, forming a clearing so that it was only him standing there, his eyes wide, his hands up and trembling.

“Stop her,” he whispered, but no one was paying attention to him.

“Winter,” Valkyrie said, reaching out slowly.

“The moment anyone touches me,” Winter said, “or tries to stand in front of him … I’ll fire.” She didn’t take her eyes off him. “Honestly, I was just walking on by and I heard your voice. You’ve got a distinctive voice, you know that? It’s very nasal. I heard you trying to argue with a Cleaver – a Cleaver, of all people – and I couldn’t believe it. Here you are, served up to me. This is fate. This is destiny.”

“Please don’t hurt me,” Slott said.

“Shut up, mortal. I’m talking. The look on your face right now – was that the expression I was wearing when you killed me? I hope not. It’s pathetic.”

“You don’t have to do this, Winter,” Valkyrie said. “We can interrogate him, find out everything he knows about Department X or whatever they’re called. Then he can rot in prison.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” said Cadaver. “I will personally ensure that the remainder of his life is an unendurable hell.”

“No, no,” said Winter. “He has to die. That’s the only way I’ll be able to get him out of my head. First he dies, and then every single one of his soldier friends.”

“If you kill him, you’ll go to prison,” Valkyrie told her. “Winter, look around. There are Grand Mages watching you, for God’s sake. You won’t be able to get away with it.”

“Sure I will. I’ve got all this new power.”

“It won’t be enough.”

Winter’s eyes flicked to Valkyrie. “Would you come after me? You and Skulduggery? Would you put the shackles on me and throw me in a cell? See, I don’t think you would.”

“Winter, please.”

“Darquesse tried to fix things when she repaired the universe, she tried to bury the memory of what happened, but it wouldn’t stay buried. Mum and Dad, they’ve got no idea, as far as I can tell, and that’s great. Good for them. I hope those memories never return. Because I’m telling you, remembering the day your parents were killed in front of you, remembering being killed yourself? That’s some pretty serious trauma.”

“You’re not a killer.”

“I’m about to be.”

“You’ll ruin your life.”

“Then that’s my choice,” said Winter. “You’ve spent your life protecting me, but that’s over now. You can’t make any more decisions for me. You can’t take away any more of my options.”

“What are you talking about?”

Winter laughed. “You can’t even see it, can you? My life has never been mine until this exact moment. You’ve always shouldered my burdens as well as your own, but I never asked you to, and I never wanted you to. Those were my burdens. Mine. You’ve protected me to the point where I needn’t even exist.”

“And you think murdering a man in cold blood will make things better?”

“Actually, yeah, I do. Nothing better to murder someone in.”

“These thoughts in your head, it’s the Faceless Ones. You have to see that.”

“It would be easier if that were true, but I’m afraid that these thoughts are all my own, and they’ve been there since I was nine years old.”

“Winter, I love you, and I’m begging you, please don’t do this.”

“I know you love me. You’ve always loved me, and you’ve always protected me. But you’ve never understood me.”

Winter’s eyes narrowed and her arm tensed and the magic flowed through to her hand, which burned so brightly that the only thing it could possibly do was release all that energy straight into David Slott, so Valkyrie ripped Fletcher’s gun from her waistband, the sights lining up with the middle of Slott’s chest and she pulled the trigger three times.

Slott stepped back and fell and Cadaver snatched the gun from Valkyrie’s hand and Winter screamed. Militsa rushed over, pulling the blanket from her shoulders and pressing it to Slott’s chest and people were shouting and healers were rushing but he was dead. Slott was dead; she’d known that the moment he dropped.

“Why did you do that?” Winter screeched. “He was mine!”

“I’m sorry,” Valkyrie said, tears running down her face as the Cleavers grabbed her. “I’m so sorry.”

Winter lunged at her but Cadaver held her back. “I had to do it! I had to be the one! Why did you do that?”

“I couldn’t let you,” Valkyrie said, the shackles closing around her wrists. “I’m so sorry.”

The Cleavers hauled her back, away from the gathering crowd, and a Teleporter approached, listened to the Sanctuary operatives in charge, and nodded. Someone moved in front of her and Winter was lost to sight so she searched for Militsa, but Militsa was still on her knees, still trying to save a dead man’s life.

Valkyrie blinked and suddenly she was on another island, a flying island, where the freezing wind cut through her wet clothes. The Cleavers marched her across the courtyard, into the harsh lights cast by the watchtowers, and the doors ahead opened, heavy and creaking, and Coldheart Prison welcomed her home.
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